
  
    
      
    
  


  


  The Garrett, P.I. series


  by Glen Cook


  

  


  1. Sweet Silver Blues


  Novel first published by Signet / New American Library: 1987.


  It should have been a simple job. But for Garrett, a human detective in a world of gnomes, tracking down the woman to whom his pal Denny left a fortune in silver was no small task. Denny’s family wanted to hang onto the treasure—especially sister Rose, with a body hot enough to stop Garrett in his tracks, but a heart colder than the metal he was packing. And suddenly vampires, centaurs, and other nasty creatures are in the way, and Garrett would much rather be at home with a bottle of beer than in the wilds with fangs in his neck.


  Even with the aid of Morley, the toughest half-elf around, Garrett wasn’t sure he’d make it out alive from a land where magic could be murder, the dead still talked, and vampires were always hungry for human blood!


  

  


  2. Bitter Gold Hearts


  Novel first published by Signet / New American Library: 1988.


  While the Storm Warden’s away . . . her children will pay—especially when someone’s kidnapped that magical and merciless personage’s son and heir. And when kidnapping’s the game, Garrett’s the name of the hardboiled human detective who’s made nabbing the ’nappers his specialty.


  But this time around Garrett may have gotten into the middle of something that’s too hot for him and his elvish allies to handle. And even the bewitching beauty of a half-elf, the seductive sultriness of a lady willing to prove she’s wholly human, and the promise of a fortune in gold may not prove compensation enough for tackling both a host of ogres and assassins . . . and some of the most menacing masters ever to seize power in this wildly enchanted land. . . .


  

  


  3. Cold Copper Tears


  Novel first published by Signet / New American Library: 1988.


  She was tall, blonde, and offering Garrett a fee that was irresistible to take a case that seemed open and shut. But in a town of elves and humans, thugs and swindlers—a place where magic and religion could prove an all-too potent mix—Garrett had learned to take a long, hard look before nodding yes.


  And when, soon after this damsel in distress had departed, the Grand Inquisitor came looking for Garrett’s help, he knew it was time to throw some business his competitors’ way. But even for a hard-boiled detective like Garrett, who had the Dead Man for an ally and the toughest half-elf in town guarding his back, it was already too late to say no. For Garrett had been fingered as the latest sacrifice to a long-dead god, and his only chance to save his neck was to solve his newest cases right now!


  

  


  4. Old Tin Sorrows


  Novel first published by Signet / New American Library: 1989.


  Someone—or something—is murdering the employees of retired General Stantor. Now, this growing legion of the dead wants to add the general to their ranks. And it�s up to Garrett and the half-elf Morley Dotes to protect Stantor and find the killer. . . .


  


  

  


  5. Dread Brass Shadows


  Novel first published by Roc / New American Library: 1990.


  Somebody has lost a lot of brass and everyone wants to find it. And now the stakes were getting so rich it made even a hard-boiled detective like Garrett nervous. Then the casualties began piling up, starting with Garrett’s own beautiful red-haired girlfriend. Garrett was out to draw some blood in revenge—at least until two other redheads turned up at his front door . . . and until he found himself the center of unwelcome attention from every thug and would-be sorcerer in town.


  That’s when he knew he’d have to find the prize everyone was after, the legendary Book of Shadows, made of brass and holding secrets no mortal was ever meant to master—and either sell it to the safest bidder or make sure no one ever had the chance to work its spells on his unsuspecting and unprotected world. . . .


  

  


  6. Red Iron Nights


  Novel first published by Roc: 1991.


  Blood-soaked blades had been taking their toll amoing the luscious lovelies in Garrett’s home city of TunFaire. And though Garrett could be as civic-minded as the next guy—unless the next guy was Captain Block of the Watch—the private eye wasn’t sure he really wanted to take on a serial killer psycho who did too good a carving job and never left any of the blood behind.


  Still, having Block pay him for his services with lots of ill-gotten government funds, and having his own partner, the Dead Man, strenuously urge him to take the case, proved an irresistible combination for Garrett. And so the top—and only—private eye around found himself lining up his allies for a search that would take him from the lowest slums to the highest estates, from confrontatons with butterfly- and magic-spitting enemies to run-ins with the king of crime’s wayward daughter to a final encounter with an ancient evil which had once again been loosed on his unsuspecting town. . . .


  

  


  7. Deadly Quicksilver Lies


  Novel first published by Roc / Dutton Signet / Penguin: 1994.


  When “royalty” paid the tab, price wasn’t the issue, survival was. And Garrett wasn’t sure it was worth his life to take Maggie Jenn on as his client. Not in a kingdom where the biggest con artists weren’t human, magic could beat any weapon, and the local killers were built like tanks. Still, damsels in distress were Garrett’s weakness, especially when they had all the right equipment in all the right places. And it seemed like a simple missing person’s case: a vanished teenage daughter, a distraught mother trying to track her down.


  But when the mother used to be the mistress of the now defunct king, and when a guy they called the Rainmaker (a character so well connected even Garrett’s friends didn’t want to rat on him) was far too interested in Maggie and ready to see Garrett permanently removed from the case, he knew he’d have to call in some big favors just to keep his head on his shoulders, let alone find a kid who probably didn’t want to be found. . . .


  

  


  8. Petty Pewter Gods


  Novel first published by Roc: 1995.


  When real estate becomes a scant resource in TunFaire, the newly arrived gods of the world hold a contest that will award the last available temple to whomever can find its key, and atheist P.I. Garrett is hired by two rival pantheons.


  


  

  


  9. Faded Steel Heat


  Novel first published by Roc: 1999.


  Since the end of the war, there had always been bigotry against non-humans in TunFaire. Even though many species had sacrificed in battle, some groups of humans thought the “Golden Rule” translated to “Humans rule. Now give us your gold.” With the streets descending into bloody race riots, and the organized “human” brotherhoods flexing both physical and economic muscle, TunFaire was a hairsbreadth from total chaos.


  Garrett is a wise-guy private investigator who speaks loudly and carries a big stick. Backed by a circle of friends no one would wish on their worst enemy, Garrett is caught in a conspiracy of hate that pits man against . . . everybody!


  

  


  10. Angry Lead Skies


  Novel first published by Roc: 2002.


  Anyone else would have learned by now: When trouble comes knocking, don’t open the door. There’s a reason why Garrett’s still in the P.I. business after all these years—he’s not one to learn his lessons. Maybe that’s why he lets himself get roped into being a bodyguard for Kip Prose, an obnoxious kid being threatened by creatures that can’t quite be described.


  According to the kid, the attackers aren’t after him at all—they’re just trying to get to his friends Lastyr and Noodiss. But before Garrett can get Kip to explain just who or what Lastyr and Noodiss are, Kip is abducted, and the chase begins. . . .


  

  


  11. Whispering Nickel Idols


  Novel first published by Roc: 2005.


  In TunFaire, a city of gorgeous women, powerful sorcerers and dangerous magic, the beautiful, criminally insane daughter of a comatose crime boss has some lascivious designs on private investigator Garrett—who now has to figure out why everyone is suddenly after him.


  


  

  


  12. Cruel Zinc Melodies


  Novel first published by Roc: 2008.


  Garrett uncovers the dark side of the fantasy city TunFaire, where no-one is to be trusted . . . especially beautiful women. When a pack of gorgeous women knock on his door, Garrett knows it’s too good to be true. The leader of the group is Alyx Weider, the daughter of the largest brewer in town. Her father and friends are opening a new theater in TunFaire and the lovely ladies are there to persuade Garrett to help get rid of the paranormal parasites living in the new construction.


  Garrett agrees because after all, it means free beer and the company of these beautiful girls. What else could a man want? But Garrett doesn’t realize the drama he’s stepping into.
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  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  It sounded like someone was knocking with a sledgehammer. I rolled over and cracked a bloodshot eye. I couldn't see a figure through the window, but that wasn't surprising. I could barely make out the lettering on the grimy glass:


  


  Garrett

  Investigator

  Confidential Agent


  


  I had blown my wad buying the glass and wound up being my own painter.


  The window was as dirty as last week's dishwater, but not filthy enough to block out the piercing morning light. The damned sun wasn't up yet! And I'd been out till the second watch barhopping while I followed a guy who might lead me to a guy who might know where I could find a guy. All this led to was a pounding headache.


  "Go away!" I growled. "Not available."


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  "Go to hell away!" I yelled. It left my head feeling like an egg that had just bounced off the edge of a frying pan. I wondered if I ought to feel the back to see if the yolk was leaking, but it seemed like too much work. I'd just go ahead and die.


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  I have a little trouble with my temper, especially when I have a hangover. I was halfway to the door with two feet of lead-weighted truncheon before sense penetrated the scrambled yolk.


  When they are that insistent, it's somebody from up the hill with a summons to do work too sticky to lay on their own boys. Or it's somebody from down the hill with the word that you're stepping on the wrong toes.


  In the latter case the truncheon might be useful.


  I yanked the door open.


  For a moment I didn't see the woman. She barely came up to my chest. I eyeballed the three guys behind her. They were lugging enough steel to outfit their own army, but I wouldn't have been shy about wading in. Two of them were about fifteen years old and the other was about a hundred and five.


  "We're invaded by dwarfs," I moaned. None of them was taller than the woman.


  "Are you Garrett?" She looked disappointed in what she saw.


  "No. Two doors down. Good-bye." Slam! Two doors down was a night-working ratman who made a hobby of getting on my nerves. I figured it was his turn in the barrel.


  I stumbled toward bed with the vague suspicion that I had seen those people before.


  I wriggled around like an old dog. When you're hung over there is no way to get comfortable, feather bed or creek bed. Just as I was getting reacquainted with being horizontal again, Bam! Bam! Bam!


  I told myself I wouldn't move. They would take the hint.


  They didn't. It sounded like the entire room was about to cave in. I was not going to get any more sleep.


  I got up again—gingerly—and drank a quart of water. I chased it with skunky beer and clung to my temper precariously.


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  "I don't make a habit of busting female heads," I told the tiny woman when I opened the door again. "But in your case I think I can make an exception."


  She was not impressed. "Dad wants to see you, Garrett."


  "Say, that's wonderful. That explains a gang of runts trying to break my door down. What does the gnome king want?"


  The old codger said, "Rose, it's obvious this isn't a convenient time for Mr. Garrett. We've waited three days. A few more hours won't make any difference."


  Rose? I should know a Rose from somewhere. But where?


  "Mr. Garrett, I'm Lester Tate. And I want to apologize—on Rose's behalf—for bothering you at this hour. She's a headstrong child, and having been overindulged by my brother all her life, she's blind to any desires but her own." He spoke in the soft, tired voice of a man who spends a lot of time arguing with a whirlwind.


  "Lester Tate?" I asked. "Like in Denny Tate's uncle Lester?"


  "Yes."


  "It's beginning to come back. The family picnic at Elephant Rocks three years ago. I came with Denny." Maybe I had laundered my memory because Rose had been an unspeakably nasty wench that day. "Maybe it was all the hardware that made me forget your faces." Denny Tate and I went back about eight years, but I hadn't seen him in months. "So how is Denny?" I asked, maybe a little guilty.


  "Dead!" barked sweet sister Rose.


  

  


  


  Denny Tate and I were heroes of the Cantard Wars. That means we did our five years and got out alive. A lot of guys don't.


  We went in about the same time, were barracked less than twenty miles apart, but never met till later, here in TunFaire, eight hundred miles from the fighting. He was light cavalry out of Fort Must. I was Fleet Marines, mostly aboard the Imperial Kimmswick out of Full Harbor. I fought in the islands. Denny rode over most of the Cantard, chasing or running away from the Venageti. We both made sergeant before we got out.


  It was a nasty war. It still is. I like it better now that it's much farther away.


  Denny saw more of the worst than I did. The fighting at sea and in the islands was sideshow stuff. Neither we nor the Venageti wasted wizards on it. All the flash and fury of sorcery got saved for the struggle on the mainland.


  Anyway, we'd both survived our five, and had done part of them in the same general area, and that had given us something in common when we met. It was good enough till we got to know one another.


  

  


  


  "So that's why you're a walking arsenal. What is it? A vendetta? Maybe you'd better get inside."


  Rose cackled like a hen laying a square egg.


  Uncle Lester laughed too, but it was a laugh of a different breed. "Shut up, Rosie. I'm sorry, Mr. Garrett. The weapons are here to feed Rosie's hunger for drama. She believes we don't dare enter this neighborhood unarmed lest the local thugs ravish her."


  It was not a good dawn for me. Few of them are. Without thinking, I cracked, "The thugs in my neighborhood have some taste. She doesn't have to worry." Blame it on the hangover.


  Uncle Lester grinned. Rose looked at me like I was dog flop she wanted off her shoe.


  I tried to gloss over with business. "Who did it? What can I do about it?"


  "Nobody did it," Rose told me. "He fell off a horse and busted his head, his neck, and about ten other bones."


  "Hard to believe a skilled horseman could go that way."


  "It happened in broad daylight on a busy street. There's no doubt that it was an accident."


  "Then what do you need me for? Especially before the sun is up?"


  "That's for Dad to tell," Rose said. The shrew had a lot of anger in her, anger that was there before I gave her cause. "Bringing you in on it was his idea, not mine."


  I knew Denny's old man modestly. Well enough to use his first name if I was the kind of snotnose who calls his friends' parent by name instead of Mister. He ran a very successful cobbler's business. He, Denny, and two journeymen handled the custom and commercial trade. Uncle Lester and a dozen apprentices made boots under an open-end deal with the army. The war had been good to Denny's dad.


  They do say it is an ill wind indeed that blows no one any good.


  Well, I was awake. Hair of the dog and scintillating conversation had reduced the pounding in my head to the tramp of ten thousand legions. Still there was a nagging guilt about not having made time to see Denny before the old gal in black climbed on his back. I decided to find out why the old man needed somebody in my line of work when there wasn't a doubt about how Denny checked out.


  "Let me get myself put together and we'll be on our way."


  Rose grinned wickedly. I realized I'd fed her a murderous straight line.


  I didn't stick around to hear her pounce on it.
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  Willard Tate was no bigger than the rest of his tribe. A gnome. He was bald on top with tasseled gray hair to his shoulders on the sides and longer in the back. He was bent over his workbench, tapping tiny brass nails into the heel of a woman's shoe. Clearly he was at the top of his trade. He wore square TanHageen spectacles and they don't come cheap.


  He was engrossed in his work. Recalling his state since his wife died, I figured he was working off grief.


  "Mr. Tate?" He knew I was there. I had cooled my heels for twenty minutes while they told him.


  He drove one more nail with a single perfect tap, looked at me over his cheaters. "Mr. Garrett. They tell me you made mock of our size."


  "I get nasty when somebody drags me out before the sun comes up."


  "That's Rose. If she has to see you in, she'll see you in the hard way. I made a bad job of her. Keep her in mind as you rear your own children."


  I said nothing. You tell somebody you look forward to blindness more eagerly than to having kids, you don't win any friends. Those that don't think you're lying think you're crazy.


  "Do you have a problem with short people, Mr. Garrett?"


  About six flip answers never saw the air. He was dead serious. "Not really. Denny wouldn't have been my buddy if I did. Why? Is it important?"


  "In a sideways sort of way. Did you ever wonder why the Tates are so small?"


  I had never dwelled on it. "No."


  "It's the blood. The taint of elvish. On both sides, several generations before my time. Keep that in mind. It will help you understand later."


  I wasn't surprised. I'd suspected it before, the way Denny got along with animals. Plenty of people have the taint, yet most cover it up. There is a lot of prejudice against the half elfin.


  My hangover had improved, but not much. I had no patience. "Can we get to the point, Mr. Tate? You want me to do a job, or what?"


  "I want you to find someone." He rose from his bench and shed his leather apron. "Come with me."


  I went. He took me into the Tate secret world, the compound behind the manufactory. Denny never did that.


  "You've been doing all right for yourself," I said. We entered a formal garden, the existence of which I'd never suspected.


  "We manage."


  I should manage so good. "Where are we headed?"


  "Denny's apartment."


  Buildings stood shoulder to shoulder around the garden. From the street they looked like one continuous featureless warehouse. From the garden I could not imagine how I'd ever thought that. These houses were as fine as anything up the hill. They simply didn't face the street and make temptingly dangerous statements.


  I wondered if they killed the workmen when the job was done. "The whole Tate tribe lives here?"


  "Yes."


  "Not much privacy."


  "Too much, I think. We all have our own apartments. Some have street-side doors. Denny's does." Tate's tone said "This is a Significant Fact."


  My curiosity was definitely growing. Tate's whole attitude indicated indignation at Denny's having had secrets from his old man.


  He took me to Denny's place. The air inside was stuffy and warm, the way closed places get in summer. Nothing had changed since the one time Denny had invited me in—through the street-side door—except that Denny wasn't there. That made a lot of difference.


  The place was as plain and neat as a new cheap coffin. Denny had been a man of ascetic habits. He'd never hinted at the comforts enjoyed by his family.


  "It's in the basement."


  "What is?"


  "What I want you to see before I start explaining." He collected a lantern and lit it with a long match, which he kept burning.


  Moments later we were in a basement as spotless as the ground floor. Old Man Tate and his match went around lighting lamps. I made like a cat too lazy to lick his own paws and just hung around with my mouth open.


  Tate wore a small, smug smile when he faced me again. "Well?"


  The cat that had my tongue could have fought a couple weights heavier than a snow leopard.


  The only place you even hear about that much precious metal lying around is in stories about dragon hoards.


  Actually, when my mind started working, I saw it wasn't so much after all. Just more than I'd ever imagined I would see in one place. A few hundred robbers working double shifts for four or five years might pile up as much.


  "Where. . . ? How. . . ?"


  "I don't know most of the answers myself, Mr. Garrett. My knowledge is limited to the notes Denny left. They were all written to himself. He knew what he was talking about. There is enough to fill in the outlines, though. I expect you'll want to read everything before you start."


  I nodded but did not hear him. My friend Denny, the shoemaker. With a basement full of silver. Denny, whose only mention of money had been about the share he had taken when his regiment had overwhelmed a Venageti treasure caravan fleeing the defeat at Jordan Wells.


  "How much?" I croaked. I was not getting any better. The little guy that sits in the back row inside my head started catcalling me. I never thought wealth could have so much impact upon me.


  "Sixty thousand marks in Karentine coined silver. The equivalent of eighteen thousand marks in coined silver of other states. Eight hundred four-ounce bars. Six hundred twenty-three eight-ounce bars. Forty-four one-pound bars. One hundred ten pounds in larger bars. Just under one thousand coined goldmarks. There's some billet tin and copper, too. A nice amount, but it doesn't count for much compared with the silver."


  "Not unless a couple copper sceats would make the difference between eating and starvation. How did he do it? Don't tell me making ballroom slippers for fat duchesses. Nobody gets rich . . . working." I almost said "honestly."


  "Trading in metals." Tate gave me a don't-be-stupid look. "Playing the changes in the shifting exchange rate between gold and silver. Buying silver when it was cheap against gold, selling it when gold was cheap against silver. He started with his prize money from the army. He switched back and forth at the best points in the cycle. That's what I meant when I said keep the elvish blood in mind. We people of elvish ancestry have a feel for silver."


  "You're stereotyping yourself, Pop."


  "You understand what I've said? How he came by it? I don't want you to think it's dishonest wealth."


  "I understand." That did not make me think it was necessarily honest.


  Anyone with a knack for reading the shifts could get rich the same way. Silver goes up and down violently according to the army's fortunes in the Cantard. As long as we are plagued by sorcerers, there will be an incredible demand for the metal.


  Ninety percent of the world's silver is mined in the Cantard. Under all the excuses and historical claims, the mines are what the war is all about. Maybe if we could rid the world of magicians and their hunger for the mystic metal, peace and prosperity would break out all over.


  "Well?" Tate asked.


  "Well what?"


  "Will you do the job for us?"


  Good question, I thought.
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  I looked at Tate and saw a momentary idiot, a fool trying to twist me into doing something he feared I'd turn my back on if I knew the whole story. "Pop, would you make shoes if you didn't know the size? If you hadn't even seen the person who was going to wear them? Without knowing anything about getting paid? I've been real patient on account of you being Denny's old man. But I'm not going to play games."


  He hemmed and hawed.


  "Come on, Pop. Open the poke. Shake it out. Let's see if the little porker oinks or meows."


  His expression became pained, almost pleading. "I'm just trying to do right by my son. Trying to carry out his last wishes."


  "We'll put up a statue. When does the clam open up? Or do I go home and finish sleeping off this hangover?" Why do they always do this? They bring you in to handle a problem, then lie about it or hide it from you. But they never stop screaming for results.


  "You've got to understand—"


  "Mr. Tate, I don't have to understand anything except exactly what is going on. Why don't you start from the beginning, tell me what you know, what you want, and why you need me. And don't leave anything out. If I take the job and find out you have, I'll get extremely angry. I'm not a very nice man when I get angry."


  "Have you had your breakfast, Mr. Garrett? Of course not. Rose wakened you and brought you straight here. Why don't we do that while I order my thoughts?"


  "Because there's nothing guaranteed to make me madder quicker than a stall."


  He went red in the face. He was not used to backtalk.


  "You talk or I walk. This is my life you're wasting."


  "Damn it, a man can't. . . ."


  I started toward the stairs.


  "All right. Stop."


  I paused, waited.


  "After Denny died, I came here and found all this," Tate said. "And I found a will. A registered will."


  Most people don't bother to register, but that didn't amount to anything remarkable. "So?"


  "So in the will he names you and me his executors."


  "That damned sawed-off little runt! I'd break his neck for him if he hadn't already done it himself. That's it? All the shuffle-footing and coy looks is because he rung in an outsider?"


  "Hardly. It's the terms of the will that are embarrassing."


  "Yeah? He tell everybody what he thought of them?"


  "In a way. He left everything but our executor's fees to someone none of us ever heard of."


  I laughed. That was Denny. "So? He made the money. It's his to give away."


  "I don't deny that. And I don't mind, believe it or not. But for Rose's sake. . . ."


  "You know what he thought about her? Want me to tell you?"


  "She is his sister."


  "Not that he had any choice about it. The nicest thing he ever said about her was, ‘She's a useless, lazy, whining, conniving freeloader.' The word bitch came up a few times, too."


  "But—"


  "Never mind. I don't want to hear it. So what you want is for me to find this mysterious heir, eh? And then what?" They want you to do some crazy things sometimes. I could guess why Denny registered his will. A Rose with thorns.


  "Just tell her the bequest is here for the claiming. Get a statement of intent we can file with the registry probate. Already they're harassing us about showing them that we're doing something to execute the terms of the will."


  That figured. I knew those jackasses. Before the brewery gave me the consulting job, I did investigations for them, free-lance, to make ends meet. "You said ‘her.' This heir is a woman?" Denny never mentioned knowing any women all the time I knew him. I had him figured for a complete asexual.


  "Yes. An old girlfriend, from when he was in the army. He never fell out of love, it seems, and they never stopped writing letters, even though she married somebody else. You'll find your best leads in those letters. You were in the Cantard, too, so you'll know the places she talks about."


  "The Cantard?"


  "That's where she is, yes. Where are you going?"


  "I've been to the Cantard once. I didn't get a choice that time. This time I do. Find yourself another patsy, Mr. Tate."


  "Mr. Garrett, you're one of the executors. And I'm too old to make that trip."


  "Won't hold a shot of legal water, Pop. An executor don't have to do squat if he didn't say he would and sign to do it up front. Good-bye."


  "Mr. Garrett, the law allows the executors to draw up to ten percent of the value of an estate to recompense themselves and to cover their expenses. Denny's estate will go on the up side of a hundred thousand marks."


  That was a stopper. Something to make me think. For about two winks. "Five thousand ain't to die for, Pop. And I don't have anybody to leave it to."


  "Ten thousand, Mr. Garrett. I'll leave you my side. I don't want it."


  I admit I hesitated first. "No."


  "I'll pay your expenses out of my own purse. That makes it ten thousand clear."


  I stayed clammed. Was the old coot in training for a devil's job?


  "What will it take, Mr. Garrett?"


  "How come you're so hot to find this frail?"


  "I want to meet her, Mr. Garrett. I want to see the sort of woman capable of making a monkey of my son. Name your price."


  "Even rich don't do you any good if the wild dogs of the Cantard are cracking your bones to get at the marrow."


  "Name your price, Mr. Garrett. I am an old man who has lost the son he expected to follow him. I am a wealthy man with no more need to cling to wealth. I am a determined man. I will see this woman. So again I say, name your price."


  I should have known better. Hell, I did know better. I'd been saying so for ten minutes. "Give me a thousand on account. I'll look over the stuff Denny left and do some poking around at this end, just to see if it's feasible. I'll let you know what I decide."


  I went back down the stairs and pulled up a chair behind the desk where Denny's letters and notes were piled.


  "I have to get back to work," Tate called. "I'll have Rose bring you some breakfast."


  As I listened to Tate's tiny footsteps fade away, I couldn't help but weigh the possibility of dear Rose slipping something poisonous into my food. I sighed and turned to my work, hoping this next meal wouldn't be my last.
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  The first thing I did was look for the stuff Denny's family had missed. Misers always have something they think they have to hide. A basement like that, plain as it looked, had a thousand crannies where things could be squirreled away.


  Just as I spotted it a little dirt fell from the under-flooring overhead. I cocked an ear. Not a sound. Somebody was doing a passable job of cat-footing around up there.


  I had my feet on Denny's desk and was expanding my literary horizons when Rose and my griddle cakes sneaked on stage. I checked her over the top of the first page of a letter that somehow had a quality of déjà vu. But I didn't pay much attention. The smell of griddle cakes with wild honey, tea, hen's eggs, hot buttered bread, and steamed boodleberry preserves was a bit distracting to a man in my condition.


  Rose was distracting, too. She was smiling.


  Snakes smile that way before they strike.


  When her sort smile you had better check over your shoulder for a guy with a knife.


  She placed the tray before me, still smiling. "Here's a little of everything we had in the kitchen. I hope you'll find something to suit."


  When they're nice to you, you had better get your back against a wall.


  "Your feet hurt?"


  "No." She gave me a puzzled look. "What makes you ask that?"


  "The look on your face. It has to be pain."


  Not a flicker of response, except, "So the old man talked you into it, did he?"


  I raised an eyebrow. "Into what?"


  "Finding that woman of Denny's." Plenty of vitriol pent up behind that smile.


  "Nope. I told him I'd go over Denny's papers and look around town a little. I would tell him what I thought. That's all."


  "You're going to do it. How much did he offer you to find her?"


  I put my best blank cardplaying face and stared into the starved ice marbles of her eyes. I don't believe that stuff about windows of the soul. I've seen too many lying eyes. But beyond hers lay nothing but shatter-sharp flint and frosty iron.


  "I'll give you twenty percent if you don't find her. Twenty-five if you find her dead."


  Blank-faced, I started on my breakfast. There was ham and sausage, too. The tea was so good I drained half the pot before I touched anything else.


  "I could be very generous," she said, turning sideways, posing to show what she had.


  She had the equipment. All of it, and plenty of it. A prime little package, but a package filled with rot. "Denny said that you like small women."


  Some better than others, I thought. "I make a point of trying not to be cruel to people, Rose. The best I can do here is speak plain and say I'm not interested."


  She took rejection well. She ignored it. "I'm going with you, you know."


  "With me? Where?"


  "To the Cantard."


  "I've got a flash for you, lady. I'm not doing any dirty work for you, and you aren't crossing the street with me. I do thank you for bringing breakfast. I need it, and appreciate it. Now go away and let me see if there's any reason I should be fool enough to get into this at all."


  "I'm a stubborn woman, Garrett. I usually get what I want. If you won't help me, you'd better walk away from the whole thing. People who get in my way get hurt."


  "Unless you're out of here by the time I finish this cup of tea you're going over my knee and getting what your old man should have given you while you were still young enough to have some sense pounded into you."


  She retreated to the stairway. "I'll claim you raped me."


  I grinned. Last refuge of the female scoundrel. "I'm not rich like you, but I can afford a truthsayer. Go ahead. Let's see how your dad takes losing two kids in one week."


  She started upstairs. End of that game.


  I went back and dug the dark package from the shadow between two floor joists anchored on the outside foundation. It was not hidden. Every space along that wall was stuffed. But the wrapping of this bundle was a cavalry saddle blanket. Denny's service meant a lot to him. He kept every memento. What he would wrap in his saddle blanket would be important too.


  I dropped my seabag into the harbor as I strutted down the gangway the day I mustered out. Tells you how thrilled I was with the life of a Royal Marine.


  The bundle contained a stack of military maps of the Cantard, most ours, a few Venageti. Both kinds are dangerous to have. You could get arrested for spying. The people who ask questions for the court don't stop till you confess.


  With the maps were overlays of skin scraped transparently thin and several slim, expensive, bound journals.


  I took the lot to Denny's desk.


  Each of the overlays examined a critical battle of the past six years. The names of captains, commanders, and outfits were noted. One journal examined each battle commander by commander and unit by unit.


  What the hell? Denny wasn't any war buff.


  Reading gave me a glimmer, though. For instance, the table of royal officers:


  


  1: Count Agar: Impulsive. Overly aggressive. Prone to act on inadequate intelligence.


  9: Margrave Leon: Timid. Wants sure thing before offering battle. Easily rattled during engagement.


  14: Viscount Noah: Vacillator. Excessively ferocious when engaged. A spendthrift of men and material.


  22: Glory Mooncalled: Best all-around commander under Karentine colors. Excellent tactician. Able to train slowest and most uninspired men. Handicapped by low birth, mercenary status, and role in Seigod Mutiny while serving Venageti side. Weakness is a consuming hatred of Venageti warlords.


  


  There was a Venageti list, too, and an analysis of potential matches and mismatches. If you were in the business of shuffling gold and silver, it would be handy to know who would control the silver mines a few months down the road. Denny had been serious about trying to outguess fortune.


  I smelted an old dead carp, though. Denny drew forty-eight marks prize money and mustering-out pay. You don't turn forty-eight marks into a hundred thousand without cutting corners.


  Denny's business log contained some hints.


  


  Note from V: An agent of Stormlord Atto inquired the cost of 50 pd silver. First tremor of preparation for new offensive?


  Z reported verbally: Harrow made port with 200 pd silver in ballast. Must sell before Mooncalled takes Freemantle.


  Harrow southbound with 1000 pd granulated inside hollowed ballast billets. Biggest deal yet. Pray for fair weather.


  Letter from K. Warlord Ironlock, 20,000 men, 3 firelords of the Eastern Circle, Third Rite, ordered to Lare. Attack through the Bled? Viscount Blush defending. Buy coined silver.


  


  V, Z, and several others could be the cavalry cronies Denny hung out with. There were hints it was a tight group operation. But K was no old army buddy.


  I turned to the heir and lover's letters last, about the time a cousin dropped in to ask what I wanted for lunch.


  "Whatever the rest of you are having. With a quart of beer. And tell old man Tate I need him."


  That was when I started the letters. That's when the guy in the cheap seats decided I was going back to the Cantard. The rest of me fought the valiant fight for a long time.
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  "You look like you saw a ghost," Tate said.


  I looked up from the letter I'd been staring at for five minutes. "What? Oh. Yeah. Almost. Mr. Tate, you told me it was honest money."


  He did not say anything. He had suspected it was something shady.


  "You had any unusual visitors? Sudden old friends of Denny's asking questions?"


  "No."


  "You will. Soon. There's too much here for them to let it go. Be careful."


  "What do you mean?"


  It seemed an honest question. So maybe he did not know the world well enough to read what Denny had written. I laid it out for him.


  He did not believe me.


  "Doesn't matter what either of us thinks. The point is, so far I'm interested enough to keep on. I'll need that thousand. There are going to be heavy expenses from the start. And a box. I need a big box."


  "I'll have Lester bring the money from the office. Why do you want a box?"


  "To pack all this stuff."


  "No."


  "Say what?"


  "You're not taking it out of here."


  "I'm taking it or I'm taking me away. You want me to do a job, you let me do it. My way."


  "Mr. Garrett. . . ."


  "Pop, you're paying for results, not the right to mess with me. Get me a box, then go pound nails in a shoe. I don't have time for whining and games."


  He hadn't recovered from what I had said about Denny. He did not have any fight left. He took off.


  The funny thing was he left me feeling guilty, like I had been giving him a hard time just to puff up my own ego. I didn't need that guilt. So I ended up giving in and just letting everything go the way Tate wanted.


  Strange how you can manipulate yourself when somebody outside can't.


  I leaned back and watched dust fall from the underflooring as a pair of sneaky feet stole after Tate.


  I was still that way when the cousin brought lunch and beer. I was busy inhaling that when Uncle Lester appeared with a fat moneybag and a big wicker chest. I finished my beer in one long draft, belched against the back of my wrist, asked, "What do you think about all this, Uncle Lester?"


  He shrugged. "Ain't my place to say."


  "How's that?"


  "Eh?"


  It began to sound like hogs-at-the-trough time—all grunts and snorts. "Did you read any of this stuff?" I asked.


  "Yes."


  "Care to comment?"


  "Looked like Denny was dipping his toes in the shadows. You could tell that better than me."


  "He was. And he was an amateur. A damned lucky amateur. You ever have any hints that he was into anything?"


  "Nope. Unless you count that woman's letters. Them writing back and forth like that all this time seemed a mite odd to me. Ain't natural."


  "Yes?"


  "The boy was kin, and he's dead, and you don't want to speak ill of either one. But he was a bit strange, that boy. Always a loner 'fore he went off to the war. I'd bet that woman is the only one he ever had. If he had her. He didn't look at one after he got back."


  "Maybe he crossed?"


  Lester snorted and gave me his best look of disgust, like I didn't know about the Tates and the elves back when—though the cartha are the interspecies rage these days.


  "Just asking. I didn't think so. He seemed to be a guy who just wasn't interested. I've been in brag sessions when he was around. He never had a story to tell."


  Lester smirked. "Listened polite like, way you might if'n I started telling stories about when I was a kid."


  He had me.


  It is not often Garrett gets caught with nothing to say.


  He grinned. "On that note I'll be goin'."


  I grunted at his stern. Then I leaned back and closed my eyes and surrendered to the haunt that had me so distracted. To the coincidence so long the devils themselves must have pulled it in.


  Kayean Kronk.


  Maybe Denny could spend all those years in love with a memory. I gave it three hard ones before I broke the spell.


  There was only one thing to do. Go see the Dead Man.
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  He's called the Dead Man because they killed him four hundred years ago. But he is neither dead nor a man. He is a Loghyr, and they don't die just because somebody sticks a bunch of knives into them. Their bodies go through the motions—cooling out, rigor mortis, lividity—but they do not corrupt. Not at any rate mere humans can detect. Loghyr bones have been found in the ruins on Khatar Island; they are very similar to a human's when they are dry.


  "Hey, Old Bones. Don't look like the diet is working." The Dead Man is four hundred fifty pounds of mean, a little ragged around the edges, where the moths and mice and ants have gotten to him. He was parked in a chair in a dark room in a house that pretended to be both abandoned and haunted. He smelled. The corruption process is slow, but it goes on. "You need a bath, too."


  A psychic chill set me shivering. He was sleeping. He isn't easy to get along with at his best, and he's at his worst when newly awakened.


  I am not sleeping. I am meditating.


  The thoughts hammered at my brain.


  "Guess it's all a matter of perspective."


  The psychic chill became physical. My breath clouded and my shoe buckles frosted over. I hurried with the little propitiations that are necessary when dealing with the Dead Man. The freshly cut flowers went into the big crystal bowl on the filthy old table before him. Then I lit candles. His sense of humor insists there be thirteen of them, all black, burning while he is in consultation.


  To my knowledge he is the only Loghyr ever to allow his genius to be commercialized.


  He does not need the candlelight to see visitors or flowers. But he likes to pretend that he does.


  Aha! I see you now. Garrett. You pestilence. Can't you leave me alone? Every other day you're in here, worse than the moths and mice.


  "It's been five months, Chuckles. And from the looks of this place you've been meditating the whole time."


  A mouse that had been hiding beneath his oversized chair made a break for it. The Dead Man snatched it with his mind and sent it flying out of the house. Moths exploded away from him. He was incapable of doing malicious harm to bugs, who wanted to eat him, but could make life unholy hell for people with the effrontery to ask him to work.


  "You have to work sometime," I told him. "Even a dead man has to pay the rent. And you need somebody to give you a bath and clean the place up. Not to mention getting the vermin out again."


  A big, shiny black spider crawled out of one piglike nostril on the end of his ten-inch trunk. It did not like my looks. It ducked back inside.


  Cheap flowers.


  They were not. I had given him absolutely no legitimate cause for complaint. He couldn't banish me because he didn't want to work. I knew the state of his finances. His landlord had come to me about his last month's rent.


  Must not be much of a client you have, Garrett. You sneaking around after cheating wives again?


  "You know better." I was out of all that, thanks to him.


  How much?


  "You owe me for a month's rent already."


  You have the smug, content look of a man whose expenses have been guaranteed.


  "So?"


  How much can you soak your client before he squawks?


  "I don't know."


  Enough, I think, the way you look. Which is like a man who has a good fix on the pot at the end of the rainbow. Start reading.


  "What?"


  Stop playing the idiot, Garrett. You're too old. You dragged that crate of stuff here so you could bore me. That is the worst of being dead, Garrett. It is damned boring. You cannot do anything.


  "Loghyr don't do anything when they're alive."


  Read, Garrett. Your welcome is wearing thin.


  I won. Sort of. He listened while I gave him every word, showed him every map. A smooth, professional report. I stumbled only twice, once over the name Kayean, once when he set a squeaking mouse whizzing playfully around my head. It took a couple of hours and I got very dry. But I'd prepared for that, having been through it before.


  As I downed a long draft of beer, my head rang to, Very thorough. As far as it goes. What did you leave out?


  "Nothing. You got the whole show."


  You are lying, Garrett. And not very convincingly. Though perhaps you are lying more to yourself than to me. You tripped on the woman's name. It has meaning to you.


  Well, if you will lie to your best friend, you will lie to yourself. The Dead Man doesn't tell any tales. "It has meaning."


  Continue.


  "I knew a Kayean Kronk when I was in the Cantard. Her father was one of the Syndics of Port Fell. I was nineteen when I met her. She was seventeen. I fell hard. I thought she did too. But the campaign in the islands came up and I only got to see her maybe two days a month because we spent most of our time at sea. After about six months of that she started getting cool. Then I came in and there was a very kind letter asking me not to come see her, she was in love, the usual sort of thing. I never saw her again. I heard she was going with a cavalryman, and her father disliked him even more than he had disliked me. That was the last I heard of her till today.


  "I had a rocky few years after that. It hit me pretty hard."


  End of confession.


  A long silence.


  Your friend never mentioned that woman's name?


  "He never mentioned a woman."


  An odd coincidence, and a long one, but not impossible. It would be illuminating to know if he was aware of the identity of the woman's previous lover. How did you meet?


  "We met in a tavern where veterans hung out. We had liked one another. Not one detail I could recall implied that he had knowledge of me through a third party. I don't think he was the kind of guy who could stay around somebody who had been his lover's lover. I'd bet his whole fortune that he didn't realize that I was the Marine she'd been seeing."


  You may be betting it. You realize that the amount of money involved is going to have a lot of people interested in this business?


  "That's why I came to you. I need your advice."


  My main advice you would ignore.


  "What's that?"


  Leave it alone. Stick with the brewery work. This could get you killed. Especially on the Cantard end. Some very dangerous people have to be involved there, if only peripherally.


  "How so?"


  Who did the woman marry? the Dead Man countered.


  "I don't know. Why? Do you think it's important?"


  I will hazard to opine that it may become the crux of the affair.


  "Why?"


  It is evident from the woman's letters that she has access to information very restricted in nature and extremely dangerous to possess. She passed along data not only on the present movements and future plans of your armies, but on those of the Venageti as well. The implication is that she is in a unique position. Among you humans, females are not permitted to assume the responsibilities of such a position as a career. Thus, the further implication that she is mated to a man in such a position.


  The Dead Man's mind speech has all the nuance of verbal communication—once you learn to do without gestures and facial expressions. He was crowing. "I could have figured that out soon enough."


  About the time someone cut your throat. You count upon your ability to bluff or battle your way through obstacles, rather than thinking your way around them. It is a failing common to your race. All of you seem to believe that exercising your minds is shameful or painful, and prefer instead to snatch up a sword at the first hint of. . . .


  He was off on his favorite crusade. Soon he would begin the paeans to the infinite superiority of Loghyr reasoning and logic and wisdom. I shut him out.


  That can be done if he is distracted by musing upon his own magnificence, if you're subtle and don't draw attention to what you're doing. I hid behind my beer and counted silently. Having heard it all before, I knew how long he needed to get it out of his system.


  Garrett!


  So I miscalculated by a few seconds. He probably cheated. He knew me pretty well, too. But he was abnormally mellow. He employed none of his usual childish devices. Maybe I had given him enough to crack the boredom of being dead.


  "Yes?"


  Pay attention. I asked if you are determined to go ahead with this.


  "I'm not sure."


  Your body calls your mouth a liar. I have this advice for you, inasmuch as you mean to go ahead despite all reason. Do not go this one alone. And do not permit emotion to get in the way of your usually strong instinct for your own best interest. Whatever else this woman may be or may have been, she is not the girl you loved when she was seventeen. No more are you that callow Marine of nineteen. If ever, for a minute, you allow yourself to believe that those days can be restored, you are lost. They are dead. Take it from an expert on being dead. There is no way to get your health back. You live on memories of what was and fancies about what might have been. Both can be deadly to the man who loses sight of the demarcation between them and reality.


  "End of speech?"


  End of speech. Were you listening?


  "I was listening."


  Did you hear me?


  "I heard."


  It is well. You are a pestilence upon my waning centuries, Garrett, but you keep me amused. I do not want to lose you yet. Be careful in the Cantard. You will not have me there to lift you out of the consequences of your folly. It grates, but I fear I would miss you, insolence, disobedience, and all.


  Which was about the nicest thing he ever said to me. I had to get out before we started getting maudlin.


  I made a beer run before going back to give him his bath and his place a bit of cleanup.
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  It was past suppertime when I left the Dead Man's place. The shadows were long and indigo. The sky was turning colors you usually see only in elvish portraiture. It had been a long day, and there was a lot of it yet to go.


  The first order of business would be to see the Dead Man's landlord and get him a few months ahead on his rent.


  I'll buy the place for him if I ever make the big strike, though he could do that for himself if he wanted. It would, however, take several months of concentrated work for him to earn enough money. The very thought sends him into psychic spasms.


  Next step would be to look up Morley Dotes, which I'd had in mind even before the Dead Man admonished me against following my usual lone-wolf course. He was right. The Cantard is no place to go alone.


  A massive hand hurtled out of an alley mouth, snagged my arm, and yanked.


  Sometimes the city isn't so safe either.


  I slammed into a wall and slid away from a fist I sensed more than I saw. I threw a feeble right that was just a distractor while I unloaded a girlish shin kick. The mountain of muscle and gristle before me waltzed back far enough for me to take in its true dimensions. They were awesome.


  "Saucerhead Tharpe."


  "Hey, Garrett. Man. If I'd knowed it was you, I'd never have taken this job."


  "Shucks. I bet you say that to all the boys."


  "Aw. Don't be that way, Garrett. We all got to make it the best way we know how."


  I caught a glimpse of a familiar short person watching from across the street.


  I dragged out a fat purse containing part of the largesse her uncle had bestowed upon me earlier.


  "Hey. Come on, Garrett. You know you can't bribe me to lay off. I'm really sorry this's got to be you and me. But I got paid for the job. Where would I be if it got around that I could be bought off? I'd be out of work. I'm very, very, sorry, Garrett. But I got to do what I got paid to do."


  I had expected no luck, but it had seemed worth a try.


  I said, "I'd be the last guy to ask you to welsh on a deal, Saucerhead."


  "Gee. I'm glad. I was scared you wouldn't understand."


  "I want you to do a job for me, Saucerhead. There's five marks in it."


  "Yeah. I'd feel a whole lot better about this if I could do something for you. What is it?"


  "That woman across the street. The one that sicced you onto me. When we're done here I want you to take her down to the Bazaar, strip her down naked, bend her over your lap, and give her thirty good whacks on the backside. Then turn her loose and let her walk home."


  "Naked?"


  "Naked."


  "She wouldn't get out of the Bazaar, Garrett."


  "There's another five in it if she gets home all right. But without finding out you're looking out for her."


  Saucerhead grinned. "It's a deal, Garrett." He stuck out a palm the size of a snowshoe. I dropped five marks into it.


  Saucerhead's hand dipped into a pocket. I hit him up side the head with the purse. I put everything I had behind it. Then I ran like hell for two steps.


  He gave Rose her money's worth, fulfilling his contract to the letter.


  I tried to defend myself, of course, and actually did pretty well. Not many hang in there a whole minute against Saucerhead Tharpe. I even gave him one he might have remembered for the next ten minutes.


  Always thoughtful, is Saucerhead Tharpe. After he put my lights out he tucked my purse underneath me, just in case somebody came along before I woke up. Then he went along to the next job on his agenda.
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  I hurt everywhere. I had about two acres of bruises. Saucerhead had found places to hit that I didn't know I had. All body and soul wanted was to go lay up for a week. But mind knew it was time to find Morley Dotes. Not even Saucerhead Tharpe would have messed with me if I'd had Morley Dotes along.


  Morley is the best at rough and tumble. And, by his own admission, the best at most everything else. Some people would like him and Saucerhead to square off, just to see how it would come out. But neither of them will swat a fly without getting paid first. And Saucerhead isn't dumb enough to take a job on Morley. Nor is Morley vain enough to contract on Saucerhead. Neither cares much about who might come out best. Which says something about their professionalism.


  The obvious place to look for Morley was a place called Morley's Joy House.


  The name is one of his bad jokes. It is a hangout for the elfin, the cartha, and breeds. The fare is vegetarian and nonalcoholic. The entertainment is so impenetrable and dull that the existence of a dead Loghyr might be exciting by contrast. But Morley's kind of people enjoy it.


  The place went silent when I stepped inside. I ignored an arsenal's worth of death-looks as I limped to the alleged bar. Morley's barman gave me the once-over. He grinned, revealing pointy dark-elf teeth. "You have a knack for making people mad at you, Garrett."


  "You ought to see the other guy."


  "I did. He came in for some sprouts. Wasn't a scratch on him."


  Conversations picked up behind me. The barman was being as friendly as darkelves ever are. That made me a marginally acceptable lower life-form, presence tolerated. Like that of a beer-drinking dog in a human tavern.


  "Word's around already, huh?"


  "Everybody who ever cared about you one way or the other already knows the whole story. Slick the way you evened things up."


  "Yeah. That's out, too? How'd it go?"


  "She made it home. I figure that's one quail that won't ever mess with you again, Garrett." He cackled in that way they have that gives you chills and makes you wonder if you will ever wake up from the nightmare. "Next time she'll get somebody to cut your throat."


  The possibility had occurred to me. I'd made a mental note to rummage up some of my more interesting gimmicks and armaments. In the general course of business I find being fast on my feet protection enough, so I load myself down with hardware only in special cases.


  This case looked like it was getting pretty special.


  The Dead Man had warned me.


  "Where's Morley?"


  "Up." He pointed. "He's busy."


  I headed for the stairs.


  The barkeep opened his mouth to yell at me, then thought about it. That might start a riot. In his friendly voice he said, "Hey, Garrett, you owe us five marks."


  I turned around and gave him the fisheye.


  "Saucerhead said you'd knock it off his tab."


  "A grin like that ought to be bronzed and saved for posterity."


  It got bigger.


  "That big goof isn't as dumb as he looks, is he?" I dug down carefully, my back to the crowd. No point in showing what I was carrying and having the boys who were high on lettuce getting fancy ideas.


  "Nope."


  I flipped the five coins and headed upstairs before he could get back to trying to stop me.


  

  


  


  I hammered on Morley's private door. No response. I pounded again, rattling hinges.


  "Go away, Garrett. I'm busy."


  I shoved through the door, which was not locked. Somebody's wife squealed and dove into another room, a fistful of clothing trailing. Otherwise, I caught nothing but a flash of fancy tail. It was not one I recognized.


  Morley did his best to look elf-haughty in nothing but his socks and a snarl. He could not bring it off, despite being half dark-elf.


  "Your timing is lousy as usual, Garrett. Not to mention your manners."


  "How did you know it was me?"


  "Magic."


  "Magic, my ruddy red. You have trouble making food disappear. If you call that silage you eat food."


  "Ah-ah. Watch your mouth. You owe me one apology already."


  "I don't apologize. My mother makes excuses for me. How did you know it was me?"


  "Voice tube from the bar. You look awful, boy. Saucerhead must have sold that gal his top of the line. What did you do to her?"


  "Wouldn't lie, cheat, and steal for her. And turned her down when she tried to bribe me with the big bribe."


  He laughed. "You never learn. Next time diddle the gal and walk. She'll sit around wondering what went wrong instead of sending cutthroats after you." His grin vanished. "What do you want, Garrett?"


  "I've got a job offer for you."


  "Not something foolish involving Saucerhead Tharpe, I hope."


  "No. I've got a job I need some backup on. I can thank Saucerhead for reminding me that if I don't get it soon my health might suffer."


  "What's in it?"


  "For me, ten percent of a hundred thousand marks, plus expenses. You're expenses."


  He whistled soundlessly, his pucker bringing his dark hatchet features to even more of a point. "What do we have to do? Take out one of the Venageti warlords?"


  "You're closer than you think. I have to go into the Cantard and find a woman who just inherited on the up side of a hundred thou. I have to talk her into either coming here to claim it or waiving her claim in favor of whoever is next in line."


  "That doesn't sound so tough. Except for the part about the Cantard."


  "There are some people around who might feel that the money was not the deceased's to bequeath. There are some in the deceased's family who feel a strong reluctance to let so large a fortune go to a stranger. There is the possibility of similar difficulties on the legatee's end. It's possible her relationship with the legatee was, shall we say, imprudent."


  "I love it when you talk dirty, Garrett. And I love what money does to you humans. It's the only thing that saves you from being totally tedious."


  I did not have anything to say to that. People do get silly about money.


  "I take it your principal has his own ax to grind in this, or he'd be with the keep-it-in-the-family faction."


  "Could be."


  "Is he as nebulous as you are?"


  "Could be. You interested?"


  "Could be."


  I winced.


  He grinned. "Suppose I just follow you around for a while? You're a chatty sort of fellow. I'll let you know when you've said enough to let me make up my mind."


  "Oh, happy day! The pleasure of his company without having to pay for it. All right."


  "Who said anything about not paying for it?"


  "I did. No play, no pay."


  "You got an attitude problem, Garrett. All right. What are you going to do now?"


  "Go wrap myself around a couple of pounds of steak."


  He turned up his nose. "All that red meat is why you people have such a peculiar odor. Where should I meet you?"


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "Matter of some unfinished business," he said evenly.


  I glanced at the door to the other room. "I see. I'll be back."
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  Morley had pecked around the edges till I'd about lost the restored good humor brought on by beer and a fully belly. "You have a basic character flaw, Garrett. I think it's a self-image problem. Ninety-nine people out of a hundred will say any damned fool thing that pops into their heads and not worry about how other folks will see it. With you every damned word is a contract with the gods."


  I scowled up the street. There were lights inside my place.


  "You can talk without feeling you've committed something, Garrett. Hell, you should do like me. Believe every word you say like it was godsmouth when you say it, then forget it in the morning. The appearance of sincerity counts for more than actual truthfulness. People only need to believe for a few minutes at a time. They know the name of the game. You take that lady I was with tonight. Am I in love with her? Is she in love with me? Not bloody likely. She wouldn't be seen in public with me. But I still had to say all the words."


  I don't know how he got onto that. He rambles. I ignored it, mostly. "You on the payroll or not?"


  He looked at my place. "Company?"


  "Looks like."


  "Could it be friendly?"


  "My friends have better manners."


  "I thought you'd admit you don't have any friends. Are you going in?"


  "Yes. You behind me or not?"


  "Temporarily, anyway. My cash position isn't what it should be. I've suffered several financial setbacks lately."


  "D'Guni races again."


  "You want to get rich quick, Garrett? Come down to the pond and see how I lay my bets. Then bet the other way. No matter what bug I pick, it zips out to the middle, then skitters in circles while the plodders head straight for the other bank. Either that or it gets eaten."


  "The race is not always to the swift." Only elves would bet on the near-random results of water-spider races. "Ready?"


  "Go ahead."


  

  


  


  The door was unlocked. How thoughtful. There were four of them. Two sat on my bed. The other two occupied my only two chairs. I recognized three as cavalry veterans from Denny's crowd. The one called Vasco might be the V of Denny's notes. They were trying to look tough.


  I guess they were tough, inside their heads. They had survived the Cantard. But they did not have the tough look that comes from growing up on the streets.


  "Come on in, guys," I said. "Make yourselves at home. Fix yourselves a drink. My place is your place."


  Vasco said, "See if he's armed, Quinn."


  "He's armed," Morley said behind me. "Take my word for it."


  One of my guests chuckled. "Look, Vee. A darko breed in man's clothing."


  "Amateurs," Morley said.


  "Amateurs," I agreed. "But the pros all start out as amateurs."


  "Some have to learn their business the hard way."


  What he meant was, anybody on the shady side of the law who knew what they were doing should know who he was.


  Vasco made a gesture that restrained the character with the intemperate mouth. He said, "I figure you have some idea why we're here, Garrett. But there're a couple points I want to make sure you understand."


  "Amateurs," I said again. "Pros know when to take their losses."


  "That money didn't belong to Denny, Garrett. Not more than a third of it, anyway."


  "Pros don't put all their eggs in one basket. And they don't put the basket where they can't get at it. If I was you boys I'd find a new line of business. Without Denny's contacts your old one is going to turn into a crapshoot."


  Vasco winced. I knew too much. "We've got that angle covered, Garrett. All we need to do is get hold of Denny's papers and study up on his style. There weren't any secret codes or anything. The other end doesn't have to know that he's gone."


  Might be workable at that. Maybe they were not so dumb after all.


  Those records and notes and letters might be a silver mine.


  "What did you do with them, Garrett?"


  "So we get to the crux, eh?"


  "Yes. I'll lay it out. We can take the loss on the silver if we get the papers and you stay away from the Cantard end. We ain't going to like it, but we can take it. My recommendation to you is, pocket your retainer and walk. Next best thing, if you think you have to make a show, is leave town for a while, then come back and say you couldn't find her. Or fake up a waiver and forge her chop."


  "Sounds good," I said. "A practical solution to all our problems."


  They looked relieved.


  "Trouble is, when I got out of the Marines I decided I wasn't going to let anybody else run my life ever again. You guys were in the army. You know how it is."


  It stunned them momentarily. Then Vasco said, "You look like you've had a bad day already, Garrett. I wouldn't want to give a man bruises on his bruises. Maybe you could reassess your position."


  "You had your say. I made my position clear. You'd better be leaving. I'm not usually this tolerant of uninvited guests."


  Vasco sighed. My old drill sergeant used to sigh that way when a recruit was particularly stubborn about learning. "Quinn, watch the breed."


  I set myself. I'd picked my first move already.


  "Stand aside, Garrett." That same sound of exasperation filled Morley's voice. "It's time for a little of that old elfin magic."


  "Vee?"


  "Take him, Quinn."


  When Morley goes into action he seems to grow about six extra limbs. He uses them all so fast you hardly see them move. And when he isn't kicking or punching he's biting, head-butting, hip-jugging, or knee-dropping.


  He opened by leaping up and giving Quinn the heels of both feet, bap! bap! right between the eyes. He flew to another victim without touching down. Quinn folded his cards and went to dreamland.


  Vasco came after me.


  I learned that you do not duke it out with a guy almost as good as you are when your whole body is stiff and sore from the last whipping you took.


  He got me into a clinch that turned into a giant bear hug on the floor. He kept trying to bang his forehead off my temple. I got my teeth into his ear and chomped. That discouraged him. He threw himself away from me. From flat on my back I flicked out a heel and clipped him at the base of the skull. He went wobbly.


  I jumped up, seized the moment by the scruff of the neck and seat of the pants, and ran him out the door to the accompaniment of appropriate old-time remarks about seedy little army types who failed to acknowledge the natural superiority of their overlords, the Marines.


  A great glassy crash sent me hurtling back inside to help Morley.


  He had polished off his share. He was eyeballing Quinn. "Grab the other end and help me throw him out."


  "You broke my window."


  "I'm charging you double rate for this one, Garrett. You provoked them."


  "I'm not paying you squat. You threw somebody out my window."


  "You never heard a word I said about truth and sincerity. You had a perfect chance to close it all down when Vee suggested you take the retainer and run. But no! Bad Garrett has got Morley Dotes behind him. He can run his mouth like a fool and provoke them all to hell."


  "I would have said the same thing if you weren't here."


  He cocked his head and looked at me like a bird looking at a new kind of bug. "Death wish. Suicidal tendencies. Know what causes that, Garrett? Diet. That's right. Your meat-heavy human diet. You need more roughage. You don't get enough roughage, your bowels tighten up. When your bowels tighten up you get these dangerous, self-destructive mood swings. . . ."


  "Somebody is going to get his bowels loosened up. You had to go and throw somebody through my window, didn't you?"


  "Will you quit with the damned window?"


  "You know how much that window cost? You got any idea?"


  "Not a candle to what this job is going to cost you if you don't stop complaining. All right! Next time I'll ask them pretty please to go out the door like nice little boys. Come on. Let's run it off."


  "Run? Run where? Why?"


  "To work off this nervous energy. To get rid of the combat juices flowing inside us. Five miles ought to do it."


  "I'll tell you how far I'm running. I'm running all the way over there to my bed. Then I'm not moving except to breathe."


  "You're kidding. The shape you're in? If you don't stretch those muscles, then cool them out right, you're going to wake up so stiff you won't be able to move."


  "Tell you what. You run my five miles for me. I'll consider forgiving you for the window." I crashed onto the bed. "I could use about a gallon of ice-cold beer."


  Morley didn't answer me. He was gone.
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  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  Morning is wonderful. Its only drawback is that it comes at such an inconvenient time of day. A time when the early birds of the world are aflame with their mission of bringing the joys of dawn-watching to the nations. And to me in particular.


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  Two mornings running. I wondered if I had offered unwitting insult to the Seven Grand Devils of Modrel.


  I went through all the usual cursing and threatening. None of it helped.


  Morley would crow when he saw me. I was as stiff as he wanted. It took me three minutes to put my feet over the side and sit up.


  The first thing I saw was a mottled green face half a yard wide staring through the broken window. I said something intelligent like, "Gleep!"


  The face grinned.


  It was a groll, a hybrid of human, troll, and the Beast That Talks that is never named in polite company. I grinned back. Grolls are slow of wit and often quick of temper.


  Its giant toad mouth opened and spilled some of that hair-raising bass which is their excuse for speech. I did not catch what it said. It was not meant for me, anyway.


  The banging on the door stopped.


  "Hello yourself," I croaked, and dragged myself up onto my feet. I figured I'd better open up before his patience went and he let himself in through the wall.


  There was another one outside the door. It looked exactly like the other one—Big, wide, and ugly. I guessed it would stand twenty feet high in its socks—if it ever wore socks. It didn't wear much else, except a loincloth, a utility belt, and an empty pack harness.


  The loincloth did not do much to preserve modesty.


  So from here on I have to call them both He with a capital H. Mules would go gibbous with envy.


  Both grolls noted my amazement and grinned. That's the sense of humor such creatures have.


  "I'd invite you in if you'd fit," I said. One is polite to grolls at all times, irrespective of one's prejudices. Otherwise one finds oneself reassessing one's attitude while being squished between warty green toes.


  A short one stepped around the big one. "I expect I'll fit," he said. "And I could use a drink, actually."


  "Who the hell are you?"


  "Dojango is the name, actually. These are my brothers, Marsha and Doris."


  "Brothers?"


  "We're triplets, actually." He responded to my unspoken question, "But with different mothers, actually."


  Triplets with different mothers. Right. I didn't ask. Making sense out of the things human folks tell me is brain strain enough.


  "What the hell are you doing here?"


  "Morley Dotes sent us, actually."


  "What the hell for? Actually?" One of the big grolls growled at me. I used my fingers to sculpt a friendly smile.


  "To help in the Cantard."


  The villain himself, Morley Dotes, had sneaked on stage. "So you decided you want the job, eh?"


  "At the moment there are certain advantages, where my creditors are concerned, to my being both employed and being out of town," Morley replied.


  "And you thought you'd gather all your friends under the umbrella of that advantage? Like maybe my principal wouldn't think of putting a bottom in my expense pot?"


  "If you would use half that vaunted detective brain of yours, you would bless my vision."


  "It's too early in the morning for me to remember my name. Enlighten me, O Illustrious One."


  "Consider mules."


  "Mules? What the hell do mules have to do with it?"


  "We're going into the Cantard. No one will risk loaning or renting us mounts or pack animals. We'll have to buy. On the other hand, wages for Doris and Marsha will run about what it would cost for a brace of good mules. And they can carry twice the load twice as long. And they're a hell of a lot more use in a fight."


  That made sense. Good sense. But. . . . "What about friend Dojango?"


  Morley sighed. "Yes. Dojango Roze. Well, Garrett, they won't break up the set."


  I do believe I scowled. "You sticking me with deadwood?"


  "Dojango can lift a blade. He can sniff out water and find firewood. He can understand Doris and Marsha. If you keep an eye on him, he can cook an edible meal without burning anything too badly."


  "I'm trying not to slobber in anticipation." I scanned the triplets who had different mothers. They grinned groll good fellowship. They figured Morley had sold me.


  Dotes said, "Keep Dojango away from the juice and he'll do all right."


  Everyone knows breeds cannot handle their booze. Dojango's grin became apologetic.


  "How much is this road show going to burn me?"


  Morley tossed out an outrageous figure. I slammed the door and went back to bed. He had one of the big triplets lift him so he could yell numbers through the broken window. I faked a mean snore till some interesting integers began rattling around behind me. In fact, Morley was so pliable I began wondering how bad his creditor situation was. I did not need more complications than I already had.


  "It's your diet that makes you so stubborn, you know that, don't you, Garrett? All that red meat filled with the juices stirred by the terror of the murdered beast, and you never exercising so you sweat them out of your own body."


  "I figured it was something like that, Morley. That, too much beer, and not enough green, leafy veggies."


  "Cattails, Garrett. The white hearts down near the roots of the young plant, diced into a tossed salad. Not only tasty, but informed with an almost mystical capacity for lightening the burden of guilt lying upon the carnivore's soul."


  "Horsepucky." When I was in the Marines we raided an island where the Venageti promptly cut us off from our ships and drove us into a swamp. Cattails were a mainstay of our diet till the fortunes of war shifted. I don't recall them doing anything remarkable for the temperaments of our sergeants and corporals, who seemed carnivorous enough to eat their own young. Rather the opposite, in a geometric progression.


  I know we all took it out on the Venageti when the time came.


  Maybe I did not start eating cattails young enough. "Morley, I did a job for a professor at the university one time. He was always spouting who-cares facts. Like one time when he said there are two hundred forty-eight different kinds of fruits, vegetables, greens, and tubers that people eat. Hogs will only eat two hundred forty-six of those. They won't touch green peppers and they won't touch cattail hearts. Which goes to show you that hogs have more sense than people."


  "No point trying to salvage you, is there? You're determined to suicide the slow way. Are the boys hired?"


  "They're hired." I hoped I would not be sorry.


  "How soon can we leave?"


  "You in a hurry, Morley? You need to get out of town fast? That why you're being so agreeable about going into the Cantard?"


  Dotes shrugged.


  A shrug was answer enough.


  Considering Morley's talents and reputation, it would take somebody heavy to have enough clout to scare him. In my mind somebodies that heavy narrowed down to a crowd of one. The big guy himself. The kingpin. "Since when is Kolchak into bug racing, Morley?"


  He popped down out of the window. His voice lingered behind him. "You're too damned smart for your own good, Garrett. It's going to catch up with you someday. I'll be in touch. Come on, you lummoxes. Dojango! Put that back. Doris!" He sounded like a muleteer trying to get a wagon started.


  I went back to bed thinking I'd better use some of Tate's money to get a new window put in. Maybe a flashy piece with my name leaded in colors.
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  This old universe hasn't got one notion of the meaning of the word mercy where I'm concerned. I just got to snoozing when the door began shivering like a drumhead again.


  "Going to have to do something about this," I muttered as I hit the floor. "Like maybe move and not tell anybody."


  I opened up and found uncle Lester and the boys outside. "You guys decide to forget the whole thing, I hope?" I noticed that two of the kids had gotten into something rough. They showed plenty of bruises and bandages and one had an arm in a sling. "What happened?"


  "Unfriendly visitors. Willard wants to talk to you about it."


  "All right. I'm on my way." I took just long enough to make myself presentable, gulp some water, and pick up the lead-weighted head-thumper.


  Willard Tate was in a state. He waited, wringing his hands. All my life I have heard that expression.


  Except for a maiden aunt whose every breath was an act of high drama, I'd never seen it before.


  "What happened?" Uncle Lester was a clam. Maybe he was afraid if I knew too much I'd turn around.


  Tate pumped my hand with both of his. "Thank you for coming. Thank you. I didn't know what else to do."


  "What happened?" I asked again as he clung to my hand with one of his and dragged me like a stubborn child. Uncle Lester and the boys tagged along. I spotted a pale-faced Rose watching as we crossed the garden, headed for Denny's apartment.


  Tate did not tell me. He showed me.


  The place was a wreck. The apprentices were still cleaning up. Several of them wore bandages and bruises. Some wise soul had barred entry from the street by nailing boards across the doorframe.


  Tate pointed.


  The body lay in the middle of the room, belly down, one hand stretched toward the door.


  "What happened?" I asked again.


  Third time was a charm.


  "It happened around midnight. I had the boys in watching, just in case, because you made me nervous the way you talked. Five men broke through the street door. The boys were smart. Odie came and woke everybody up. The others hid and let the burglars go downstairs. So we ambushed them when they tried to leave.


  "We just wanted to capture them. But they panicked and started a fight, and they weren't shy about trying to hurt us. And now we're stuck with that."


  I knelt to look at the dead man's face. He had started to puff up already. But I could still see the cuts and scrapes he had picked up flying through the window at my place.


  "Did they get away with anything?"


  "I did a count," Uncle Lester said. "The gold and silver is all there."


  "They weren't after gold or silver."


  "Huh?" All the Tates are brilliant. But they hide their light under a bushel. Maybe it's a business reflex.


  "They were looking for Denny's papers. His letters to the woman. I took care of hiding most everything, but there could have been something I overlooked. Those papers might be worth more than any amount of metal they could haul out of here."


  Old Man Tate looked dumbfounded, so I told him about my little chat with Denny's partners. He did not want to believe me. "But that's—"


  "Trading with the enemy when you take the costume off it and look it straight in the face."


  "I know my son, Mr. Garrett. Denny wouldn't betray Karenta."


  "Did you hear me say anything about treason?" I thought it, though. Mainly in the context of what happened to folks foolish enough to get caught trading with the Venageti. I have no moral reservations about that. The war is a struggle between two gangs of nobles and wizards trying to grab control of mines likely to give their possessors near mastery of the world. Their motives are no higher than those displayed in squabbles between street gangs right here in TunFaire.


  Being Karentine, I would prefer the gang running my country to win. I love being with a winner. Everybody does. But it doesn't hurt my feelings if somebody besides the lords makes a little profit from the squabble. I explained that to Tate.


  "The problem is, the connection is still alive," I said. "And some pretty tough boys want to keep it that way. Meaning they don't want you and me meddling. Do you follow me?"


  "And they want Denny's papers and letters and whatnots so they can keep contact with the woman?"


  "You catch on fast, Pop. They'll let their claim to the metals go for the papers. And Denny will live on forever in letters he never wrote."


  He thought about it. There was a part of him that wanted to grab the big score while it was there for the grabbing. But there was a part of him that was crazy stubborn, too. Maybe if he had been a little poorer. . . . But somewhere along the way he had made up his mind and set it in concrete. Changed circumstances would not budge him. "I will meet this woman, Mr. Garrett."


  "It's your neck," I said. And tried to time a meaningful pause. "And your family's. That could be one of the boys on the floor, attracting flies."


  I got to him that time. He puffed up. His face got red. His eyes bugged out, which is a sight in the half elfin. His mouth opened. He began to shake.


  But he did not let it get hold of him. Somehow, he turned it off. After half a minute, he said, "You're right, Mr. Garrett. And it's a risk due more consideration than I have given it. If, as you say, those men were army friends of Denny's who survived the Cantard, it's damned lucky several of the boys weren't killed instead of that poor fellow."


  "Like you said, they panicked. They just wanted to get away. But next time they'll be looking for trouble."


  "You're sure there'll be a next time? Coming so close to getting caught already?"


  "You don't seem to understand the stakes, Mr. Tate. In eight years Denny and those guys built a handful of prize money into a hundred thousand marks." Plus whatever fun they took along the way, but I did not mention that. The old boy did not need all his illusions stripped. "Think what they could have done with another eight years and that kind of capital."


  Gotten into a crunch, probably. Too much wealth draws attention—though I suppose Denny knew that and planned accordingly.


  "Perhaps I do not, Mr. Garrett. I'm only a shoemaker. My interest is fathers and sons and a family tradition that goes back more generations than can be counted. A tradition that died with Denny."


  He was an exasperating old coot. I think he understood plenty. He just didn't give a damn anymore.


  "You're certain they will return, then?"


  "Breathing fire, Pop."


  "Then it behooves me to take steps."


  "The step you ought to take is to come to an accommodation."


  "Not with those swine. They—and that woman—seduced my son away. . . ."


  I shut him out and gave my whole attention to the basement. As far as I could tell, nothing had changed. It seemed likely, then, that they had found nothing I might have missed. "Huh? I'm sorry. I missed that."


  He gave me a look that said he knew why. But you could not get him to talk nasty at spear's point. "I asked if you knew someone I could retain as a guard for the premises."


  "No." I did know someone. Me. But I was up to my nostrils with long cold lonely nights waiting for something that never happened, or that was really lethal when it did. "Wait." A thought. "Maybe I do. The people who are supposed to make the trip to the Cantard with me. I could do us both a favor by parking them here." Morley, too, if it put him out of the heat.


  Tate looked startled. "You're going to go? You sounded so dead set against it."


  "I'm still against it. I think it's about as smart as raiding a roc's nest. I don't even see any point to it. But I told you I'd look into it. I haven't really made up my mind yet either way."


  He smiled. He grinned. I was afraid he would try to slap me on the back and maybe loosen one of my kidneys. But he restrained himself. A very restrained kind of guy, old man Tate.


  He got very serious.


  "What can you do about that man's body, Mr. Garrett?"


  I figured we were going to get to that. "Nothing."


  "What?"


  "Nothing. He's not my problem."


  The old boy gulped air. Then the sly merchant came tippy-toeing forward. "You want to hold me up for a bonus? All right. How much?"


  "Don't bother. You don't have enough. I'm not putting a finger on that stiff. It's not my responsibility, and I don't do that kind of work. My advice is, call the magistrates and let them handle it. You'll be clear. He was killed during a break-in."


  "No. I don't want anyone nosing into family business."


  "Then have your boys take him and dump him in the river or an alley somewhere down the hill." There are bodies in the river most mornings. In the alleys, too. Unless they were someone important, they caused little comment.


  Tate saw that he could not reach me through my lust for wealth. He gave that up. "You go ahead here, then. Send those men here as soon as you can. I have work to do. Keep me posted." He ducked out.


  I poked around and wondered if the evil gleam in Tate's eye meant he thought he could put the corpse off on Morley and the triplets.
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  The flooring did its dust drop. I had noticed it several times before Tate left. I figured my sweetheart Rose was eavesdropping again. I ignored her.


  Look as I might, I could not find anything missing. I settled back to give the whole business a think. It was obese with potential trouble. And I was getting near the point where I had to make a real decision.


  The local end of it would take care of itself. There was nothing to investigate at this end. At the other end. . . .


  I did not want to think about that end yet. It would be unpleasant no matter how smooth it went. It would be unpleasant just traveling to and revisiting the Cantard.


  A door opened and shut overhead. A moment later women began talking. The one with the quarrelsome voice had to be Rose. I wondered who the other one was.


  A delightful aroma preceded her down the basement stairs. She proved to be a fiery little redhead with long straight hair, jade-green eyes, a few freckles, and high, firm breasts that thrust boldly against a ruffled silk blouse. There was nothing between that blouse and her but my daydreams.


  "Where have they been hiding you?" I asked, jumping up to take the tray she carried. "Who are you?"


  "I'm Tinnie. And you're Garrett. And the last time you saw me I was just a spindle-legged kid." She looked me right in the eye and grinned. Her teeth looked sharp and white. I wanted to stick out a hand and let her take a bite.


  "Could still be on spindles for all a guy can tell from that skirt." It fell to her ankles.


  Her grin got sassy. "You could get lucky and get a look sometime. You never know."


  My kind of luck came down the stairs right then. "Tinnie! You've done your job. Get out."


  We ignored Rose. I asked, "You're not Denny's sister, are you? He never mentioned you."


  "Cousin. They don't talk about me. I'm the one who causes trouble."


  "Oh? I thought Rose took care of that."


  "Rose is just obnoxious. That doesn't bother them. I do things that embarrass them. Rose just makes people mad or disgusted. I make the neighbors whisper behind their hands."


  Rose simmered and reddened. Tinnie winked at me. "See you later, Garrett."


  Yeah. I wish. That little bit was enough woman to make a man sit up and howl at the moon. She had a sway as she sashayed past Rose and started up the stairs.


  When you got down to it and ignored the personality of a black widow spider, Rose was not something the dogs barked at either. She was another small package with its contents all in the right places, and only prime materials had been used.


  Rose could move with a sway that promised fireworks—if she wanted. But her fireworks were the kind that blow up in a man's face.


  We eyed each other like a couple of tomcats about to square off. We both decided what she had in mind wouldn't work any better this time. She got flustered because she didn't know what else to do.


  "Ought to have a backup plan when you jump in on something," I told her. "Like Saucerhead Tharpe."


  "You're right, Garrett. Damn you, anyhow. How did you get so old being as stubborn as you are?"


  "By guessing right most of the time. You wouldn't be a bad kid if there was room for anyone else in your world."


  For a few seconds, there, I got the feeling she wished there was someone else in her world. Then she said, "Too bad we couldn't have met under other circumstances."


  "Yeah," I said, not feeling it. She would be trouble no matter what the circumstances. That was how she was made.


  "We don't have any common ground at all, do we?"


  "Not very much. Not unless you had some feeling for your brother. I was fond of Denny. How about you?"


  I had touched something. At last.


  "It isn't fair. Him dying like that. He was about the nicest guy I ever knew. Even if he was my brother. That Cantard bitch—"


  "Easy!" I snapped it, which gave me away enough to make her gawk and wonder.


  "What's in this for you, Garrett? Besides a chance to line your pockets? Nobody goes to the Cantard without more reason than money."


  I thought about Morley Dotes when she said that. I thought about me. I wondered about me. Garrett, tough guy. Can't reach him. No emotional handles. But I was on the brink of doing something no moron in his right mind would do.


  Like old man Tate, I wanted to see this woman who could put a halter on Denny.


  Rose and I traded stares. She decided I wasn't going to give her a thing. "Be careful, Garrett. Don't get yourself hurt. Look me up when this is over."


  "It wouldn't work, Rose."


  "It could be fun giving it a look."


  She sashayed up the stairs.


  She did look good from that perspective. Maybe. . . .


  Seconds after the door slammed, while common sense was fighting for its life, a copper-wreathed face peeped at me from the head of the stairs. "Don't even think about it, Garrett. I wouldn't love you anymore."


  Then Tinnie vanished, too.


  I gulped some air and said "Duh!" a few times, then got my dogs under me and went galumphing off on the trail.


  She was gone when I got upstairs. I was alone with the dead guy. Denny's friend. There was no sign of Rose or Tinnie when I looked into the garden. I closed the door and took a quick look through the dead guy's pockets.


  Some vulture had beat me to it. There wasn't a thing left.
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  Old Man Tate got the body out somehow. Dropped it in the river, I guess. I didn't ask, and didn't hear a thing about it. A lot of people never heard from again take that one last swim.


  I got Morley and the triplets installed at Denny's place. Morley thought it was a great idea. That being the case, I spent the evening hanging around his place, nicked by dagger looks from the breeds, hoping I would catch a flash to illuminate his eagerness to join a fool's quest.


  I didn't catch anything brighter than candlelight.


  All I found out was that I wasn't the only guy watching.


  You get a sixth sense after enough years. Mine pegged two heavyweights in the first fifteen minutes. One was human and looked like he could give Saucerhead a fight. The other was so ugly, and stayed in his shadowed corner so deep, that I couldn't tell what he was. A breed for sure, probably with some troll and kobold in him, but more than that. He was as wide as he was tall. His face had been rearranged several times, probably for the better.


  The bartender knew I had something going with Morley. He stayed civil. I asked about the men I had picked out.


  "Don't know them. The ugly one was in here last night. First time. Sat in that corner all night nursing a beer he brought with him. I would've thrown him out if he hadn't bought a meal."


  "That would've been a show to see." I took a pint of the water that passed for beer there and tipped him to take the sting out of the crack. "Think they're the kingpin's boys?"


  "Not unless they're from out of town."


  That was what I thought. I didn't recognize them either, but they looked like trouble on the hoof.


  Well, no skin off my nose. As long as they were not interested in me.


  I gave it up at Morley's place after the pint. There were better places to put an ear to the ground. I went and hung out in some of them. I didn't find out a thing.


  Curious.


  I headed for my place wondering if the glazier had gotten started yet. I felt no shame at all charging the replacement window to Tate.


  The new window was in place and lettered as pretty as a blonde in her birthday suit. But I strolled by without admiring it, putting a slouch in my shoulders and a shuffle in my walk.


  Maybe I wouldn't go home after all.


  There were problems. One was that somebody was waiting in the breezeway beside the ratman's; even without seeing the glow of his pipe I could smell the weed he was smoking. The other was that there was somebody waiting inside. Whoever that was had all the lamps burning, using up oil at a rate to curdle my liver.


  I knew a heavy weed smoker. Another friend of Denny's. Another old soldier, name of Barbera, who smoked so much that most of the time he didn't know if he was in this world or the next. A pathetic case, he was always in trouble because folks could talk him into anything. He had been one of Denny's charities.


  No doubt Denny's other pals thought it would be a giggle to hop him up and sic him on me.


  I faded into a shadow down the block and took a seat against a wall that needed tuckpointing. The view of my place was as scenic as a garbage dump.


  A lot of nothing happened for a long time. Unless you count the flares as my lurker lighted up, or the passing of drunks so far gone they were unafraid of the nighted streets. Only after we started getting some aromatic moonlight did anything interesting happen. And that was just a couple guys checking in with the weed man.


  They passed me by without seeing me. But I got a look at them.


  Vasco and Quinn, my old pals.


  So they meant to do me dirty, eh?


  I didn't move, though I thought about knocking some heads. I was beginning to wonder about that lamplight. Vasco and Quinn had made no effort to talk to whomever was inside. So maybe that whomever wasn't one of them.


  Who, then?


  My friend the ratman came home from his shift at the graveyard, drunk as usual. In my less charitable moments I've wished he would get lost in one of the graves he digs.


  He shuffled up to my new window, glanced inside.


  Whatever he saw, it was interesting. He watched for a minute. When he moved on he cast furtive looks around. He didn't see anyone watching. That must have given him courage. He slipped over and tried the door.


  It opened.


  Barbera came blazing out of the shadows. He climbed all over the ratman. When he had him pounded down to about three feet high, he took off, headed my way.


  A little message for me from Denny's pals. Misdelivered.


  I reckoned they needed an answer.


  I stepped out of the shadows as Barbera lumbered past. He caught me from the corner of his eye. I said, "Hi, there," and smacked his ear with my sap as his eyes grew big and he tried to turn.


  He did not go down. But his knees got wobbly and his eyes glazed. I kicked him low, punched him high with my left, bounced the sap off his forehead.


  He wobbled a little more.


  They need a lot of pounding when they're hopped.


  I gave him all he needed, and then some, and when he no longer knew what planet he was on, I snagged the seat of his pants and walked him into an alley, where I gave him a few more taps with my sap. Then I took his pouch of weed. A while later I paid a half-dwarf half-goblin wino to deliver it to Vasco with the word that he had not gotten his money's worth.


  That taken care of, it was time to see about my intruder.


  

  


  


  I didn't do any seeing. When I got back to where I could see my place, a troop of Tates were going inside, stepping over the groaning ratman like he was something that fell behind the horse. In a moment they marched back out with an angry Tinnie.


  So there you go. Exactly my kind of luck. If I found the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, I'd break my leg running toward it and have to lie there watching some other clown walk away with it while I did my groaning.


  I let the street clear. Then I went and got a bucket of beer and locked myself inside. Nobody disturbed me.
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  I'd planned to surprise everybody by showing up at the Tate place at the crack of dawn, ready to travel. But I had a dream about Loghyr bones.


  Maybe it was the beer. That beer was green. But I knew better than to ignore it. It could be a summons from the Dead Man.


  The worst thing about going out in the morning is that the sun is there. It slaps you right in the eyes. When you go back inside you can't see squat.


  Squat was what I saw when I went into the Dead Man's place. It was as dark as a crypt in there.


  About time, Garrett. Did you come via Khaphé?


  "That wasn't a dream, eh?"


  No.


  "What do you want?"


  I do not have the resources to follow all your adventures from afar. If you want my help and advice, you have to report to me occasionally.


  I figured that was as near as he would get to saying he owed me. I would take what I was given. "What do you need?"


  Details of what you have seen and learned since your last visit.


  So I gave it to him, without leaving anything out.


  He pondered awhile. Buy yourself some poison rings, Garrett. Carry a boot knife.


  That was not the advice I expected. "Why?"


  Are you known for such things?


  "No."


  Do the unexpected.


  "I hiked all the way over here for that?"


  It is the best I can do given the information you make available.


  Make it my fault. Just like him. I did him a few odd jobs, cleaned the place up some, and burned some sulfur candles to make the vermin's lungs more robust. I wondered what Morley thought about breathing air. It's kind of hard to inhale green, leafy vegetables.


  Then I took the Dead Man's advice. I stocked up on lethal hardware. I even picked up a few sneaky-petes I recalled from my Marine days. Let them come after me now, I thought. I'm ready for anything.


  

  


  


  Horses. They are one of the little unpleasantnesses to be endured during any lengthy journey. Unless you want to walk. Morley Dotes had high praise for that sort of exercise, which meant it hurt. Personally, I have very little interest in voluntarily inflicting pain or discomfort upon myself.


  I went to an outfitter I knew, a black giant they called Playmate. He was human, but must have had a little mixed blood somewhere. He stood nine feet tall. The color-impregnated clan scars on his cheeks gave him a ferocious look, but he was a sweetheart, as gentle as a human being could be.


  Those gruesome features brightened when he spotted me crossing the yard of his place. He came at me with arms spread wide, grinning like I was going to rig out a battalion. I ducked his hug. He could crush you in his enthusiasm. Had he possessed the killer instinct, he would have made one hell of a professional wrestler.


  I had done him some good on a skip trace awhile back. My getting the guy to pay up saved Playmate from bankruptcy. So he owed some good fortune to me, but this greeting was not that much more warm than what he gave strangers who wandered in off the street.


  "What can we do for you, Garrett? Name it and it's yours. On me. Long as you need it."


  "I need a couple of horses and camping gear for five for three or four months."


  "You got it. Going out to try your hand at trapping? Business that bad?"


  "I have a job. It's taking me out of town."


  "Three, four months is a far piece out and back. Where you going?" He was headed for his stable, where a whole clan of four-legged assassins awaited my advent with malice bubbling in their blood.


  "The Cantard."


  Horses and I do not get along. I can ride, but just barely, when I have to. I'm a city boy and never saw much need to hang around with beasts that have it in for me.


  Playmate slowed down. He gave me one of those looks you save for your crazy cousin when he says something totally stupid. "The Cantard? Garrett, you're a great man, and I have complete faith in you. If any civilian could get into and out of the Cantard alive, it would be you. But I'm not so confident of my animals."


  "I don't want you to give me anything, Playmate. I'll buy what I need. No risk to you."


  "Don't give me that tone of voice, Garrett."


  What tone? I didn't intend the guy any grief.


  We entered the digs of their satanic majesties the horses. Twenty pairs of big brown evil eyes turned my way. I could almost hear them sizing me up in their secret language, plotting misery.


  "This is Thunderbolt," Playmate said, indicating a big black stallion with wicked teeth. "A spirited animal. Partly battle-trained."


  "No."


  Playmate shrugged, moved on to a roan. "How about Hurricane, here? Fast and smart and a little unpredictable. Like you. You should get along great. Complementary personalities."


  "No. And no Storm, no Fury, no nothing with a fire-breathing name to live up to. I want an old mare on her last legs with a name like Daffodil and a temperament to match."


  "That's disgusting, Garrett. Are you a man or a mouse?"


  "Squeak. Me and horses don't get along. The last time I rode one he tricked me by turning around while I was getting on. Then he stood there laughing at me behind my back."


  "Horses don't laugh, Garrett. They're very serious creatures."


  "You hang around me, you'll see them laugh."


  "If you have a problem with animals, why make the trip overland? Catch a river barge down to Leifmold, then take a coaster south. It would save you six hundred hard miles."


  Why not? It never occurred to me, that's why not. Sometimes you stumble into a rut so deep you can't see over the edges. I didn't want to go to the Cantard, really, so I'd developed the habit of thinking about getting in and out fast. The quickest way from one place to another is usually the shortest. The shortest haul from TunFaire to the Cantard is straight overland.


  A ham of a hand slapped me on the back. "Garrett, you look like a man who's just had a religious revelation."


  "I have. And the first saint of my new church is going to be Saint Playmate."


  "As long as the job don't call for a martyr."


  "Have faith, my friend. And make lots of donations. That's all this church will ask."


  "Most of them only ask for the offerings. I tell you I almost started my own church once?"


  "No."


  "I was scoping it out when I thought I was going to lose the stable. I figure a man my size, tricked up in the right outfit, would make a hell of a prophet. And in a city as god-ridden as TunFaire, people are always looking for something novel."


  "Wouldn't have thought you so cynical."


  "Me? Cynical? Perish the thought. Come back when you need a horse, Garrett."
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  Morley and the triplets were sitting around looking smug when I showed up at the Tate place with my travel bag on my shoulder. "You guys earned your keep? Or are you just in practice for the next time the Grinning Death comes through?"


  Morley stopped gnawing a carrot long enough to say, "We thumped some heads this morning, Garrett."


  Doris bobbed his head and chortled something in dialect. Morley said, "He just claimed he broke twenty heads himself. He's exaggerating. There weren't more than fifteen guys involved. I recognized some of them. Second-raters. Whoever hired them was trying to get by on the cheap. He got what he paid for."


  I wondered if any of them had recognized Morley. "Did they get away with anything?"


  "A lot of bruises and a few fractures."


  "I mean anything physical."


  "That isn't physical enough for you?"


  "Damn it, you know what I mean."


  "Testy in the morning, aren't we? You didn't pay a bit of attention when I explained about fiber."


  "Morley!"


  "No. Nothing."


  "Thank you."


  "What's in the bag?"


  "My travel gear. We're headed out."


  "Today?"


  "You have some reason to hang around?"


  "Not really. You just caught me by surprise."


  That was the idea. "The arrangements are made. You guys are ready to go. We'll head for the boat from here and hide out there till we pull out."


  "Boat? What are you talking, boat?"


  Morley was ghost-spooked pale. The triplets looked green around the gills, which was something for Doris and Marsha, who were a lovely shade of pale lime to begin.


  "Boat?" Morley croaked again.


  "Boat. We'll barge down to Leifmold, then catch a coaster headed south. We'll stay with it as far as we can. Then we'll put ashore and finish what we have to overland."


  "We mix with water worse than oil does, Garrett."


  "Nonsense. All the great navigators were elvish."


  "All the great navigators were crazy. I get seasick watching the water-spider races. Which may explain why I can't bet them worth squat."


  "Probably not enough starch in your diet."


  He looked at me with hurt puppy eyes. "Let's take it overland, Garrett."


  "Not on your life. I don't get along with horses."


  "So we walk. The triplets can carry—"


  "Who's paying the wages, Morley?"


  He did nothing but scowl.


  "Right. The boss says we take boats as far as we can, then we do it the hard way. You have your boys pick up and pack up. We head out in fifteen minutes."


  I went and hunted up Pop Tate and told him I'd be doing the job and would be leaving the city shortly. We dickered awhile about expense money. To end up with what I wanted I had to give him what he wanted, a pretty complete outline of my plans.


  I could change them, of course.


  I don't like letting people in on everything. It subverts my reputation for being unpredictable.
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  The river barge Binkey's Sequin reminded me of a shopkeeper's wife. She was middle-aged, middle class, a little run down, a little overweight, extremely stubborn and set in her ways, needing masterful coaxing and cajoling to get her to give her loving best, but also faithful and warm and unsinkably optimistic in her care for her children. Morley hated her at first sight. He prefers them sleek, lean, taut, and fast.


  Master Arbanos, her skipper, was an oversize gnome of that ethnic minority the ignorant sometimes confuse with hobgoblins (though any idiot knows hobgoblins don't come out in the daytime because the sunlight would broil their eyeballs). After he got us settled in what, with a smile of self-mockery, he called the cabin, he pulled me aside and told me, "We won't be able to sail till morning. Hope that don't throw you off schedule."


  "No." But being naturally nosy and suspicious, I wanted to know why.


  "Cargo's late. Best part, that is. Twenty-five cask of the TunFaire Gold, that they don't trust nobody but me and my brother to get down the river unbruised."


  TunFaire Gold is a premium wine with a reputation for traveling poorly.


  "So here I sit," he complained, "with eight ton of potato, two ton of onion, three ton of pig-iron billet, and forty hogshead of navy salt pork turning to mold while I wait for them to baby that spoiled grape juice down from TagEnd. If I didn't get paid more for hauling that than the rest put together, I'd tell them what to do with their TunFaire Gold poison! You bet I would."


  Cargo manifests. How thoroughly exciting. "No problem for us. As long as we get there in a reasonable amount of time."


  "Oh, won't be no problem with that. We'll get there almost the same time we would have."


  "We will? Why?"


  "We'll be going out with the tide, with an extra five knot of current running where the river is usually slowest. I just thought you might be in a hurry to move at this end, what with the way your friends are keeping out of sight down with the codfish smell. The way I hear tell, you landsider don't favor fish odor too much."


  I had not mentioned the stench, being the naturally courteous guy that I am. But, "Now that you bring it up. . . ."


  "What?"


  "Wait."


  One of the Tate cousins or nephews was limping down the dock, checking ships with mad eyes. He was covered with dried blood. People stepped out of his way and stared after him.


  He spotted me, staggered faster. I went to meet him.


  "Mr. Garrett! They got Tinnie and Rose! They said if we don't give them Denny's papers—"


  He collapsed. I caught him, lifted him up, and carried him aboard Binkey's Sequin. Master Arbanos gave me an appalled look. Before he started complaining, I tossed him a couple of marks. His personality shifted like a wolfman's under a full moon. You would have thought he was the boy's mother.


  A draft of brandy bubbling in the gut got the kid into a state to tell his tale.


  Rose and Tinnie, as was their custom, had gone out to do the afternoon marketing. Lester and the usual cousins and nephews and some kitchen help had accompanied them, again as was customary. When they were returning with the servants and two boys lugging vegetables and whatnot, disaster had struck, in the form of Vasco and a half-dozen thugs.


  "They grabbed Rose and Tinnie before we could drop the groceries and get our weapons out. Uncle Lester was the only one who was able. . . . They killed him, Mr. Garrett."


  "You all do them any damage?" The kid wouldn't have been in such bad shape if they hadn't tried. I needed to know how much blood was in it to tell if the women had a chance.


  "Some," he admitted. "I don't think we killed anybody. We had to back off first. That's when they said we could have them back if we gave them Denny's letters and notebooks and stuff."


  Well, they had no real reason to commit murder. The blood was balanced. One of their lot for Uncle Lester. A trade could be made. The problem was, they would find out I was headed south if I had much to do with the exchange.


  I grinned.


  "Sounds bad to me," Morley said.


  "Thought you were staying out of sight." I wondered how long he had been sitting on that sack of onions listening. Not that he had heard anything he shouldn't.


  He shrugged.


  "They tell you where to get in touch?" I asked the kid.


  "Yes. The Iron—"


  Old Man Tate himself materialized. I thought he never left the family compound. He stormed aboard, shaking all over. He was winded from his hike and so damned mad he couldn't do anything but sputter.


  "Sit down, Pop," I said. "I'm working on it already."


  He plopped onto another bag of onions, giving Morley a curt nod. Master Arbanos winced but kept his yap shut.


  "Here's the lay," I said. "We've got to make the trade."


  Tate sputtered but nodded, then wheezed, "If it was just Rose, I'd be tempted to tell them to go to hell."


  "Right. Look, I put the papers and whatnot in a box and moved them out of your place so those clowns wouldn't get them when they broke in. I didn't figure them for this. Anyway, what we have to do now is set the exchange up in such a way that we get the women back in one piece. I think I can do that, but you'll have to trust me on it."


  Tate started sputtering again.


  Morley said, "He's the expert, Mr. Tate. Permit him to exercise his expertise." His tone was more diplomatic than what I usually manage.


  "I'm listening." Tate glared at me.


  "Master Arbanos. What time are we going to take off tomorrow?"


  "Five minutes after the seventh hour."


  "Right. Mr. Tate, you go over to the Iron. . . . " I snapped my fingers at the kid.


  "Iron Goblin," he said.


  "The Iron Goblin. Tell whoever meets you there that he's to deliver the women here at five after the seventh hour tomorrow morning. Or no deal. I'll tell them where they can get the papers when the women look like they'll get back to their own people okay. In fact, if Master Arbanos will provide me pen and paper, I'll write the instructions."


  Tate wanted to argue. He always wanted to argue. The old goat would disagree if you said the sky was blue. I let him simmer while I scratched a note. Master Arbanos was going to get rich selling me favors.


  "Just pretend you're me," I told Tate when I finished. I folded the note and handed it to him. "Don't argue with them. Tell them that's it, take it or leave it."


  "But—"


  "They'll take it. They won't expect me to trust them. They would know I'd try to set up something so they can't mess us around. And they'll check around about me. They'll find out that I've done a couple of these things before and held up my end every time."


  That was true. As far as it went. But this time a snatch and switch was not the whole story. This time the snatch was part of something bigger.


  I was starting to take things personally, too.


  Tate got his spleen out, and yakked his fear into submission, then took my note and marched off. We got the kid cleaned up and bandaged and sent him home.
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  Vasco didn't want to play the game my way, though he brought the women when he came to argue. He came on time, too, which told me that he would do it my way if I didn't bend.


  He left Rose and Tinnie fifty feet up the dock, guarded by a half-dozen men, and marched aboard. "Still in there pitching to get your throat cut, aren't you?" I asked.


  His lips tightened but he refused to be baited. The sergeants teach you to control your temper, down in the Cantard. He looked around, did not see anything to disturb him.


  He should have been disturbed. It had been all I could do to restrain Morley, who wanted to bushwack the bunch and leave them floating in the river.


  "Before you start," I told Vasco, "you'd better realize that I've got no special need for those women. I don't have any for Denny's papers, either. Which is why I'll make the trade."


  "Where are the papers, Garrett?"


  "Where are the women?"


  "Right there. You can't see. . . ?"


  "I don't see them on the boat. You don't get squat till I think it's too late for you to screw me over."


  "Why would I do that?"


  "I don't know. You haven't shown a lot of sense so far."


  "You won't needle me into doing something stupid, Garrett."


  "I don't have to. You do fine without me. Get those women over here." Master Arbanos was ready to cast off.


  "What guarantee do I have that you're not cheating us?"


  I ticked off points. "One: I always play these things straight. You know my reputation. Two: I don't need the papers for anything. Three: I know who you are, so I don't have to mess with you now. I can come for your head whenever I want it."


  "Keep talking tough, Garrett. You'll get burned."


  "Maybe you'll send Barbera after me?"


  His mouth tightened even more. He jerked around, jumped to the wharf, gestured at his goons. They released the women. I waved them toward Sequin.


  They came forward slowly. I guess they thought blood would fly any second.


  Vasco stopped a few steps from the edge of the wharf. "So where are the papers, Garrett?"


  I didn't have anything to say. He was still between me and the women. I just sort of looked around like a bored sightseer.


  That's when I spotted the two guys from Morley's place, Big One and Ugly One. Not together, but both hanging around, relaxed, just part of the crowd eye-balling the goings-on.


  I backed up a couple of steps like I was giving the gals room to jump aboard. I whispered down to Morley, who was crouched between onion sacks, "Take a peek at the guy sitting on the cotton bales."


  "Give, Garrett," Vasco said.


  I ignored him. The women had a few yards to go yet. Even Rose's sour face had begun to show some hope.


  Master Arbanos began letting lines go.


  Morley whispered, "I see him. What about him?"


  "Who is he?"


  "How the hell should I know? I never saw him before."


  "I did. Once. The other night. Hanging around with the big guy over there leaning against those navy pork barrels." I started to tell him where and when, then decided it might be wise to save a little something for my old age.


  "I don't know him, either," Morley said.


  "Give, Garrett." Vasco had just about decided I was going to cheat him. He started after the women.


  "Run!" I yelled at them. And to Vasco, "They're in a box in an abandoned house on the Way of the Harlequin, half a block west of Wizard's Reach."


  "It's your ass if they aren't, Garrett."


  "Anytime you think you can take a piece of it, Vasco. Anytime."


  The boat began to drift away from the wharf. The women took my advice, sprinted and jumped. A delectable bundle of goodies plopped into my arms. Morley popped up and caught Rose, making suitable purrs at the advent of unexpected treasures. I tossed him a sneer.


  Vasco trotted away, barking orders at his troops.


  I couldn't restrain a chuckle.


  "What's so funny?" Tinnie asked. She made no effort to peel herself from me. I thought about pushing her away—sometime next week.


  "Just imagining what might happen when they try to collect those papers."


  "You mean you lied to them?"


  The wharf was fifteen feet away now. Ugly One got down off the cotton bales. He paid us no special attention. And I had trouble paying him any, either. Tinnie would not hold still.


  "Oh, no. I told him the truth. I just didn't tell him all of it."


  "Amateurs," Morley said, taking a break from Rose, who was doing to him what Tinnie was to me. "They had any professional smarts at all, they'd know that's the Dead Man's place. Slick, Garrett. Remind me not to get on your wrong side. You're so slick you'd slide uphill."


  I glanced at the two men on the wharf and wondered.


  "I told you I was going with you, Garrett," Rose crowed, as if she had planned the whole thing. She got over her frights fast.


  "You might think," I told her. "You might think." I figured to have Master Arbanos put in a mile or two down and get shut of those females.


  Damn! That Tinnie was merciless.


  I decided I liked her.


  About then old man Tate came charging out the dock, too late for anything but the bye-bye. "Master Arbanos, where are you going to put in so we can get rid of these women?" I figured I'd yell the news across to Tate.


  "Leifmold."


  Leifmold. All the way down to the coast.


  He would not relent. He was deaf to offers of money on this. He had a reputation, a schedule, and a tide, and he would waste none of them for any puny bribe I could pay.


  Rose grinned wickedly while I argued.


  Tinnie's smile was more promising.
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  The trouble with that damned boat was that there was no privacy. You started a little hand-holding and ear blowing and there was Doris or Marsha or Dojango or some damned crewman exercising his eyes. It nearly drove Morley and me crazy. Rose seemed plenty willing to be friendly with him. Of course, he had the authentic golden touch.


  I guess eating your vegetables is good for something.


  Leifmold was not that long a journey. The first chance I got I pulled Morley aside and asked, "How are we going to ditch those two?"


  "Bad choice of words, Garrett. Though I understand your frustration. Does our principal have reliable associates in Leifmold?"


  "I don't know."


  "Why not?"


  "I never had any reason to ask."


  "Too bad. Now we have to try to charm it out of those girls." He did not sound optimistic.


  Rose laughed at us when we tried to get some word out of her. Tinnie just pretended she was deaf.


  Morley and I went off to the stern and brooded together alone.


  "Can't do it, Garrett," he grumbled after a while.


  "Uhm," I grunted.


  "No way."


  "Uhm."


  "Skirts in the Cantard. Worse than poison, what I hear. We go in there with women, we're dead. Guaranteed."


  "I know. But we can't just run off on them, either."


  He gave me a look. "If it wasn't poor business sense in this case, I'd say you were too romantic. Baggage is baggage. There isn't anything any one of them is sitting on that you can't get from another one."


  There was a lot of traffic on the river, most of it taking advantage of the tide. And most of it faster than Binkey's Sequin. But there was one gaudy yachtlike vessel back upstream that seemed to have us on a leash. "I don't know how a guy with your attitude has your luck."


  The yacht boasted a sail of red and yellow stripes. It had sleek lines. It smelled of wealth, which meant power. It could have passed us easily, but it just hung back.


  "They want to be treated that way, Garrett. If you don't treat them like rats, they have to admit that they're responsible for their own behavior. And you know women. They never want to admit they get a kick out of messing around."


  "How about trying this angle—if Master Arbanos is willing."


  "I'm listening."


  "We tie them up just before we make port. He hides them out while he's loading and unloading, then he takes them back to TunFaire. Just part of the cargo."


  "Sounds good to me. When you talk to him, ask about that boat with the striped sail."


  I had wondered if he'd noticed.


  Master Arbanos held me up. The man was a buccaneer. But I was between a rock and a hard place, and he knew it. I paid. In the end it all came out of Tate's pocket, anyway.


  I asked about the striped sail ship.


  He looked at me like I was a moron. "Sorry, I forget you are not a riverman. That is Typhoon, personal vessel of Stormlord Thunderhead. Everyone on the river knows it. It runs to Leifmold and back all the time, showing the Stormlord's colors."


  "Oh my, oh my, oh my," I murmured.


  "The Stormlord never sails her himself. She is just for show. Her master is a bitch cartha with the temper and moral of an alley cat. She has had trouble with everyone on the river. Some say she will strike the striped sail and hoist the black one by night."


  "What does that mean?"


  "That some think she turn river pirate when no one is looking."


  "Is it just talk? Or is there something to it?" Bless me, but wouldn't it be my kind of luck to be aboard a barge pirates were stalking. The gods have a fellow especially assigned to complicate my life.


  "Who knows? There are pirates. I have seen their leaving."


  "And?" He wanted coaxing.


  "They don't leave any witness. Which is why I never accept any cargo they find attractive."


  Little wheels and gears clicked in my mind, like the works in a waterclock. A clock running a little slow, perhaps. What sort of cargo might attract a pirate working from a vessel belonging to one of the Stormlords? What was this whole business about?


  Silver. Sweet silver. The fuel of the engines of sorcery.


  One more complication?


  Why the hell not? Every other angle had been covered, hadn't it?


  I gave Master Arbanos a generous portion of the metal sugar. He assured me my will would be carried out where the women were concerned. They would be treated like royalty, and on Sequin's return to TunFaire he would deliver them to old man Tate personally.


  I could ask for nothing more.


  

  


  


  Master Arbanos' crewfolk—all of them his relatives—moved the night before we were due to reach Leifmold. They caught the gals asleep.


  Such caterwauling and cursing! I never. Rose I expected to be less than polite, but Tinnie I'd had pegged as at least half a lady. She turned out to be the louder of the two.


  At least that went off without hitches.


  

  


  


  The sea lay on our left. Leifmold climbed steep hills a mile to our right. We were waiting to pick up a pilot, whose expertise would be needed if Binkey's Sequin was to negotiate the traps laid for Venageti raiders. Morley was loafing in the bows. "Come here," he said, beckoning languorously. He was nibbling a raw potato stolen from the cargo. I gave it a disgusted look.


  "Not bad if you sprinkle a little salt on," he said.


  "And good for you, no doubt."


  "Of course. Take a gander round the harbor there."


  I did. And saw what he meant.


  The striped-sail yacht was warping into a dock. She had passed us in the night and had pulled rank to get the first available pilot. "Needs keeping an eye on," I admitted.


  "You read that guy Denny's papers. Did he mention Stormlord Thunderhead anywhere?"


  "No. But a couple other wizards got memorialized. I'm willing to look for an indirect connection." When you consider the possibility of wizards being involved in anything, the smart thing to do is to assume the worst.


  So chances were striped sail had nothing to do with us. But I would take the paranoid approach on the off chance.


  

  


  


  The women raised all kinds of holler when we tied up, but nobody paid them any mind. Morley and Doris and Marsha and I went off looking for one of several coasters recommended to us by Master Arbanos. Morley left Dojango to watch the Stormlord's yacht. No one there ought to recognize him even if they were up to no good.


  Our luck was in. We found a ship called The Gilded Lady planning to put out next morning. Her master was amenable to our buying passage. Morley started looking grey around the edges.


  "You handled the river all right."


  "No waves on the river, Garrett. Lots of waves along the coast, and the ship running parallel to them." His eyes bugged. "Let's not talk about it. Let's find someplace to put up, then get out on the town. There's a place down here even better than mine—don't you ever tell anybody I admitted that—that you've really got to try."


  "I'm not in a roots and nuts mood, Morley. Looking a long voyage in the eye, I need something with more body."


  "Body? Don't you care what you're doing to your body? I promise, you'll like this place. Give you a little something different. All that red meat is going to kill you, anyway."


  "We did red meat the other day, Morley. But since you bring up self-abuse, let's do some calculating. Who is more likely to die young? Me eating what I want or you messing around with other guys' women?"


  "You're talking apples and oranges now, buddy."


  "I'm talking dead is what I'm talking."


  He did not have a rejoinder for fifteen seconds. Then he said only, "I'll die happy."


  "So will I, Morley. And without hunks of nut stuck between my teeth."


  "I give up," he said. "Go ahead. Commit slow suicide by poisoning yourself."


  "That was my plan." A tavern sign caught my eye. It had been a dry trip down the river. "I'm going to tip a few."


  Doris and Marsha recognized a beer joint when they saw one, too. They grunted back and forth. Morley started trading gibberish with them.


  Oh, my. Did all the triplets have an alcohol problem?


  I said, "As soon as we find a place for the night somebody better check on Dojango. At least so he knows where to find us."


  Morley reached a compromise with Doris and Marsha. "They can have one bucket each. That's all."


  "Bucket?"


  "They're big boys, Garrett."


  "So I noticed." We marched into the tavern. It was early yet, so there was no crowd. Still, a silence fell and grew so deep I knew we had walked in where we were not wanted.


  I've never let that stop me. I tossed a coin on the bar. "A mug of brew for me and a bucket apiece for the big boys. And my buddy here will have whatever you can stomp out of a parsnip."


  Cold-eyed stare. "We don't serve their kind."


  "Well, now, they don't speak Karent very well. So when you look at them there, they're still smiling. But I don't think they'll keep on smiling if I have to translate that for them. You know how grolls are when they get mad."


  He thought about arguing. He might have had there been forty or fifty more people to back his play. But Doris and Marsha had begun to get the drift. Their smiles vanished and their faces grew mottled.


  "We want beer," I said. "Not your women."


  He did not laugh. He headed for the tap. Not many people are fool enough to make a groll mad.


  They do get mean.


  "Not bad beer," I said, quaffing my third while Doris and Marsha nursed their milk pails. "And serving it up didn't break one bone, did it?"


  The barman wasn't interested in bantering.


  Most of his regulars had deserted him.


  We followed their example.


  About fifty sullen men had gathered outside. Their mood looked ugly. I told Morley, "I ought to pay closer attention to what neighborhood I'm in."


  "I like the way you think, Garrett."


  Half a brick thrown by somebody named Anonymous arced toward us. It had some arm behind it. Doris—or maybe it was Marsha—stabbed a paw out and snagged it. He looked it over for a second. Then he squeezed it and let the powder dribble between his fingers.


  That impressed me, but not the mob.


  So he snapped off the timber from which the tavern's sign hung. He stripped the sign off and flailed the timber around like a switch.


  That got the message across. The mob began to evaporate.


  Morley asked, "Could a mule do that?"


  "No."


  We were more circumspect in selecting a place to spend the night.
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  "So where the hell is he?" I demanded. There wasn't a shadow of Dojango.


  Morley looked bleak. He had been looking bleak for a while. I thought maybe I should buy him a bunch of carrots or something. He muttered, "Guess we'll have to scout the alleys and taverns."


  "I'm going to take a gander at that ship. Catch me on the pier when you find him."


  Morley said something to the two remaining triplets. They grunted and moved out. I marched on down to where I could get a look at that striped-sail ship.


  There wasn't much to see, a few men lugging things off, then lugging other things on. It wasn't hard to understand why Dojango bugged out. Watching is boring work. It takes a patient guy to lurk for a living.


  A man came out on the rear deck, leaned on the rail, hawked, spat into the harbor.


  "Interesting." He was Big One from Morley's place and the pier.


  He began scanning the waterfront almost as if he had heard me. Then he shrugged and went into a cabin.


  Curious.


  Maybe Dojango would have stayed on the job if he had seen that guy before.


  I lazed in the shade, wishing I had a keg to nurse and wondering what was taking Morley so long. Nothing else happened except that the stevedores finished loading and unloading.


  I heard a soft scuff behind me. Maybe at last. . . .


  But when I looked I saw Big One. He was not in a friendly mood.


  I dropped off the bale where I'd been loafing. Did this call for lethal instruments?


  He walked right up and wacked the bale with a short club. No accusations. No questions. Nothing but business. I leaned out of the way and let him have one in the gut.


  It did as much good as gut-punching a barrel of salt pork.


  That club was meant to scramble my brains, I feared. I hauled out a knife.


  I did not get to use it. The cavalry arrived in the guise of Doris or Marsha. The groll picked Big One up by one arm and held him out like a doll. A slow grin spread over his green face. Then he casually heaved him over the bales into the harbor.


  Big One never made a sound.


  They would have heard me cussing fifty miles away.


  Doris—or Marsha, as the case may have been—beckoned me to follow. I did, grumbling. "I could have handled him." Probably about like I had handled Saucerhead, by pounding my body off his club till it broke.


  This case was doing wonders for my self-esteem.


  

  


  


  Dojango was not falling-down-drunk. He was climbing-the-walls-and-howling-at-the-moon-drunk. Marsha kept him under control while Doris explained what happened on the waterfront. Or Doris did while Marsha did. I passed my thoughts afterward.


  "Bad business," Morley said. His sense of humor had deserted him.


  Bad business indeed. But I had gone up against wizards before. You can handle them if your footwork is deft. They have more handles than your ordinary street thug. The big thing is, they're all as crooked as a hen's hind leg. They are in the middle of every stew of corruption. But they go for a squeaky-clean public image. It's smart to keep some tarnish in your trick bag and be ready to spread it around.


  "We'll be out of here tomorrow. Our worries will be over."


  "Our worries will be over about the time I learn to handicap the D'Gumi races."


  "Meaning never?"


  "Or maybe a little longer."


  "I'm beginning to wonder if we ought not to reexamine your diet, Morley. Such unrelenting pessimism must have some deficiency at its base."


  "The only deficiencies bothering me are of good luck, financial wherewithal, and female companionship."


  "I thought you and Rose—"


  "As you said, she wants something for nothing. She had a chance at a once-in-a-lifetime experience and she tried to sell herself to me! As if she had something special. As if a woman with her attitudes could ever develop whatever talent she did have. I'll never understand you people. What you do to your women. . . ."


  "What I do to them isn't any different than what you do to yours. Rose's problems are hers. I do get tired of hearing folks blame their faults on everybody else."


  "Whoa, Garrett. Come on down off your stump."


  "Sorry. I was just thinking how I was going to spend tomorrow."


  "Say what?"


  "Listening to Dojango groan and moan and heave his guts over the side while he blames his drinking problem on his mother or somebody."


  Morley grinned.
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  Dojango gripped the rail and made an awful noise as he sacrificed to the gods of the sea. A soft whimper followed.


  "What did I say?" I asked.


  We were twenty feet from the quayside.


  Morley was a little green himself. His trouble was all anticipation. The ship wasn't even noticeably rolling.


  The ship's master approached. He had time for us now that the vessel was turning toward the channel. He said, "I spoke to the harbor master this morning. The war situation is quiet. We're clear all the way to Full Harbor if you want to stay with the ship that far."


  "Of course we do."


  Morley groaned. Dojango whimpered something about throwing himself overboard and ending it all. I grinned and set to dickering for the extra passage.


  Halfway out of the channel the groll portion of the triplets began gabbling at Morley. When we went to see what they wanted, we found we were overhauling Binkey's Sequin. The Tate girls were out on deck. They spotted us as we slid past on the starboard side.


  "I get the feeling they're upset about something," Morley said. He smiled and waved.


  "Women have no sense of proportion," I said. I grinned and waved, too. "Wag a little tail at you and you're supposed to eat out of their hands." I looked at Tinnie and wondered if it might be worth it.


  They blistered the air. I wondered if my personal sacrifices could be parlayed into a bonus from old man Tate.


  We swooped past Sequin and dashed for the mouth of the channel. Master Arbanos' vessel was a dark lump in the distance as we began our turn to the south.


  "I'll be damned!"


  It was a morning for meeting old friends. A river scow entering the Leifmold channel carried Vasco and his buddies. "That damned Dead Man," I muttered. "He could have banged them around a little, at least."


  They hadn't spotted us. I got everybody out of sight so it would stay that way.


  I had counted on the Dead Man to stall them longer than he had. Now I worried. Had they done something I would regret?


  "Keep an eye on these pirates," Morley grumped. "They might murder us while we're laying in the scuppers puking our guts out." The ship had completed her turn. She was rolling in the offshore swell.


  

  


  


  Morley had no call to worry. The ship's crew treated us perfectly. The journey was almost without event. Once, the Stormlord's striped sail passed us, wallowing and struggling through seas she was not designed to face. She did not seem interested in us, and was not to be seen in the harbor at our first port of call.


  Once we saw a royal man-of-war farther out, and another time a masthead lookout yelled down that he had a Venageti sail in sight. Nothing came of either sighting. We entered Full Harbor eight days after departing Leifmold. No striped sail was to be seen there, either.


  For once I felt a little optimistic.
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  "We're here," Morley growled the next morning. "What now?" He had stoked up on biscuits baked with lard and served with greasy gravy. It was the nearest he could get to a vegetarian breakfast.


  "Now I try to pick up the woman's trail. Her family should still be here. They ought to know something."


  It sounded too simple even to me. But sometimes things go your way. It would be sweet if I could find her at her dad's place, make my pitch, and head out with her yea or nay.


  Full Harbor had changed and not changed. New buildings. New naval facilities. New streets laid out after the cleanup from the big Venageti attack three years ago. Same old whores and stews and pawnshops and overpriced inns and tailors preying on the loneliness of young sailors and Marines far from home and in the shadow of death. The gods know I wasted enough of my own time and pay in places like that. Reformers keep talking about shutting them down. They won't. The boys would have nothing left to fill their time.


  I expected commentary from Morley Dotes. He disappointed me in a pleasant way. "You humans are a despair, that this is the best a soldier can expect."


  Maybe it was his human side talking.


  We are the only race that goes in for war habitually, in a big way. The others, especially the elves and dwarfs, have the occasional brawl, but seldom more often than once a generation, and then usually only a single battle, not much sorcery, winner take all.


  Plenty of them get in on our doings as auxiliaries. They can be useful but are unreliable. They have no concept of discipline.


  "You're right. Let's find ourselves a base, then get to work."


  We drew plenty of stares, being civilians, and them being what they were. I didn't like the attention. Mine is a business where I don't want to be remembered.


  We found a place that would accept civs and breeds without devouring the income of ten years. It was about as sleazy as a place could get. I bribed the owner to keep alcohol away from the triplets, then Morley and I hit the streets.


  Full Harbor, on the map, looks something like a lobster's head lying between its arms. The city proper, and its naval facilities, sits at the end of a fortified neck of land. The arms reach out and shield the bay from the worst storm-driven seas. The city's location makes it very defensible. The Venageti have managed to penetrate it only twice, each time losing the entire force committed. The farther you get from the waterfront and naval facilities, the more "civilized" the city becomes. There are some low, wooded hills just inside the neck of the peninsula, right behind the Narrows Wall. They harbor the homes of the city's well-to-do.


  No lords reside in the city. They refuse to risk themselves or their properties where the Venageti might show up with the unpredictable suddenness of a tropical storm.


  They're funny that way—plenty willing to trek all over the Cantard risking themselves for glory and personal gain, but. . . .


  I don't understand them any more than I understand frogs. But I'm handicapped by my low birth.


  Kayean's father had been one of the Syndics who dwelt in the hills, with a wife, four servants, and eight kids. Kayean was the oldest.


  Memories returned, bringing a certain nostalgia, as I guided the rented carriage up and down pacific lanes.


  "What're you looking all moony-eyed about?" Morley demanded. We had left the triplets at the inn, an action the wisdom of which I still doubted, though Morley assured me he had not left a farthing between them.


  "Remembering when. Young love. First love. Right here in these hills." I had not filled him in on every little detail. A bodyguard did not need to know all the sordid angles.


  "I'm a bit of a nostalgic romantic myself, but I never figured you for one, Garrett."


  "Me? The knight in rusty armor always clanking out to rescue undeserving maidens or to do battle with the dragons of some lunatic's imagination? I don't qualify?"


  "You see? Romantic images. Though why should you mind working for nuts if they have money to spend? You can milk a man with an obsession like a spider milks a fly."


  "I don't work that way."


  "I know. You really want to rescue maidens and champion underdogs and lost causes—as long as you get enough grease to keep the joints in the armor from freezing up."


  "I like a beer sometimes, too."


  "You've got no ambition, Garrett. That's what's wrong with you."


  "You could write a book about all the things you've found wrong with me, Morley."


  "I'd rather write one about the things that are right. It'd be a lot less work. Just a short little fable. ‘He's kind to his mother. Doesn't beat his wife. His kids never have to go in the snow barefoot.' "


  "Sarky today, aren't we?"


  "I'm off my feed. How much longer are we going to be looking for the ghosts of might-have-been?"


  Not only sarky but a little too perceptive. I supposed I might as well confess. "I'm not being romantic. I'm lost."


  "Lost? I thought you said you knew these parts like the back of your hand."


  "I did. But things have changed. All the trees and bushes and stuff that were landmarks have grown or been cut down or—"


  "Then we'll just have to ask somebody, won't we? Yo!" he shouted at a gardener clipping a hedge. "What's the name of the guy we're looking for, Garrett?" The gardener stopped working and gave us the fisheye. He looked like a real friendly type. Poison you with his smile.


  "Klaus Kronk." The first name was pronounced claws with a soft sibilant, but Morley took it for a nickname.


  He climbed down and approached the gardener. "Tell me, my good fellow, where can we find the Syndic Claws Kronk?"


  The good fellow gave him a puzzled look that turned into a sneer. "Let's see the color of your metal, darko."


  Morley calmly picked him up and chucked him over his hedge, hopped over after him and tossed him back, thumped on him a little, twisted limbs and made him groan, then said, "Tell me, my good fellow, where can we find the Syndic Claws Kronk?" He wasn't even breathing hard.


  The gardener decided that at least one of us was a psychopath. He stammered directions.


  "Thank you," Morley said. "You have been most gracious and helpful. In token of my appreciation I hope you will accept this small gratuity." He dropped a couple of coins into the man's palm, closed his fingers over them, then rejoined me aboard our conveyance. "Take the first left and go all the way to the top of the hill."


  I glanced back at the gardener, still seated beside the lane. A glint of mischief sparked in his swelling eyes.


  "You think it's wise to make enemies out here, Morley?"


  "We won't get any comebacks from him. He thinks I'm crazy."


  "I can't imagine why anybody would think that about you, Morley."


  We had only one turn left to make. A cemetery flanked both sides of the road. "You know where you are now?" Morley asked. "A landmark like this ought to be plenty memorable."


  "More memorable than you know. I think our gardener friend got us. We'll see in a minute." I turned between the red granite pillars that flanked the entrance to the Kronk family plot.


  "He's dead?"


  "We're about to find out."


  He was. His was the last name incised in the stone of the obelisk in the center of the plot. "Got it during the last Venageti incursion, judging from the date," I said. "Fits what I remember about him, too. He would get out and howl for Karenta."


  "What do we do now?"


  "I guess we look for the rest of the family. He's the only one who's established residence here."


  He lifted one eyebrow.


  "I can find my way from here. Kayean and I used to walk up here at night to, uh. . . ."


  "In a graveyard?"


  "Nothing like tombstones to remind you how little time you have for the finer things in life."


  "You humans are weird, Garrett. If you want an aphrodisiac, there's one that the sidhe tribes of the Benecel river basin make from the roots of something like a potato plant. It'll keep your soldier at attention for hours. Not only that, but when you use it you're guaranteed there's no way you're going to become a papa."


  Vegetarian sexual aids? Some people take good things too far.
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  Starting from the cemetery I was able to find the Kronk place with only one miscue. From the lane the place next door looked more like the one I remembered than the correct one. We were partway up the flagstones when I spied the peacock cages under the magnolias.


  "About turn and march," I said. "One house shy of our mark." I recalled how, if Kayean was not very careful sneaking in and out, those peafowl would raise six kinds of hell and there went the evening if it happened on the sneak-out side. Her old man knew what was going on but was never quick enough to catch her. She had been fast on her feet.


  I explained that to Morley as we retreated to the lane.


  "How the hell did a slob like you ever meet a quail living in a place like this?"


  "I met her at a party for bachelor officers the admiral put on. All the most eligible young ladies of Full Harbor were there."


  He gave me an overly dramatic look of disbelief.


  I confessed, "I was there waiting tables."


  "It must have been animal magnetism and the air of danger and forbidden fruit surrounding an affair with a member of the lower classes." He said it deadpan. I could not decide whether I should be irritated or not.


  "Whatever it was, it was the greatest thing that had happened in my young life. Hasn't been much since to eclipse it, either."


  "Like I said, a romantic." And there he let it lay.


  

  


  


  "Lot of changes since I was here," I said. "The place has been completely done over."


  "You sure it's the right one?"


  "Yeah." All the memories assured me that it was. We had walked these grounds under the watchful chaperonage of a patient and loving mother who had seen the whole romance as a phase and would not have believed her eyes if she had walked in on us in the cemetery.


  Morley took my word for it.


  We were still fifty feet from the door when a man in livery stepped outside and came to meet us. "He don't look like he's glad we dropped by."


  Morley grunted. "He don't look like your average houseboy, either."


  He didn't. He looked like a Saucerhead Tharpe who was past his prime but still plenty dangerous. The way he fisheyed us said that, fancy clothes or not, we were not fooling him.


  "Can I help you gents?"


  I'd decided to go at it straight ahead, almost honest, and hope for the best. "I don't know. We're down from TunFaire looking for Klaus Kronk."


  That seemed to take him from the blind side. He said, "And just when I thought I'd heard all the gags there was."


  "We just a little bit ago found out he was dead."


  "So what are you doing here instead of heading back where you came from if the guy you want is croaked?"


  "The only reason I wanted to talk to him was to find out how I could get in touch with his oldest daughter. I know she's married, but I don't know who to. I thought maybe her mother or any others of the family who were still around might be able to point me in the right direction. Any of them here?"


  He looked like it was getting too complicated for him. "You must be talking about the people who used to live here. They moved out a couple years ago."


  The changes all seemed recent enough to support his statement. "You have any idea where she is?"


  "Why the hell should I? I didn't even know her name till you told me."


  "Thank you for your time and courtesy. We'll have to trace her some other way."


  "What you want this machuska for, anyway?"


  While I considered his question, Morley said, "Throw it in the pond and see which way the frogs jump."


  "We represent the executors of an estate of which she is the principal legatee."


  "I love it when you talk dirty lawyer," Morley said. He told our new buddy, "She inherited a bundle." In a ventriloquist's whisper, he told me, "Hit him with the number so we can see how big his eyes get."


  "It looks like around a hundred thousand marks, less executors' fees."


  His eyes did not get big. He didn't even bat one. Instead he muttered, "I thought I heard every gag there was," again.


  So I repeated myself for him. "Thanks for your time and courtesy." I headed for the lane.


  "Next stop?" Morley asked.


  "We ask at the houses on either side. The people who lived there knew the family. They might give us something."


  "If they're not gone, too. What did you think of that guy?"


  "I'll try not to form an opinion till I've talked to a few more people."


  

  


  


  We had a less belligerent but no more informative interview at the next house down the lane. The people there had only been in the place a year and all they knew about the Kronks was that Klaus was killed during the last Venageti invasion.


  "You make anything of that?" I asked as we turned the rig around and headed for the peacock place.


  "Of what?"


  "He said Kronk was killed during the Venageti thing. Not by the Venageti."


  "An imprecision due entirely to laziness, no doubt."


  "Probably. But that's the kind of detail you keep an ear out for. Sometimes they add up to a picture people don't know they're giving you, like brush strokes add up to a painting."


  

  


  


  The peacocks raised thirteen kinds of hell when they discovered us. They crowed like they hadn't had anything to holler about for years.


  "My god," I murmured. "She hasn't changed a bit."


  "She was always old and ugly?" Morley asked, staring at the woman who observed our approach from a balcony on the side of the house.


  "Hasn't even changed her clothes. Careful with her. She's some kind of half-hulder witch."


  A little man in a green suit and red stocking cap raced across our path cackling something in a language I didn't understand. Morley grabbed a rock and started to throw it. I stopped him. "What're you doing?"


  "They're vermin, Garrett. Maybe they run on their hind legs and make noises that sound like speech, but they're as much vermin as any rat." But he let the rock drop.


  I have definite feelings about rats, even the kind that walk on their hind legs and talk and do socially useful things like dig graves. I understood Morley's mood if not his particular prejudice.


  The Old Witch—I never heard her called anything else—grinned down at us. Hers was a classic gap-toothed grin. She looked like every witch from every witch story you've ever heard. There was no shaking my certainty that it was deliberate.


  A mad cackle floated down. The peafowl answered as though to one of their own.


  "Spooky," Morley said.


  "That's her image. Her game. She's harmless."


  "So you say."


  "That was the word on her when I was here before. Crazy as a gnome on weed, but harmless."


  "Nobody who harbors those little vipers is harmless. Or blameless. You let them skulk around your garden, they breed like rabbits, and first thing you know they've driven all the decent folk away with their malicious tricks."


  We were up under the balcony now. I forbore mentioning his earlier response to a gardener's bigotry. It wouldn't have done any good. Folks always believe their own racism is the result of divine inspiration, incontestably valid.


  My dislike for rat people is, of course, the exception to the rule of irrationality underlying such patterns of belief.


  The Old Witch cackled again, and the peafowl took up the chorus once more. She called down, "He was murdered, you know."


  "Who was?" I asked.


  "The man you were looking for, Private Garrett. Syndic Klaus. They think no one knows. But they are wrong. They were seen. Weren't they, my little pretties?"


  "How did you. . . ?"


  "You think you and that girl could sneak through here night after night, running to that cemetery to slake your lusts, without the little people noticing? They tell me everything, they do. And I never forget a name or a face."


  "Did I say they were vermin?" Morley demanded. "Lurking in the shadows of tombstones watching you. And probably laughing their little black hearts out because there is no sight more ridiculous than people coupling."


  Maybe I reddened a little, but otherwise I ignored him. "Who killed him?" I asked. "And why?"


  "We could name some names, couldn't we, my little pretties? But to what purpose? There is no point now."


  "Could you at least tell me why he was killed?"


  "He found out something that was not healthy for him to know." She cackled again. The peafowl cheered her on. It was a great joke. "Didn't he, my little pretties? Didn't he?"


  "What might that have been?"


  The laughter left her face and eyes. "You won't be hearing it from me. Maybe that machuska Kayean knows. Ask her when you find her. Or maybe she doesn't. I don't know. And I don't care."


  That was the second time that day I'd heard Kayean called machuska, and only the second time I'd heard the word since I had gotten out of the Marines and the Cantard. It was a particularly spiteful bit of Venageti gutter slang labeling a human woman who has congress with members of other species. A word like our own kobold-knocker is a like nickname.


  "Can you tell me where she is?"


  "No. I don't know."


  "Could you tell me where I might find some of her family?"


  "I don't know. Maybe they all went to join her. Maybe they went somewhere to escape their shame." She cackled but she didn't put much heart into it. The peafowl didn't, either. Their feeble response was pure charity.


  "Is there any way you can help me?"


  "I can give you some advice."


  I waited.


  "Watch out who you play with among the headstones. Especially if you do find Kayean. She might show you one with her name on it."


  "Time to get out of here," I told Morley. "In case it's catching."


  He agreed. I thanked the Old Witch. We backed away in spite of her efforts to cling to our company.


  "Was that worth it?" Morley asked.


  "Absolutely."


  A little fellow in green and red jumped into our path. He removed his cap and bowed, then rewarded Morley with a grandiloquent obscene gesture. He raced into the bushes giggling.


  This time I didn't interfere with Morley's rock throwing. Lurk behind tombstones, would they?


  The giggles ended with an abrupt "Yipe!"


  "I hope I broke his skull," Morley growled. "What're we going to do now?"


  "Go back to the inn and eat. Check on the triplets. Guzzle some beer. Think. Spend the afternoon trying to turn something up in parish or civil records."


  "Like what?"


  "Like who she married if she was married here. She was a good Orthodox girl. She would have wanted the whole fancy, formal show. It might be easier to trace her through her husband if we knew his name."


  "I don't want to be negative, Garrett, but I have a feeling the girl you knew and are looking for isn't the woman we're going to find."


  I had the same sad feeling.
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  "Where the hell are they?" Morley roared at the innkeeper.


  "How the hell should I know?" the man roared right back, obviously used to rough trade. "You said don't give them anything to drink. You didn't say nothing about nursemaiding them or keeping them off the streets. If you ask me, they looked like they was growed up enough to go out and play by themselves."


  "He's right, Morley. Calm down." I didn't want him getting so stirred up he'd need to run ten miles to work it off. I had a feeling it would be smart if we stuck together as much as we could. Assuming the Old Witch knew what she was yakking about, somewhere there was a killer who might get unnerved by our poking around.


  I repeated myself. "Calm down and think about it. You know them. What are they likely to be doing?"


  "Anything," he grumbled. "That's why I'm not calm." But he took my advice and sprawled in a chair across the table. "I've got to find some decent food. Or something female. You see what's happening to me."


  I didn't get a chance to put in my farthing's worth. Dojango came ambling in looking like a rooster on parade. He had his hands shoved into his pockets, his shoulders thrown back, and he was strutting.


  "Calmly," I cautioned Morley.


  Doris and Marsha each had a hide with the look of old, scuffed shoes, but they were grinning too. Strutting was too much for them. The ceiling was only twelve feet high.


  Morley did very well. He asked, "What's up, Dojango?"


  "We went out and got in a fight with about twenty sailors. Cleaned up the streets with them."


  "Calmly," I told Morley, hanging on to his shoulder.


  From the looks of Dojango, compared to his brothers, his part in the fight must have been mostly supervisory.


  Morley suggested, "Maybe you'd better tell it from the beginning. Like start with what made you go out there in the first place."


  "Oh. We were going down to watch the harbor in case anybody interesting came in. Like the guys on that striped-sail ship or the ones that snatched Garrett's girlfriends, or even the girls themselves."


  Morley had the good grace to look abashed. "And?"


  "We were headed back here when we ran into the sailors."


  Doris—or maybe Marsha—rumbled something. Morley translated. "He says they called them bad names." He kept a straight face. "So. Besides making the streets safe from marauding, name-calling sailors, did you accomplish anything?"


  "We saw the striped-sail ship come in. One guy—the one Marsha threw in the drink in Leifmold—got off. He hired a ricksha. We figured we would be too obvious if we tried to follow him, so we didn't try. But we did get close enough to hear him tell the ricksha man to take him to the civil city hall."


  Full Harbor has two competing administrations, one civil, one military. Their feuding helps keep city life interesting.


  "Good work," Morley grouched.


  "Worth a beer?" Dojango asked.


  Morley looked at me. I shrugged. They were his problem. He said, "All right."


  "How about two?"


  "What is this? A damned auction?"


  

  


  


  Morley and I mounted the rig. He asked, "Where to now, peerless investigator?"


  "I figured on hitting the civil city hall next, but Dojango changed my mind. I don't want to run into that guy again if I can help it."


  "Your caution is commendable if a bit out of character. Keep an eye peeled for a decent place to eat."


  "Get up," I told the horses. "Keep an eye out for a pasture where Morley can graze."


  

  


  


  I don't understand it. We went into the church and there was nothing going on. Every day seems like a holy day of obligation for the Orthodox from what I've seen.


  A priest in his twenties with a face that did not yet need shaving asked us, "How may I help you gentlemen?" He was unsettled. We weren't ten feet inside the door, but already we had betrayed ourselves as heathen. We had overlooked some genuflection or something.


  Earlier I'd decided to deal straight with the church—without telling everything, of course. I told the priest I was trying to locate the former Kayean Kronk, of his parish, because she had a very large legacy pending in TunFaire. "I thought somebody who works here, or your records, might help me trace her. Can we talk to your boss?"


  He winced before he said, "I'll tell him you're here and why. I'll ask if he'll see you."


  Morley barely waited until the kid was out of earshot. "If you want to get along with these people, you should at least try to fake the cant."


  "How do you do that when you don't have the foggiest what it is?"


  "I thought you said you and the gal used to come here for services."


  "I'm not a religious guy. I slept through them most of the time. The Venageti must not have made it this far during the invasion."


  "Why do you say that?"


  "Look at all the gold and silver. There aren't any Orthodox among the Venageti. They would have stripped the place and sent the plunder out on the first courier boat."


  The priest came hustling back. "Sair Lojda will give you five minutes to argue your case." As we followed him, he added, "The Sair is accustomed to dealing with unbelievers, but even from them he expects the honor and deference due his rank."


  "I'll be sure not to slap him on the back and ask if he wants a beer," I said.


  

  


  


  The Sair was the first to ask for my credentials. I made my pitch while he examined them. He did not give us the full five minutes allotted. He interrupted me. "You will have to see Father Rhyne. He was the Kronk family confessor and spiritual adviser. Mike, take these gentlemen to Father Rhyne."


  "What are you grinning about?" I asked Morley as soon as we were out of the presence.


  "When was the last time you had a priest take less than three hours even to tell you to have a nice day?"


  "Oh."


  "He was a dried-up little peckerwood, wasn't he?"


  "Watch your tongue, Morley."


  He was right. The Sair's face had reminded me of a half-spoiled peach that had dried in the desert for six months.


  Father Rhyne was a bit remarkable, too. He was about five feet tall, almost as wide, bald as a buzzard's egg, but had enough hair from the ears down to reforest fifty desert craniums. He was naked to the waist and appeared to be doing exercises. I have never seen anyone with so much brush on his face and body.


  "Couple of minutes more, men," he said. He went on, sweating puddles.


  "All right. Throw me a towel, Mike. Trying to shed a few stone," he told us. "What can I do for you?"


  I sang my song again, complete with all the choruses. I wondered if I would run out of bottles of beer on the wall before I picked up Kayean's trail.


  He thought for a minute, then said, "Mike, would you get the gentlemen some refreshments? Beer will do for me."


  "Me too," I chirped.


  "Ah. Another connoisseur. A gentleman after my own heart."


  Morley grumbled something about brewing being an unconscionable waste of grains that could be stone-ground and baked into high-fiber breads that would give thousands the bulk they desperately needed in their diets.


  Father Mike and Father Rhyne both looked at him like he was mad. I didn't contradict their suppositions. I told Father Mike, "See if you can't track down a rutabaga. If it doesn't put up too fierce a fight, squeeze it for a pint of blood and bring that to him."


  "A glass of cold spring water will be sufficient," Morley said. Coldly. Sufficiently. I decided not to ride him so hard.


  Once our guide stepped out, Father Rhyne confessed, "I wanted Mike out of the way for a while. He has a tendency to gossip. You don't want this spread around any more than need be. So you're looking for Kayean Kronk. Why here?"


  "The Kronks were a religious family. This was their parish. I know she was married some time ago, but I don't even know her husband's name. It would have been in keeping with her character to have had a big parochial wedding. If she did, and it was here, then the groom's name would be on record."


  "She was not married in the church. Not this parish or any other." There was something very odd and ominous about the way he said that.


  "Is there any chance you could give me a useful lead or two, either toward her or a member of her family who might be willing to help?"


  He eyed me a full half a minute. "You seem like an honest enough fellow, if not entirely forthright. But I expect our trades are a little alike in that respect. You satisfied the Sair, who has the eye of a buzzard when it comes to judging character. I'll help however I can as long as I don't have to violate the sanctity of the confessional."


  "All right. How can you help me?"


  "I don't know. I can't tell you where to find her."


  "Is that privileged knowledge?"


  "No. I don't know."


  "What about the name of the guy she married?"


  "I can't tell you that, either."


  "Privilege? Or don't know?"


  "Six of one, half dozen of the other."


  "All right. I'll worry about getting a dozen out of that later. Can you tell me where I can get in touch with any of her family?"


  "No." Before I could ask he raised a staying hand and said, "Ignorance, not privilege. The last I heard of any of the Kronks was about two years ago. Her brother Kayeth had been decorated and brevetted major of cavalry for his part in the victory at Latigo Wells."


  Morley stirred just the slightest. Yes, another cavalryman. It might or might not mean something. Kayeth was younger than Kayean, which meant he was younger than Denny and me, which meant their periods of service might not have overlapped at all.


  Idiot! They didn't need to overlap for them to have met if Denny was her lover after me.


  "Do you recall what unit he was with?"


  "No."


  "No matter. That should be easy to find out. When was the last time you saw Kayean?"


  He had to think about that. I figured he was having trouble remembering. I was wrong. He was debating proprieties. He gave me an exact-to-the-minute time and date slightly more than six years ago, and added, "That is when she ceased to exist in the eyes of the church."


  "Huh?"


  Morley said, "He means she was excommunicated, Garrett."


  Father Rhyne nodded.


  "What for?"


  "The reasons for excommunication are revealed only to the soul to be banished from grace."


  "Wait a minute." I was confused. "Are we talking about the same woman?"


  "Take it easy, Garrett," Morley said. "Excommunication don't necessarily mean she turned into some kind of religious desperado. They do you in because you won't let them extort your whole fortune. Or, if you're a woman, because you won't come across."


  That was a deliberate provocation. Father Rhyne took it better than I expected. "I have heard that sort of thing happens up north. Not here. This is a church militant, here in this archdiocese. The priest who tried that would find himself staked like a vampire. The reasons for Kayean's excommunication were valid within the laws of the church."


  I stepped in before Morley rendered his opinion of laws that judged him to be without a soul and therefore beyond the protection of its golden rules. "That's not really the sort of information that's likely to help me, Father. Unless the reasons for her excommunication have some bearing on where she is now."


  Father Rhyne shook his head, but with just enough hesitance to show he was not sure.


  "My job, and my only job, is to find the woman so I can tell her she has inherited a hundred thousand marks. Once I tell her, I'm supposed to ask if she wants it. If she does, I'm supposed to escort her to TunFaire because she has to claim it in person. If she doesn't want it, I have to get a legal deposition to that effect so that others down the list can benefit from the legacy. That's it. That's all."


  "Nevertheless, you have a personal interest."


  Glass Door Garrett, that is what they call me. See right through me. "The guy who died was a good friend of mine. I want to see what kind of woman would get him to leave her everything when he hadn't even seen her for seven years."


  A twitch of a smile worked one corner of Rhyne's mouth. I stopped, confused. Morley said, "In the shadows behind the tombstones."


  That did it. Of course. Rhyne had been Kayean's confessor. He'd never say a word, but he remembered sins confessed that included a Marine named Garrett.


  "All right. We know where we stand. We know what my job is. I've asked the questions I think are pertinent—and a few that weren't and some that were probably impertinent—and I think you've answered me fairly. Can you think of anything you could volunteer that might be helpful?"


  "Hang on a second, Garrett," Morley said. He drifted to the door as soundlessly as a cloud and jerked it open. Father Mike almost fell over.


  I'd wondered what had been keeping him.


  "Ah! That beer at last!" Father Rhyne had on a big, jovial host's grin, but his eyes were not smiling. "Just put the tray down and go about your duties, Mike. I'll talk to you later."


  Father Mike went out looking like he hoped later would never come.


  Rhyne chose to pretend that nothing untoward had happened. He poured beer from a monster of a pitcher into enormous earthenware mugs. Morley's water was in a blown-glass tankard of equal size. I'd barely taken my first sip before Father Rhyne parted from his mug and said, "Ahh!" He wiped his mouth with the fur on the back of his forearm, then belched like a young thunderhead. He poured himself a pint chaser.


  Before he hoisted it, he said, "What information can I volunteer? I can tell you that you won't find her in Full Harbor. I can tell you to walk very carefully because I can infer, without absolute certitude, that there might be people who wouldn't want you to find her. I can tell you not to look for the image that lives in your memory because you will never find her."


  I finished my brew. "Thank you. Good beer."


  "We make it ourselves. Will there be anything more?"


  "No. . . . Well, something from off the wall. I've heard her father was murdered. Any comment?"


  He got a very evasive look. "It's possible."


  His expression told he would clamp his jaws on that cryptic statement. I returned my mug to the tray. Morley followed my lead. He had downed enough water to show he appreciated the stuff in quantities too small to rock a boat. We headed for the door. I said, "Thanks for everything."


  "Sure. If you do find her, tell her we haven't stopped loving her, even if we can't forgive her. That might help."


  Our gazes locked. And I knew that fat little hairball did not mean "we" at all. I also knew the whole thing was as chaste and courtly as any perfect knight's affection for his lady in an old roman. "I'll do that, Father."


  "Another one," Morley said when we got outside. "I've got to meet this woman." There was not an ounce of sarcasm in his tone.
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  "Are we making any headway?" Morley asked as we climbed aboard the rented rig.


  "Oh, yes. We've eliminated some legwork, like making the rounds of every Orthodox parish in Full Harbor. We've added a visit to the army office at the military city hall to see if they will help us locate Major Kayeth Kronk."


  I did not look forward to that. They'd probably assume we were Venageti spies.


  "What now?"


  "We can try that. We can try the civil city hall, too, though I don't think we'd get much there. Or we could go back to the inn and I could lay around staring at the ceiling and wondering what a sensible young woman can do to get herself excommunicated."


  "That doesn't sound productive. And butting heads with the army, even to get them to tell us to get out and leave them alone, is likely to be an all-day job."


  "The civil city hall it is, then."


  

  


  


  We were headed up the steps when a voice roared, "Hey! You two."


  We stopped, turned. Near the rig stood a city employee, the type who carries weapons and is supposed to protect citizens from their neighbors' villainies, but who spends most of his time force-feeding his purse and sparing the reputations of the wealthy and powerful. "This yours?"


  "Yes."


  "You can't leave it here. We don't want no horse apples tracked all over the hall."


  Despite his friendly way of putting it, his position had merit. I marched down the steps. "Have you a suggestion what I can do with it?"


  He did not know who we were. We had come in a fancy rig. We were well dressed. Morley looked a bit like a bodyguard. I wore a look of cherubic innocence. A suspicion slithered through his slow wit. I had handed him that straight line so he would stick his foot in his mouth. Then I would choke him on it.


  "We usually ask visitors to leave their conveyances in the courtyard behind the hall, sir. I could move it back there for you, if you like."


  "That's very thoughtful of you. I'd appreciate that very much." I dug out a tip about one and a half times the going rate for such a task. Enough to impress, not enough to arouse resentment or suspicion.


  "Thank you, sir."


  We watched him drive into a narrow passageway between one end of the hall and the city jail.


  "Slick, Garrett."


  "What?"


  "You should have been a con man. You sold him using nothing but intonation, bearing, and gesture. Slick."


  "It was an experiment. If he'd had two ounces of brain to rub together, it wouldn't have worked."


  "If he had two ounces of brain he'd be making an honest living."


  I think Morley's attitude toward so-called civil servants is as cynical as mine.


  

  


  


  The next public employee we encountered—on a more than which-way-do-we-go? basis—had two ounces of brains. Just barely.


  I was digging through what passed for vital statistics in Full Harbor and finding that four of the Kronk children were not listed at all. Morley, in pursuit of an inspiration of his own, dug through the property plats and brought one over. He sat on the floor reading it.


  Two-Ounces appeared out of nowhere and bellowed, "What the hell do you think you're doing?"


  "Research," I replied in my reasonable voice.


  "Get the hell out of here!"


  "Why?" Reasonable again, of course.


  That got him for a moment. Both ounces went stumbling after something with more authority than a bottom-rung city flunky's "because I said so."


  Morley dealt himself a hand. "These are public records legally open to public inspection."


  That left Two-Ounces armed only with bluster because he didn't know for sure. "I'm going to call some guards and have you wise guys thrown out on your asses."


  "That won't be necessary." Morley closed the plat book. "No need for a scene. The matter can wait till after you've explained to the judge tomorrow morning."


  "Judge? What judge?"


  "The judge who's going to ask you why a couple of honest investigators like ourselves, sent down from TunFaire, can't look at documents any vagrant off the streets of Full Harbor has a right to see." He went off to return his plat book.


  Two-Ounces stared at me while I neatened up after myself. I think he saw nothing but potential disaster. There is no man so insecure as a bottom-level functionary in a sinecure he has held for a long time. He's done nothing for so long that nothing is all he can do. The prospect of unemployment is a mortal terror.


  "Ready?" Morley asked, returning.


  "When you are."


  "Let's go. See you in the morning, friend."


  The man turned slowly to watch us go, his face still drained. But the poison had begun to creep into his eyes. It was the hatred and power greed that make vicious liars out of people who tell you they're public servants.
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  "How'd I do?" Morley asked as we pushed out the front door. He was grinning.


  "Not bad. Maybe one slice too much ham."


  He wanted to debate but I cut him short. "You learn anything?"


  "Not unless you care that the house was sold by Madame Kronk, a decent interval after the date on that memorial obelisk, to a character with the unlikely name of Zeck Zack, for what seems like a reasonable market price. You ever heard of him?"


  "No."


  "You find out anything?"


  "Only that the civil city administration keeps pretty loose track of who's dying and being born."


  "Oh. So with those Kronks being prominent, imagine what they've got on ordinary, real folks."


  I shrugged. "You leave no stone unturned till you find a trail. Where's that clown who took the carriage?"


  "Probably at the nearest swill pit guzzling your tip."


  "Then we'll just get it ourselves. We're big boys. We can handle it." We turned into the alley between the hall and the jail. It was clean for a city alley—probably because of where it was—but gloomy because of the hour.


  Morley said,"We could probably find a judge we could bribe to back us with that guy."


  "I don't think old man Tate would buy it when it showed up on my expense sheet."


  A large somebody stepped out of the wall a dozen feet ahead. His appearance was vague in that light. Morley said, "Behind you," let out a screech, and flung himself through the air.


  I whirled, ducking. Just in time. A club whipped the air where my head had been. I gave the guy a kick in the root of his fantasies, then clipped him on the cheek as he bent to pray. Behind him was a guy who was more surprised than me. I jumped and grabbed his arm, tried giving him a knee. He tried to pull a knife while he stared over my shoulder, a big wad of fear in his eyes.


  I figured Morley was about finished behind me.


  My man tried to knee me and I tried to knee him again and sometime during our dance he decided he really ought to get the hell out of there. He twisted away and started hiking.


  I was satisfied. I turned to check behind me.


  Morley's man was out. Morley himself was bent double, holding up a wall, puking his guts out. His man must have gotten in a good one.


  My first was down, thrashing and twitching and making disgusting handsaw noises. The light was too poor to be sure, but I thought his color looked bad.


  "What did you do to him?" Morley croaked.


  "Kicked him."


  "Maybe he swallowed his tongue." Morley went down on one knee. He moved gingerly.


  The guy finished up with one wild convulsion, then he was done. Literally.


  Morley trailed fingertips over the corpse's cheek. One of my rings had cut him. The cut had a nasty color.


  I looked at my hand.


  So did Morley.


  The poison chamber on one of the rings had been torn open by the force of the blow.


  "We'll have to get rid of him," Morley said.


  "Fast. Before somebody stumbles in here."


  "I'll get the rig. You drag them to the side so they don't get run over." He ran away as fast as he could.


  I wondered if I would see him again. It might be in his interest to find a back way out and just keep on going.


  He returned but it seemed like he'd been gone for about twenty hours. He tied off the traces and clambered into the back of the rig. "Hoist him up here."


  I hoisted. Morley pulled. When the cadaver was in, Morley set it up with its back against the driver's seat.


  "People will see him."


  "You just worry about driving. I'll handle this. I've done it before."


  I had done my share of driving that day. Horses and I can enjoy an armed truce while they are in harness. But this was too grand an opportunity for that devil tribe to revert to the war rules. "You'd better handle the traces."


  "I'll be busy back here. Get moving before somebody comes or the other one wakes up."


  I climbed up and took the traces.


  "We're just a bunch of guys out on the town. Don't hurry. But get us out of this section fast."


  "Make up your mind!" I snapped. But I knew what he meant.


  At first Morley sat back with his arm around his buddy slurring some song so thickly that Garrett could only understand about every third word. Later he started cussing the corpse out, telling him what a fool damned no-good he was for getting blasted before the sun even went down. "You ought to be ashamed of yourself, what am I going to tell your old lady, how're we supposed to have any fun dragging you around? You ought to be ashamed."


  Later still, once we were in an area where a bunch of drunks in a carriage were as unusual as eggs under a hen, Morley stopped rambling and asked, "Who were those guys, Garrett? Any idea?"


  "No."


  "Think it was a robbery?"


  "You know better. The place, the timing, the behavior of that clerk, the disappearance of the guard from out front, all say it wasn't."


  "Off the striped-sail ship? One of them went to the hall."


  "I doubt it. Only a local could set up something like that so fast. We've obviously stepped on a toe somewhere."


  "Why?"


  "My guess is it was a warning whipping, a Saucerhead job. Pound us around awhile, then tell us to take the next boat home. But we blew up in their hands."


  "That's what I figure. Then the real questions are who sent them and why do we make him nervous?"


  "Him?"


  "I don't think we need to count the Old Witch. Do you?"


  "No. Nor the church people, probably. I guess we'll have to find out who Zeck Zack is."


  "Too bad we can't ask this guy here."


  "You checked him?"


  "Dry as a bone. It's time we started thinking about how to break up the party."


  "We can't dump him in the drink here. After dark Marines watch the shores like hawks in case Venageti agents try to sneak in. They never catch anybody, but that doesn't stop them." I did my share of watching in my time. I was very young and very serious about it.


  My successors would be just as young and just as serious.


  Morley said,"Find the busiest, sleaziest cathouse you can. We go in drunk with him between us. We find a dark corner in the waiting room, squat, order drinks for three, tell the madam not to bother our buddy because he's dead drunk, take our turns at the trade, then get out. They won't bother him till the crowd thins out because they'll want to roll him. By then they'll have forgotten us and he'll be their problem."


  "Suppose we run into somebody who knows him?"


  "There are risks in everything. If we dump him here in an alley, whoever sent him will know what happened. My way he'll have to wonder. That was blockshaush in the ring, wasn't it?" He used the elvish name for the poison. On our side of the line we call it black sauce.


  "Yes."


  "Good. By the time his boss finds him it'll be too late for even a master wizard to tell he was poisoned." He sounded very thoughtful. I knew what he was thinking. He was wondering what other uncharacteristic surprises I had in store. He was thinking I was tight with the Dead Man, and that was probably why I was carrying poison. He was wondering just how much and what kind of advice the Dead Man had given me.


  I figured a little worry would do him good. It might take his mind off his stomach for a while.


  We ditched our friend Morley's way. I expected tribes of his buddies to swarm, but it came off smooth. The guy's boss would never really know what had happened.


  Who was his boss? Why did he want to discourage me from doing my job?
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  I packed a lunch, knowing it would be a long day of runaround at the military city hall. Because they would not let Morley in, I told him to go find out what he could about Zeck Zack. The triplets I sent to watch incoming harbor traffic again.


  "But be careful," I told Dojango. "They might decide to take you in to ask if you're Venageti spies."


  "Actually, that possibility occurred to us yesterday," Dojango told me. "We've lived on the fringes of the law long enough to know when we're pushing our luck."


  Maybe so. Maybe so.


  I hefted my picnic basket and went to work.


  First there was a clerk, then a senior clerk, then various sergeants followed by a couple of lieutenants who gave me to a captain who admitted he did not think I would have much luck before he dropped me in the lap of a major. One and all checked my bona fides before sending me on. Sometimes twice.


  I kept a smile on my mug, stayed polite, and kept my tongue on a tight rein. I could play the game.


  I figured I would earn every mark I would gouge from Tate for that day. Besides, it was all part of the plan.


  Outlast the bastards.


  The major was halfway human, and he even looked like he might have a sense of humor. He apologized for the shuffle and I offered to share my lunch.


  "You packed a lunch?"


  "Sure. I've dealt with the army before. If it was something complicated, I would have brought a blanket and an overnight bag. You get in the craw of the system and stay there, disturbing routine, somebody is going to go out on a limb, take a chance, tell you what you want to know or make a decision to throw you out, just to get you out from under foot. I get paid exorbitantly for letting people give me the runaround, so I don't mind."


  For a moment I thought I had misjudged him. He was not pleased. Knee-jerk response. Give him credit. He gave it a think before he came back. "You're a cynic, aren't you?"


  "Occupational hazard. The people I meet leave my faith in human nature mostly negative."


  "Right. Let's try again, with the understanding that I'll be the man who ends your quest with an answer or by having you booted out. You want?"


  "Some way of getting in touch with Major Kayeth Kronk, cavalryman, the only one of the woman's family of whom I have been able to catch wind. I want to ask if he knows where I can get in touch with his sister. The simple, obvious thing for the army to do is tell me he's out at Fort Whatever. I'd go interview him. But it won't work that way. The army will act on the perfectly reasonable assumption that the entire Venageti War Council has been holding its collective breath for years, waiting to discover the major's whereabouts. So any communications will have to be managed the hard way."


  "You are a cynic."


  "I'm also right. Not so?"


  "Probably. What's your hard way?"


  "I write him a long letter explaining the situation and asking him to meet me here or, if that's impossible, to respond to a list of questions. The weakness of the method is that I end up having to trust the army both to deliver the letter and to get the reply back to me. My cynical side tells me that that's too much to expect."


  He looked at me from a face of stone. He knew I was setting him up for something and was trying to figure out how I was boxing him in. "That's probably the best you'll get. If that. It isn't the army's problem. But we do help with family matters where we can."


  "Any help I get will be appreciated. Even if it isn't much help."


  He had not figured any angles yet, which might mean that he did not know how a headquarters really worked. "I'll check with my boss. You check with me tomorrow morning. Just to be safe, bring your letter with you, unsealed but ready to go."


  That took care of the aboveboard.


  I figured I'd been around long enough—and had explained my problem to enough people—for the word to have spread throughout the headquarters. So I thanked the major, shook his hand, and said I would be heading back to my inn. Did he want to keep the rest of the lunch?


  No.


  I dawdled through hallways. I loitered in corners. Finally, he found me. He being the first staffer to convince himself that I was not a Venageti agent, and therefore safe, and therefore maybe he could pick up a small gratuity by telling me where I could find the man I wanted.


  That had been the whole point of taking the runaround.


  "Fort Caprice?" I asked back. He nodded. I crossed his palm with silver. We both got out of there.


  I went off disappointed. Major Kronk did not, at least now, belong to the same outfit that Denny and his buddies had.


  

  


  


  Dojango and his brothers got back to the inn before I did. When I arrived they were eating like they meant to use up my expense money before the end of the week.


  Dojango reported, "Nothing to report, actually. Nothing came in today. But we did bribe a piermaster to let us go down there mornings and wait for the rest of our family to arrive. Quite a coup, I thought, actually."


  "Quite a coup," I agreed. I forbore asking where they had gotten the wherewithal to grease a piermaster. Nothing about those boys was going to surprise me anymore.


  And I have yet to report half their tricks.


  

  


  


  Morley wandered in an hour after I did. "Any luck, Garrett?"


  "I found out where her brother is stationed. You?"


  "Some."


  "Zeck Zack?"


  "An interesting character. Nothing secretive about him, supposedly. Everybody knows him. Nothing obvious to connect him with your Kronk people. He's a centaur, an auxiliary veteran who was given citizenship for his service. He's some sort of middleman between the centaur tribes and the merchants of Full Harbor. The darkest rumor about him is that he indulges in a little night trading. He likes to play with human women. The bigger and fatter, the better."


  "Can't hang a guy for that," I said, demonstrating my vast tolerance.


  "Lucky me."


  As proven by the prevalence of accidents like Morley and his buddies, cross-race contact is a sport too popular for us to go lynching the players.


  Morley went on, "He does own the house, but he's never there because he's never in the city."


  "But there's more."


  "Oh?"


  "You have a gleam in your eye."


  "Probably because I finally found a decent place to eat and got a wholesome meal inside me."


  "No. It's more an ‘I know something you don't' kind of gleam."


  "You've got me." But he sat on it till I threatened to take him for a boat ride.


  "All right. Yesterday somebody decided we were too snoopy and deserved a thumping. Had those guys on to us before we started. We bumped a sore tooth somewhere. Unless our friends from the striped-sail ship were behind it."


  "Or Vasco is in town without us knowing it," I added.


  "That too. But I thought I'd start with the folks we'd talked to. The down-lane neighbor and Old Witch: no chance. The guy at Zeck Zack's: surly as hell, no help, maybe, but I couldn't be sure. I bribed the vermin to keep an eye on the place. So?"


  "Come on! You went to the church?"


  "I asked around before I dropped in. You remember what you said about the gold and silver?"


  "Yes."


  "That church was inside Venageti lines for thirteen days. Afterward, the Sair was praised for talking the Venageti into sparing the church. Then he and his flock talked the army into releasing a hundred twenty prisoners of war as a counter gesture. Everyone thinks he's a great man, full of compassion for the enemies of his church."


  I already knew, but he wanted me to ask. So I did. "But you know different, eh? What do you know, Morley?"


  "A third of those soldiers he sent home, all supposedly common infantry, were Venageti officers who could have been ransomed or put to the question. They surrendered at the church after exchanging uniforms with dead soldiers. At the order of the chief Venageti undercover agent in Full Harbor."


  "The Sair?"


  "You got it."


  "You go on like you were there."


  "I talked to somebody who was."


  I raised an eyebrow. I do that very well. It's one of my outstanding talents.


  "I took Father Mike for a walk. After I assured him that I have no interest in politics, and would not use what he told me against him, he told me about it. He's the old boy's helper."


  "Are all the priests in on it?"


  "Just the two. The old boy sent the others to safety when the Venageti began closing in. I guess you can figure why."


  "Fewer witnesses. So the old boy sicced the dogs on us because he thought we might dig something up on him."


  "No."


  "Wait a minute. . . ."


  "Father Mike was very positive."


  "Who, then, if you eliminate everybody?"


  "Always room for another player in the game. I didn't get to talk to the hairy priest. Nor to anybody the others mentioned us to, and everybody admitted they did, though they couldn't remember to who—except that crazy witch. And at her place we had the vermin listening in. There's no telling who they reported to."


  "Yeah." This needed some thought. "You've still got the gleam in your eye. You must have gotten around like a bolt of lightning."


  "Us breeds can move when we need to. Hybrid vigor."


  "So?"


  "Your friend Kronk died at that church the day it was liberated. Father Mike was vague about details. Kronk was one of the dozen partisans the Venageti took prisoner. Father Mike didn't think he knew about him and the Sair, but he could have. He doesn't think Kronk was killed while the Venageti were still in control. The body wasn't found till six hours after the army moved in. But two others died at the same time. I have the names of the surviving prisoners if you decide to go howling off down that path."


  "That's not what I'm here to do. But give me the names and we'll keep them in mind. In case we keep stumbling over some of them. I see the gleam has gone out. Does that mean the well is dry?"


  "Yes. What now?"


  "Now I write a long letter to Major Kronk for another major's benefit, while all this information simmers."


  "Marinates, you mean. I'm sure you'll soak your brain in a few gallons of beer."


  I did not feel up to repartee. Too much to digest. "Tomorrow morning I see my major. Then we do a few more interviews. If we don't strike something hot, the day after we're off into the Cantard."


  "Maybe we can bribe a priest to pray for a break," Morley said. "I'm here, but I'm not thrilled about going out there."


  "And I am?"
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  There were breaks. They were mixed to say the least.


  I went to see my major right after I breakfasted, three eggs gently fried in the grease of a half pound of bacon slowly cooked to a crisp, a mountain of griddle cakes on the side, heavily buttered and buried in strawberry jam. Morley was despondent. He began holding a wake for my health.


  He went out when I did, on the trail of roots and berries, barks and grasses, that would hold still long enough for him to prey upon them.


  The triplets headed for the waterfront to wait for their relatives. I sincerely hoped they had none anywhere. I figured my luck was running so hot a platoon would descend on me like orphans left on the church steps.


  I didn't have to wait long or put up with much before I was told I could see the major. My outlook began to improve.


  The major took my message after a rudimentary greeting, checked it for messages to the Venageti War Council, said, "This looks acceptable. It will go out in the next courier pouch headed the right direction."


  "Not going to test for invisible ink?"


  He gave me one of those good hard stares they practice in front of the mirror when they're shavetails. I let it slide off. "You're cocky today, aren't you?"


  "It's a personality defect. I spent five years on the inside of the service. It's hard to take it seriously when it doesn't have a noose around your neck."


  "Do you really care if your letter gets delivered?"


  I didn't tell him I never expected it to get beyond the nearest trash receptacle. He gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder and said, "Don't bother us anymore. We'll let you know when there's an answer." I couldn't tell him I'd brought it in only for form's sake.


  But he could figure that out for himself.


  "I see that you don't care about this letter. Someone on the staff obviously took pity and told you. For a suitably warm expression of gratitude."


  I remained silent.


  "I see," he said. "I thought so. You needn't be surprised. Not only can a few of us think, there're some—mostly majors and colonels—who can figure out how to lace their own boots in the morning. But I won't ask you about it if you'll answer a few questions about something else."


  "Why?"


  "Say I'm looking for a fresh viewpoint on something."


  "Shoot."


  "I'll start with a list of names. When you hear one you know, tell me what you know about him or her."


  "That's all?"


  "For now."


  "Go ahead."


  I scored three and a half out of maybe thirty. One was Zeck Zack. One was a Venageti commander my outfit had fought in the islands who later participated in the attack upon Full Harbor. The third was a dwarfish sharpie who had been executed for misappropriation, fraud, and profiteering, which basically meant he had gotten caught stealing from the army without paying kickbacks to the right officers. The half was a name I knew I had heard somewhere sometime but could not remember where or when or in connection with what. As far as I knew Zeck Zack was the only character there who was still alive.


  I lied about recognizing one more name, that of a man who had been imprisoned with Klaus Kronk the day he had died.


  "Is that all?" I could see no connection among the names on the list. Maybe there was none, really. Or maybe it would have been obvious to someone who knew who the hell all those people were.


  "Just about. You seem to be what you pretend. You've been doing a lot of poking around. Have you stumbled across anything that might interest a man in my position?" He assumed I knew what his position was. I did, now.


  "No," I lied. I had figured to do my patriotic duty by reporting the Sair. Sometime after arriving I had made an unconscious decision to pass.


  "Would you consider doing a little work for Karenta while you're doing the job you have already? Wouldn't cost you much time and shouldn't take you out of your way."


  "No."


  He looked like he wanted to argue.


  "I did my so-called patriotic chore," I declared. "Five years of my life making sure their gang of thieves didn't get one up on our gang of thieves. There is no way I'm getting onto that treadmill again."


  A thought occurred to me. That happens occasionally. He saw it spark.


  "Yes?"


  "I might work a trade." I had the priest to sell. "If you tell me where to find Kayean Kronk."


  "I can't."


  "Oh?"


  "I never heard of her till you came in yesterday. She's no one who's ever interested this office."


  "I guess that's that, then. Thanks for your time and courtesy." I headed for the door.


  "Garrett. Drop by when you get back from Fort. . . ." He glared at me like I'd almost tricked him into revealing the Emperor's secret name. "Drop by when you get back. We may have a story or two to swap."


  "All right."


  I got out before he decided to look at me a little closer.


  

  


  


  It was too nice a morning just to head for the inn to pick up Morley so we could visit the civil city hall again. It seemed a day made for lying around sniffing a clean seabreeze. I headed for the waterfront.


  The triplets probably needed help watching for their relatives, anyway. They would be so hard to spot.


  I found them doing exactly what I planned to do, sprawled in the sun atop a mountain of army grain sacks awaiting transport to the forts in the Cantard. I'd never have spotted them from the harbor side. I clambered up with a cold keg under my arm. I sent it around once before I asked, "How's it going, Dojango? Any sign of the family?"


  The keg was half weight by the time it got back to me. I took a good long guzzle before I passed it on.


  "Actually, Garrett, your timing is perfect. Come here." He drew on the keg before he moved.


  They had shifted a few sacks so they formed a parapet of sorts. They could watch from concealment yet could claim the shifted sacks made pillows for the grolls if anybody asked.


  "Some of your cousins, I think."


  "Actually."


  A ragged old coaster lay about thirty feet in the lee of the only pier space available. Lee was the very operative word. The ship was taking the breeze on her beam. About fifty guys were pulling on hawsers, trying to haul her in.


  She was not coming.


  In fact, she was winning the tug-of-war.


  "Why don't I go trade this empty in on a full keg?" Dojango asked.


  "Yeah. Why don't you?" I gave him some money.


  A guy could work up a powerful thirst watching that much grunting and cursing and sweating and yelling for help.


  The ship was interesting because Vasco, Quinn, and some other old friends were stomping around her deck in a storm of frustration.


  I thought about canceling Fort Caprice and just watching them instead, on the chance they would lead me to Kayean. I looked at that from a couple of angles, then rejected it. They had not come to Full Harbor to see Kayean. They had come to keep me from seeing her.


  I studied the striped-sail for a while. It seemed deserted except for the short and wide thing, who was napping in the shade cast by the low sterncastle. Dojango arrived with the keg. We soon had another dead soldier. Dojango ventured the suggestion that we send for reinforcements again.


  "I sadly fear we have to go to work. Do your cousins know your brothers?"


  "Not by sight, actually. But they must know you're traveling with grolls."


  "They aren't the only grolls in the world." I stripped down while I explained what I wanted to do.


  "I think it's insane, actually. But it might be fun to watch." His part would be to observe and guard the valuables.


  "Tell the boys."


  Below, a gust caught the coaster. She heeled. Men yelled. Four or five went into the water.


  "They know what to do."


  "Let's go." I tumbled down the front of the pile. Doris and Marsha tumbled after me, grinning their great goofy groll grins. They trotted to the ends of a couple of hawsers and started heaving. I grabbed another. I wish I could say my strength made the difference.


  That coaster fought like a granddaddy trout, but in she came.


  Vasco and Quinn must have gotten my stage directions. They spotted me as the dock hands started swarming around Doris and Marsha, trying to slap their backs. Somebody yelled. I faked big eyes as men came leaping onto the wharf.


  I lit out.


  I did not see Dojango atop the sack pile as I raced past. That meant nothing had changed at the striped-sail ship. I whipped that way with a herd of boots pounding behind me.


  Hard right turn onto the yacht's gangway.


  Short, Wide, and Hideous opened his eyes and hit his feet. I made the deck before he could head me off. Then he spotted the pack behind me.


  He stopped.


  I did not. I pulled straight ahead and dove over the far rail. I groaned on the way down.


  The water was so slimy I'd be lucky if I didn't bounce.


  

  


  


  We joined up again back at the inn. After I ordered a keg to celebrate, Dojango told me what he had seen.


  Vasco, Quinn, and four others had chased me. That I did not need to be told. They had started up the gangway when they had spotted Short, Wide, and Hideous. They had stopped dead. Then they had scattered like roaches surprised by a sudden light.


  "They didn't even go back to their boat for their stuff," Dojango said. He laughed and drew himself another beer.


  "What about the guy on the yacht? What did he do?"


  "He ran inside."


  "And?"


  "And nothing, actually. Nothing happened at all."


  "Something will," I prophesied.


  We killed the keg while we waited for Morley.
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  Morley was a long time showing. When he did, I knew he had not been running from anything—unless it was himself. He wasn't scared of anything else.


  "A little trot to settle your meal?" I asked.


  "Started out that way. I came back here, you weren't in yet, so I thought I'd get in five or ten miles while I had time. I've gotten out of training since we left TunFaire."


  He seemed a little pallid for Morley Dotes. "Something happen? You get yourself into trouble?"


  "Not exactly. Let me catch my breath. Tell me what you did."


  I did. He seemed mildly amused by my gambit on the waterfront.


  "Your turn," I said.


  "First a conclusion, then two sets of facts which may support it. My conclusion is, you're in over your head, Garrett. We keep cutting the trails of people with big clout. And they're starting to notice."


  "And the facts?"


  "My run took me out near the Narrows. I decided to see if my tribute to the vermin had earned me anything but scorn. Wonder of wonders, they had something. Zeck Zack is back in town. He arrived early this morning. The comings and goings started an hour later. I gave them a bonus and told them to keep an eye on him."


  "One set of facts, Morley. How about the set that has you spooked?"


  He did not argue, which was proof enough that he was nervous.


  "I decided to drop in on Father Rhyne. I figured I'd go in the back way so I wouldn't inconvenience anybody, what with a rowdy service going on in the main hall."


  He was stalling getting to the point, which meant it was something that did not please him.


  "He came up dead, Garrett. Sitting at his writing table, dead as a man can get, still not cold."


  "Killed?"


  "I don't know. I didn't see any wounds, but that leaves plenty of room."


  Plenty of room for sorcery or poison.


  "He didn't seem like the kind of guy who drops dead coincidentally after people come around asking questions that only he can answer. Especially when you consider the fact that his boss and Father Mike have turned ghost."


  He meant they had vanished. "When?"


  "Sometime after breakfast. The prune was at first services. Father Mike was at breakfast. When I mentioned to somebody that Father Rhyne didn't look too healthy neither of them could be found. Nobody saw them leave."


  "Maybe they decided they couldn't trust you not to be a tattletale."


  "Maybe. Father Rhyne did try to leave a message, however he died. I don't know who he meant it for, but since you're looking for a married woman, I grabbed it."


  He gave me a wad of paper. I smoothed it out on the table. There were just two words on it, printed big in a very shaky hand.


  Blood Wedding


  Blood wedding? What does that mean?"


  "I don't know, Garrett. I do know this. Rhyne was number four. They're dropping like flies around us."


  He was right. Four deaths. Three of them on the manslaughter level: the burglar in Denny's apartment, Uncle Lester, and the thug from the alley beside the civil city hall. And now one unexplained. "It does seem that way."


  "Any change in plans?"


  "No. Let's go see the boys at city hall."


  

  


  


  Inspired by a silver memory-jostle, the guard outside frankly admitted that he had been paid to disappear for an hour. He gave us an excellent description of an ordinary guy who could have been right there on the street with us. I suspected he was the guy who had gotten away in the alley.


  The clerk was not pleased to see us. In fact, he tried to take a sudden, unauthorized leave of absence. Morley was on him like a wolf on a rabbit. We took the committee into the records room to confer.


  He claimed almost as much ignorance as the guard. But he said they had come to see him again awhile after we busted up the ambush to ask about us. The clerk said they talked it over and decided we were not the people they had expected, confederates of a man who had been there earlier. They had jumped the wrong people.


  So who the hell were we?


  The words investigators from TunFaire had done nothing to cheer them up.


  We turned him loose, then, and headed for the inn.


  "He wasn't coming across with everything," I said.


  "He's on somebody's pad. He's more scared of them than he ever could be of us."
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  We roomed in what could hardly be classified as a room. It was a converted stable attached to the inn. It was not elegant, which was why we spent a lot of time in the common room. We took it because it was the only place the grolls could quarter comfortably.


  That night we retreated there earlier than usual, none of us being in the mood for the jostle of the evening trade, when all the neighbors came to guzzle and swap lies. Besides, I wanted to get an early start in the morning.


  I still had to turn the carriage in and pick up mounts.


  The rest of our outfitting we had managed to get in whenever we were not off chasing chimeras.


  It looked like a quiet evening. Not even Dojango felt much like talking. He had a hangover and Morley wouldn't let him near any hair of the dog.


  Breeds just don't handle their alcohol well.


  A subtle change in the roar from the common room caught my ear, though I couldn't pin down exactly what it was. Morley caught it, too. He cocked an ear, frowned. "Dojango, see what's happening."


  Dojango went out. He was back in about four blinks. "Six guys rousting the innkeeper. They want you and Garrett, actually. They look plenty bad, too, Morley."


  Morley grunted. Then he grumbled and growled and snarled and barked in grollish. Doris and Marsha sat down on either side of the door, several feet away. Dojango came over and got behind Morley. Morley told me, "Let's get as far from the door as we can. Give them plenty of room to come in if they come."


  The grolls' skins began changing color. They faded into the landscape.


  "I didn't know they could do that."


  "They don't brag about it. Ready, Dojango?"


  "I need a drink, actually. I need one bad, actually."


  "You'll be all right."


  Ka-boom! The door exploded inward and a couple of Saucerhead Tharpe types came mincing after it. Their fearless leader followed. A rear guard of three more muscle wads came in after him. The storm troops spread out so the boss could eyeball us from between them.


  He stopped.


  He didn't like what he saw.


  We were waiting for him.


  Morley said a few words. Doris and Marsha growled back. Our guests looked around. One of them said, "Oh, shit."


  Morley smiled at the head invader and asked, "Shall we go ahead with it, then?"


  "Uh . . . we just dropped in to deliver a message."


  "How thoughtful," I said. "What was it, so long you each had to memorize a whole word? And don't you guys find all that wood and iron a little encumbering?"


  "The streets aren't safe at night."


  "I'll bet they aren't. It isn't that safe inside some places, either."


  "Don't overdo it," Morley told me.


  "What's the message?"


  "I doubt there's much point my delivering it, considering the circumstances."


  "But I insist. Here I am visiting a strange city, where I didn't think I knew anyone, and someone is sending me greetings. It's exciting, and I'm curious. Dojango, go get a keg and some mugs so we can entertain properly."


  Dojango gave our visitors a wide berth leaving. They did nothing after he left. I guess the shift in odds wasn't encouraging.


  I rescued a small philter packet from my duffel. "What was that message again?"


  The voice seemed small for the man when he said,"Get out of Full Harbor. If I have cause to get in touch with you again, you're dead."


  "That's not what I'd call neighborly. And he doesn't bother to say who he is or why he's concerned for my health. Or even if I've done something to offend."


  He began to simmer despite the situation. Morley was right. A slice too much.


  Dojango came with the keg and mugs.


  "Tap it. Friend, I'd like to talk to a man so interested in me he'd send you around. Just to find out why, if nothing else. Who sent you?"


  He set his jaw. I'd expected that. I opened the packet I'd gotten and tapped bits of its contents into the heads of the beers Dojango drew. "This is a harmless spice guaranteed to put an elephant out for ten hours and a man for twenty-four." I gestured.


  Dojango got hold of his nerve and took a mug to a man near one of the grolls. The thug refused to take it. Morley barked something. Marsha—or Doris—snagged man and mug and put the contents of one inside the other with less trouble than a mother getting milk down a toddler. Then he stripped the thug to the altogether and tossed him out our only window.


  If the man had any sense at all, he would get himself hidden fast, before the drug took hold. Folks in Full Harbor have very strong feelings about public nudity. Caught, he could end up spending the rest of his life in the Cantard mines.


  The rest of the muscle decided it was time to go. The other groll held the door until his brother came to help. After things settled down, I asked, "Who sent you?"


  "You're a dead man."


  "A thought which will comfort and warm you during those long nights in the mines." I gave Dojango another mug. This time the other groll took a turn feeding baby. "I keep going till I get that name. You're last. If I have to do you, you get a short dose. Just enough to make you forget who and where you are, but not enough to put you down so you don't go wandering into trouble."


  "For heaven's sake, Switz," one of the thugs said as I handed Dojango another mug. "We aren't getting paid enough for this. He's got us by the balls."


  "Shut up."


  Another said, "You ain't going to see me in no mines."


  "Shut up. It can be fixed."


  "Bull. You know damned well he wouldn't bother. He'd say we deserved it. He don't have that kind of pull, anyway."


  "Shut up."


  One of the grolls snagged the loudest complainer.


  "Wait a goddamned minute!" he yelled at me. "It was Zeck Zack that sent us."


  I was startled. I made use of my reaction. "Who the hell is Zeck Zack?"


  Fearless leader groaned.


  Morley gestured. The grolls put our man down but did not turn him loose. I said, "We won't be sending the rest of you after all. But I'm still going to need you sleeping. Set yourselves down someplace comfortable. We'll serve up the brew."


  The leader said,"You're dead meat, Trask."


  "I bet I'll last longer than you," the other thug replied.


  While they bickered I got everything settled. I got the three to drink their beer. We settled back for a listen to our songbird.


  "One thing," he said. "The first guy you threw out. He's my brother. You get him back in here or I don't say nothing."


  "Morley?"


  Morley sent Dojango and Doris.


  Trask was able to tell us almost nothing we didn't already know. He had no idea why Zeck Zack wanted us thumped and run out of town. He had not seen the centaur. Only Switz saw or heard from Zeck Zack. He didn't know if the centaur was in town or not. Probably not, because he almost never was.


  I asked a lot of questions and got almost nothing more. Zeck Zack shielded his infantry from troublesome knowledge about himself.


  "You kept your part of the bargain, with one proviso that benefited your brother." The brother was back inside and redressed, sloppily. "So I'll keep mine, with a proviso that will benefit me. Dojango is going to tie you up just tightly enough so it will take you a couple of hours to get loose. When you do, take your brother and get lost."


  Dojango did the honors. He had been sneaking some off the keg and was getting braver by the minute.


  "Not bad for improvisation," Morley said.


  "Yeah. Thought so myself."


  "What now?"


  "We strip the other three and dump them where they're sure to get got, then we go see a centaur named Zeck Zack."


  Morley didn't like it, but he went along. He was making top money and staying out of the hands of his creditors, and what more could a guy want? Cabbages and cattail hearts?
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  Morley led the way down the old path from the cemetery to the house. I knew the trail but he had the night eyes. Each fifty paces he stopped and asked the darkness, "Hornbuckle?"


  He didn't get an answer until we neared the waking radius of the peafowl.


  I was amazed by the grails. For all their height and mass, they moved through the woods with more stealth than a human.


  "Sit," Morley said when tittering answered him at last.


  We sat.


  Diminutive forms pranced around and among us. Morley gave each a piece of sugar candy, the most certain bribe there is. They wanted more. He promised it. If. . . . They scattered to do our scouting for us.


  I'll bet Morley hated himself. He certainly looked disgusted as he tucked the rest of the candy inside his shirt.


  I asked, "Can we trust them?"


  "Not much. But they want the rest of the candy. I don't plan to run out till we're on our way again."


  After that we stayed quiet, waiting. I got itchy between the shoulder blades, that feeling you get when someone is watching. Or you think someone is.


  

  


  


  That scalawag Hornbuckle flipped Morley a mock salute.


  "How many?"


  "Four. Two humans. Very nervous. One centaur. Worried and grumpy. One other. They're awaiting a report from someone and that someone is late. Sugar?"


  "Not yet. Are there wardspells? Alarms? Booby traps? Dangerous guard animals?"


  "None."


  "Any reason for us to fear?"


  "They are wicked creatures. All."


  "Silence the peafowl so we can pass."


  "Sugar?"


  "All the sugar I have when we come out."


  "You might not get out."


  "Why not?"


  Titter. "They are wicked creatures. Very wicked. Especially one."


  "All right." Morley took out his candy. "One piece for you. A half piece for each of your friends. The rest if we come out. Tell me the best way to get to them."


  

  


  


  Their boy Switz did it to us, so we did it to them.


  Kaboom! One groll after another went through the huge double doors of the ballroom. Then Morley. Then me. Then Dojango to guard our rear.


  It was thoughtful of them to have waited in the only room where the grolls would have space to maneuver. The ceilings were eighteen feet high.


  They scattered like squeaking mice when the cat pounces.


  Doris and Marsha each snagged a man. Morley streaked between them, pursuing a shadowy something that crashed through a window at the far end of the ballroom.


  Where the hell was the centaur?


  There he was, a one-critter cavalry charge. I managed a leg whip that tangled some fetlocks or forelocks or whatever they're called. It was a sin, what his hooves did to the carpets and flooring.


  Impetus flung me against something made of mahogany or teak, very hard and very immovable. I practiced exhaling a bushel more air than any human being normally inhales. Somebody was hollering.


  "Help, Morley! I got him, Morley! Help!"


  I staggered to my feet.


  Dojango had him all right.


  Zeck Zack was about average for his tribe, about the size of a small pony. He was not built to carry a hundred thirty pounds of Dojango on his back. His problem was complicated by Dojango having his arms and legs wrapped around his skinny chest. He couldn't breathe. He staggered around, banging into things, then went down on his knees.


  I got a choke rope on him, pried Dojango loose, then looked around.


  The grolls had their men subdued. Morley was coming back from the window empty-handed and looking puzzled.


  I caught my breath, straightened my clothing, and led Zeck Zack into a better light, where Morley patted him down for hardware and other lethal surprises. The centaur remained glassy-eyed.


  "What happened?" I asked Morley.


  "I don't know. I got there three seconds after it went through the glass. And there was nothing. Not a sign of it."


  "What was it?"


  "I can't even tell you that. I never got a good look."


  The grolls brought the two men over and plunked them down on the floor. They were in a playful mood after events at the inn. They had plucked these birds, too.


  "Did you see me, Morley?" Dojango bubbled. "Did you see me? I mean, actually, I took the damned thing down. Did you see me, Morley?"


  "Yes. I saw. Shut up, Dojango."


  Morley seemed troubled.


  He kept looking toward the broken window.


  "Well, you've got him, Garrett. Are you going to do something with him?"


  "Yeah. All right." I looked at Zeck Zack. "I have a problem, Mr. Zeck." Centaurs stick their family names up front, figuring their antecedents are more important. "People keep trying to whip me and I can't figure out why."


  Zeck Zack had nothing to say. He'd heard me, though.


  "All right. I'm going to tell you a story. Then you can tell me one. If I like yours we can part as friends."


  Still no reaction. I had a feeling Zeck Zack was tough, and had been through the narrow passage before. He was cool enough. He would do what had to be done.


  "Once upon a time up north a guy died. He left everything to a gal he knew when he was in the army. His father hired me to come find her and see if she wanted the legacy. A simple job. A kind I do all the time. Only this time I get people ambushing me and sending thugs to work me over, and nobody anywhere giving me a straight answer. So you might say I'm a little fussed."


  I gave him a chance to comment. He did not. I hadn't thought he would.


  "People are trying to push me. So now I'm pushing back. I'm asking questions. I want answers. What's with this woman Kayean that's worth knocking heads?"


  He had nothing to say.


  "What's in this to die for? Are you ready to die for it?"


  I got a reaction that time. Just a flicker around the eyes. He didn't think I looked the killer type. But he didn't know me so couldn't be sure.


  "He's starting to listen, Garrett," Morley said. "But we ought to convene this somewhere else. The one that got away could bring reinforcements."


  "I have faith in sugar as an alarm potential. You know anything about centaurs? I've never dealt with one."


  "A little. They're vain, avaricious, mean in most senses of the word, miserly. Overall, not much to recommend. Did I mention that most of them are thieves and liars?"


  "Where are their pressure points?"


  "Did I mention cowardly? You're on the right track with that rope. Strangle him slowly. He'll come across."


  "I don't want to do it the hard way. Nobody's been hurt yet. I'd rather talk, work something out where we could get off each other's backs, and get on with finding the woman. I'm tired of this job. Too many people are interested in us and I don't know why."


  Zeck Zack sort of nibbled at the bait. He spoke for the first time, piping. I almost laughed at his voice. "Can you prove you're what you say you are? If you were nothing more, there would be no difficulty between us."


  A wedge!


  Morley told Dojango, "Tie up those guys so Doris and Marsha can have their hands free." One of the two was the greeter who had thought we were hilarious gagsters. He looked the worse for wear.


  The grolls helped form a circle around Zeck Zack once they were free of their baby-sitting chores. I handed over every piece of documentation I had. He examined it all minutely. Meanwhile, Morley got antsy.


  Zeck Zack said, "This is all silly enough to be true. I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. For the moment."


  Morley said, "Garrett, we're running out of time. Choke him."


  "That would do you no good," Zeck Zack said. "I might tell you many interesting things but I would tell you nothing of value. My position is exposed. Therefore, I am allowed to know nothing of importance. However, I do know one thing of value to you. If you are what you say you are."


  I waited.


  "I know someone who knows someone who could bring you face-to-face with the woman."


  "Yeah?"


  "Did I mention treacherous?" Morley asked.


  "One more test, of sorts," Zeck Zack said. "I will recite a list of names, phrases, places. You tell me if you know or have heard of them. I have an ear for the truth."


  I've lied successfully to men who thought that. Many times. "Go ahead."


  I scored a mere one half on this one. The same half I scored on the army list. Zeck Zack was amazed by what he heard with his ear for the truth. "You could just be what you say." He gave me a squint-eyed look. "Yes. It might even make sense. . . . I think I know what is happening. It should be put to the test."


  He did some thinking. The rest of us did some waiting, Morley with very poor grace.


  Zeck Zack asked, "Where can I leave you a message?"


  I used my best raised eyebrow.


  "Not trusting me, you will, of course, remove from your present lodgings. I will not possess sufficient manpower to locate you again quickly. I am going to attempt to arrange for you to see the woman and complete your mission. If I am successful, I must be able to get that word to you."


  I had a strong feeling he meant to do just what he said, though not out of any inclination to make my life easier. He had motives I couldn't fathom. Everyone but me seemed to have shadowed motives.


  "The innkeeper where we're staying now. We'll leave him feeling kindly toward us." I removed the choke rope. "I'm going to play a hunch, a long shot, and take a chance on you, centaur. Maybe because I'm getting desperate. If you've been bullshitting me to get your behind out of a bind, or if you're planning on taking another crack at me, you have a problem."


  "Indeed I do. As I said, I am exposed. And vulnerable, as you have demonstrated tonight."


  I thought I would leave everything on that very unsatisfactory note.


  Morley, who had been eager to evacuate some time ago, now jumped all over me for wasting half a night.


  "Come on, Morley. It's time to go."
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  We sat on a patch of grass not far from the witch's house, surrounded by little folk stoned on sugar. Only a couple were sober enough to titter occasionally.


  Morley had turned from argumentative to reflective. "You know what made it interesting, Garrett? That list. Sixteen items. But six of them were the same thing: a name, translated into six different languages. Curious. Especially because it isn't a name either of us recognizes in any of its forms."


  "What was that?"


  He rattled off a jawbreaker. "I'd give you the Karentine, but it wouldn't make any sense."


  "Try it anyway. Karentine is all I speak."


  "There're two possible translations. Dawn of Night's Mercy. Or Dawn of Night's Madness."


  "That doesn't make sense."


  "I told you it wouldn't."


  "What language uses the same word for mercy and madness?"


  "Dark elfin."


  "Oh," I glanced toward the centaur's house. Not a thing had happened since our departure. I looked at the witch's place. A light burned in an upper-story window. It hadn't been burning when we'd come down the path. "Why don't you guys head on up to the cemetery? I'll catch up in a few minutes. There's something I want to check out."


  I expected Morley to give me an argument. He didn't. He just grunted, got to his feet, got the triplets moving, and vanished into the night.


  Somebody small with a man-sized grin had passed out leaning against me. I tilted him over gently, patted his shoulder when he mumbled something, rose, and headed for the house. I prowled around looking into windows.


  "I'm up here, Private Garrett."


  "Good. I was hoping to see you. But I was a little leery of waking you." I couldn't see her.


  She laughed. Her laughter was mostly merriment, but it also carried a trace of mockery. She didn't believe me. But she knew I didn't expect her to.


  "How can I help you, Private Garrett?"


  "You could start by not calling me Private Garrett. I'm out of the Marines. I'd just as soon forget them. Then you can tell me if you know anything about somebody named Dawn of Night's Mercy or Dawn of Night's Madness."


  She was silent so long I feared she had deserted me. Then she threw down the dark elvish gobblewhat Morley had used, applying a distinctly interrogative inflection.


  "That's right."


  "Gobblewhat is not a person, Mr. Garrett. It is a prophecy, and an unpleasant one from your point of view. The name Gobblewhat is dark elfin, but the prophecy is not. It is an echo, a rumor, an aspiration, out of a deeper night."


  Being what she was, she naturally stoked the drama on her declamation, then clammed up, leaving her answer obscure.


  I tried asking questions. That was a waste of time. She was done talking about gobblewhat. She closed the subject by saying, "That was spur of the moment. What did you really want?"


  There was no point playing games. "Are you still in business? I'd like to buy a few of your special tools."


  She ripped off a first-class witch's cackle. It was hilarious. I grinned. The peafowl even got into the act, though their mirth was confused and sleepy. "Go around to the front door," she told me. "You'll find it unlocked."


  

  


  


  When I rejoined Morley and the triplets, I carried five tiny, folded pieces of paper. I had hidden each carefully. Each bore a potent and potentially useful spell. I was still repeating the witch's instructions to myself. Basically, all I had to remember was to unfold the papers at the appropriate moment, though a couple required a whispered word at the right time.


  Morley said, "So. You survived the trail. I was about to go looking for you. What now?"


  "We go back and get what sleep we can. Then early tomorrow we hit the road for Fort Caprice."


  "I thought you were going to let the centaur do the finding for you."


  "Contrary to the false notion formed earlier, I don't trust him to do anything. If he comes through, fine. Meantime, I go on looking. He expects us to hide from him. I can't think of a better place than out in the Cantard. Two birds, one stone."


  Morley was as thrilled as I might have expected. "I had to ask, didn't I?"
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  Fort Caprice was a bust.


  It was four days out of Full Harbor, pushing hard all the way, shielded every step by more luck than any five fools deserved. Not only did we not encounter one of our own Karentine patrols, but we didn't fall in with Venageti rangers or representatives of any of the nonhuman races of the Cantard, most of which are at least marginally involved in the war. Their loyalties shift like a chameleon's color, according to where they think the most profit lies.


  Fort Caprice was not in the heart of the caldron, though. The richest silver country lay a hundred miles farther south.


  Major Kayeth Kronk proved to be brevet-Colonel Kronk now, at the tender age of twenty-six. I did not remind him that we had met before, though I'm sure he remembered me before we reached the end of our short interview. I told him I was looking for his sister Kayean, and told him why. And he told me that he didn't have a sister Kayean.


  And that was all he would say about it. When I kept after him he got stubborn. Then he got mad and had a couple of soldiers show me the street.


  We poked around among the hangers-on Fort Caprice had acquired—like fleas, ticks, and worms to a hound—and found out nothing more interesting than which men were watering their wine and which women would send you away with something you hadn't had when you arrived. So we made the four-day journey back to Full Harbor, with fool's luck cleansing the way ahead of us again.


  It was a lovely time to visit the Cantard.


  I hoped the centaur would come through so I wouldn't have to do it again.


  That would be tempting fate a bit too far. We were out of Full Harbor nine days, all told.
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  The major from the military city hall was waiting at the gate through the Narrows Wall. There was nothing magical about it once I realized that without sorcery, a trip to Fort Caprice takes a predictable amount of time. He cut me out of my herd.


  "Any luck?" he asked.


  "Zip. Zero. Zilch. What can I do for you?"


  "I have another list of names."


  "And getting my reaction is important enough for you to lay in wait for me out here?"


  "Maybe."


  "Fire away."


  He did.


  I knew five of the twelve names this time. Father Mike. Father Rhyne. Sair Lojda. Martello Quinn and Aben Kurts, of Denny's old crowd. I admitted knowing the latter two only as friends of a friend, saying I thought they were in shipping. Then I asked, "What ties this together? What's up?"


  "All these people, and three more for whom we have no names, have died or disappeared during the last eleven days. I'm certain you would recognize more if you saw them. Imelo Clark was a guard at the civil city hall. Egan Rust was a clerk there. You interviewed them. I was not sure you had any connection with Kurts and Quinn, but since you did, then I assume there's also one with Laught and the three unknowns, all of whom seem to have come off a yacht from TunFaire."


  "What the hell are you trying to say?"


  "Don't get your hackles up, Garrett. You're safe. You were out of town during the excitement. In fact, the only time I place you or yours near anyone at a critical time is Father Rhyne. I'm satisfied your associate found him dead."


  I didn't say anything. My thoughts were pounding off in twenty directions. What the hell was going on?


  "It seems apparent that, in most of these cases, someone is cleaning up after you. It's a wonder you haven't been turned invisible yourself."


  Thoughtlessly, I admitted, "It's been tried a couple times."


  He wanted details. He demanded details. I gave him some without mentioning centaurs or dead men or much else that would do him any real good. He thought it was crafty of us, setting the one group up for a career in the mines.


  He observed, "I have a feeling that there are a lot of things you wouldn't tell me no matter how nicely I ask. Like where the others from TunFaire fit in."


  "I wouldn't be even a little shy about telling you that if I knew. What's the story on them, anyway?"


  Kurts and Quinn had died the evening we left Full Harbor. They had been found in an alley on the far south side. At first it had looked like they had fallen foul of robbers. Laught—identified because his name and that of the yacht were stitched on the inside of his jumper—died later that night in the graveyard where Kayean and I had played when we were kids. At almost the same time a tremendous explosion and fire had consumed the yacht. No one knew how many had died in that. The unburned remains of the yacht had sunk. It was a miracle the whole waterfront hadn't gone up.


  "That's pretty rough stuff," I said. "The stakes must be big. I don't want to sound dumb or impertinent, but what's your interest? Seems to me it's a civil problem, gaudy as it is."


  "Full Harbor's reason for existing is military. Anything gaudy could effect the city's military situation. Garrett, I'm convinced you know things I want to know. But I'm not going to press you. When you feel like baring your soul, drop in. And I'll trade you the name of the man she married. Meantime, I'll just use you as a stalking horse."


  "Yeah." I waved bye-bye, but my heart was not in it. I was pondering that equine-derived chestnut.


  Morley and the triplets joined me. "Who was that?" Morley asked. I told him. He asked, "He have anything interesting to say?"


  I told him all that, too.


  "Gang warfare and vampires," he mused. "What a city."


  "Vampires?"


  "Several people claim they were attacked this week. It's all the talk. You know how those stories get going. People will see vampires in every shadow for a month."
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  We slept at the same inn. We couldn't be safer elsewhere, and the quarters were the best available for grolls.


  The innkeeper had five messages for me. They were from Zeck Zack, had come at a rate of one daily, and had become increasingly strident. I got the impression he wanted to see me.


  "Tomorrow is soon enough," I told Morley. "Tonight I'm going to lay around and ruminate and drink beer to get the Cantard dust out of my throat. I'm not much closer to the woman but I'm starting to see the outlines of the other stuff. Except for Vasco and his crowd, I don't think it has anything to do with silver. I think three or four conspiracies with completely alien or only marginally overlapping goals have collided here, maybe with the woman being the link. I don't think I'm the only one going around wondering, Who the hell are those guys? What do they want?"


  I let it go there. Morley could chew on it if he wanted. I snuggled up with my beer and tried to let my mind go blank.


  Some might say I did not have to work very hard.


  Zeck Zack turned up next day. He got righteous with me.


  "Do I work for you?" I asked.


  He looked around. A lot of unfriendly faces were turned his way. Centaurs are not popular, which is probably why Zeck Zack spent so little time at his city house. He desisted, though he kept simmering. He handed me a sealed letter. "Your instructions are in there. You are to come alone."


  "Have you been smoking weed?"


  "What?"


  "I don't go anywhere alone. People have been dying around this town. Four of them right out around your place."


  "You will go alone or they will not let you see her."


  "Then I'll find her my own way."


  Morley walked in then, coming back from grazing. He slapped Zeck Zack across the rump, a familiarity and indignity that almost sent him into paroxysms. Morley said, "There was another vampire thing last night, Garrett. Sounded like the real article."


  "Remind me to wear my high-collar shirt when I go barhopping tonight." His pursed lips told me he had something more on his mind but wouldn't say what until I got rid of the centaur.


  I told Zeck Zack, "You see? It's dangerous to wander the streets alone."


  "I will put it to them. They are going to be very irritated with both of us. They have gone to a great deal of trouble to make the woman available. But, perhaps, for that reason they will accede to your petition."


  I did my eyebrow trick. My petition? "Right. Check it out. You know where to find me."


  He extended a hand. "The instructions? They will have to be changed."


  I gave them back. He left, giving me a couple of dark looks.


  "He wanted me to come to the meet all by myself, on the lonesome," I told Morley. "Just me face-to-face with ‘them,' whoever ‘they' are."


  "Whoever, they have him peeing down his leg. And he has a reputation for being a tough bastard."


  "I noticed he had a case of nerves. What's up?"


  "The place is being watched. Somebody followed me out and back. I didn't give it a good scout because I didn't want them to know they'd been made, but I spotted two more. I figured that's iceberg."


  "Damn! The works. A whole crew. And now they know I'm dealing with Zeck Zack."


  "Spilled milk. Who do you figure for it?"


  "That army bastard. I don't know why. Vasco or the striped-sail crowd wouldn't have the resources. The centaur doesn't need to know every breath we take. He hopes he has us on the hook."


  "Maybe the major needs a closer look."


  "Maybe. Though I don't even know his name. And I'd rather not. I'd just as soon get on with the job I'm getting paid to do."


  Morley nodded. "It's getting thick. I find myself looking forward to the trip home—in my more insane, impatient moments."


  I slouched in my seat. "I guess we spend the day on in-and-out, getting a scout on how many and how good they are. We can make like we're getting ready for another trip out of town. We can eat the food on the way home if the meet goes down and I get what I need."


  "We'll have to work a way for all of us to shake them, too."


  "Yeah. This thing couldn't get any more complicated if you hired three wizards to knot it up."
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  I was wrong, of course. It could get more complicated. And it did.


  Morley, the triplets, and I spent the day running the bird dogs, and scoped out both daytime and nighttime routines for shaking them, though it looked like there would be at least twenty of them on us around the clock. It isn't hard to shake watchers when you know they're around, especially in a city as crazy as Full Harbor.


  Morley had gone out for supper. I was having mine with Dojango in the common room. His brothers were in our quarters, where they felt more comfortable.


  Dojango wasn't a bad sort to pass the time with, if you made allowances. He knew more crude stories than anyone I'd ever met, though he didn't deliver them very well. Actually.


  Further complication waltzed through the door.


  "Saucerhead Tharpe!" I groaned.


  "And Spiney Prevallet," Dojango said of the guy who was the last of the four to enter. "Doris! Marsha!" He could put a snap in his voice when he wanted. It carried over the common-room noise.


  The two in the middle need no introduction. My old flames, Tinnie and Rose. Tinnie stomped past Saucerhead, who was giving the grolls the once-over and not liking what he saw. I said, "I see the Venageti didn't get you. And I thought their sailors had an unfailing eye for the finest."


  She halted in a widespread stance within slapping range, but her fists settled on her hips. "You're a brass-balled son-of-a-bitch, Garrett. You know that?"


  "Yeah. I've heard that talk, too. And it's true, so don't think you can flatter me. Have a nice trip? How long you been in town?" I kept one eye on Rose who looked as vicious as an entire pack of wolves circling in for the kill. Saucerhead and Spiney, with better sense and no emotional investment, put their hands in their pockets and kept them there. "Had supper yet? Sit down. My treat. It isn't the Unicorn Gambit, but the food sticks to your ribs."


  "You. . . ! You. . . !" Tinnie stammered. "Don't you sit there and act like you didn't do anything. Don't treat me like one of your flapping old army buddies, you bastard." The fire was fading from her eyes. She had become conscious of the silence surrounding us, of all the staring eyes and knowing smirks.


  "You're not being very ladylike," I noted. "Sit down, my one true love. Let me ply you with food and spirits."


  "Bought with Uncle Willard's money?"


  "Of course. It's a legitimate business expense." A smile flirted with her lips despite her determination to be angry. She plopped into the chair Morley usually inhabited.


  "Dojango, would you scare up enough seats for the rest of our guests?"


  He looked at me like I was crazy, but he did it. "You're lucky you got here when you did. An hour from now this place will be standing room only. Hello, Saucerhead. I paid your fee against your account at Morley's place. All right?"


  "Yeah. Sure. That's what I wanted. How you doing, Garrett?" He was embarrassed to be seen in the company of two real live women. What was it going to do to his reputation?


  "Not so good. I've fallen right into the middle of the damnedest thing I ever saw."


  Civilized behavior begets civilized behavior. Rose decided to play the game and was the perfect lady as Dojango held her chair. "Rose," I said. "You're looking lovelier than ever."


  "It must be the sea air. And a change of diet."


  I looked at Tinnie. "Not roots and berries, I hope."


  Tinnie winked.


  I faced Spiney Prevallet. "Mr. Prevallet. I've heard of you but don't think we've ever met."


  "Garrett. No, we haven't. I've heard of you, too." And that was all he had to say for the evening. It was enough to set my teeth on edge. His voice was neutral but as cold as the bottom side of a coffin.


  If Morley and Saucerhead are the best at what they do, Spiney Prevallet is crowding them. And he's said to be less squeamish and less choosy about the jobs he takes.


  The landlord himself came to take orders. Men like him have a sixth sense. He wanted to size up the trouble before it happened. I smiled at him a lot.


  "You've had trouble?" Rose asked. She sounded hopeful.


  "A little. More, you'd say I've been trouble. Everybody I talk to turns up dead."


  That got their attention. I gave them an edited and censored account of my adventures. Somehow, I forgot to mention Zeck Zack.


  I was still talking and wondering how to get rid of them, in case the centaur showed, when Morley walked in.


  He never batted an eye. He walked up behind Rose, who had her back to the door, and trailed his fingertips lightly up the side of her neck. "A miracle. I would have sworn the pirates would have—"


  Tinnie cut in. "Garrett already used that line. Only with him it was Venageti sailors."


  "Then add plagiarism to his list of sins." Morley placed a small box on the table before me. "That four-legged wonder of a cook sent you this kelp salad. Since you've already eaten, maybe you should save it for a snack."


  I peeked despite his warning. Kelp salad, all right. "He gave it to you?"


  "To bring over. He knew we had company and didn't want to intrude."


  "I don't have much use for kelp, but since he went to all the trouble. . . ."


  Morley kept stroking Rose's neck and shoulders. He nodded once to Tinnie, ignored Spiney and Saucerhead completely. If, as I suspected, the kelp concealed Zeck Zack's instructions for making the meet, we had a problem. I expect that had Morley's undivided attention.


  "Did you bribe Master Arbanos somehow?" I asked Tinnie.


  "That little water rat? He did exactly what you told him to. He handed us over to Uncle Willard personally."


  "I'm sorry I missed that."


  "You're going to get your chance to take part in a reenactment."


  "How did you manage—"


  Rose said, "Our good Uncle Lester bestowed a small legacy on each of us."


  "I see." Women with their own money do tend to get independent, don't they?


  That box of salad sat there staring at me, begging to be opened, and I hadn't one idea how to get rid of them.


  "Why are you here, Tinnie? Rose I understand. A hundred thousand marks makes for a big greed." Morley was over talking to the grolls, now. I hoped his mind was more fertile than mine.


  "I have a grudge to settle with a certain bastard who had me tied up and shipped like a sack of turnips."


  "After he had the brass-balled gall to get you out of the hands of kidnappers. What can you do with a churl like that?" I countered.


  She had the grace to redden.


  Morley came over and begged Dojango for his seat, which was next to Rose. With bad grace Dojango gave way and joined his brothers.


  I saw it then, and Morley knew when I knew. He gave me the ghost of a smile and went to work charming Rose.


  Dojango ducked through the door to our quarters.


  Five minutes later I developed an irresistible need for the loo. I grabbed my box and promised to be right back. I trickled fingers through Tinnie's hair. She slapped my hand but it was only a pat.


  Dojango was waiting. "Out the window. Night course. Morley says you'd better read your instructions and dump them down the loo first."


  I had that much sense. I didn't figure he needed reminding, though. "Who's next?"


  "Morley. He comes to see why you're taking so long. He's worried. Then Doris goes, then me. Marsha stalls and distracts them by keeping them from getting through the door."


  "Sounds good. If it works."
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  I ambled up the lane toward the Orthodox cemetery, where we were to meet at the Kronk family plot. Convenient, that. Zeck Zack or his messenger was supposed to take us to the meet from another plot just two hundred yards away, come midnight.


  I reached the place where the first man to arrive was supposed to lie in the weeds for anybody following the rest. "Morley? I'm clean."


  Dojango came out of the darkness, not Morley. "What took so long?"


  "I had more tails than an uighur. All pros. Took awhile to shake them. Where's Morley?"


  "Pushing sugar."


  "Doris and Marsha?"


  "At the plot. They just got here, too. They almost forgot. They were having fun trotting around town watching the humans huff and puff trying to keep up."


  "The ladies?"


  "You and Morley better forget those two and take up kicking beehives."


  "Mad, huh?"


  "Furious, actually."


  Morley came back from his pandering. "Just in time, Garrett. Let's go check something out." He marched off through the graveyard.


  His destination proved to be a decrepit mausoleum. He examined its door. I couldn't see what he saw. He grunted. "Hunh. Maybe they knew what they were talking about. Marsha. Open it up."


  The groll obliged. There was no sound of seals breaking. There was almost no sound at all. Curious in a door that should have been unmoved for generations.


  Then the stench rolled out.


  I considered a crack about ducking the stampeding buzzards, but desisted. Death is no joke.


  "We need a light, Morley," Dojango said.


  "I figured we would. I borrowed a lucifer stone from my bitty buddy Hornbuckle." He removed it from its protective sack. It was a young one, burning bright.


  I didn't want to go inside, but I did. I stayed only as long as I could hold my breath, which was long enough to get an education. It was pretty bad, but I did recognize what was left of Father Mike, the Sair, and the clerk from the civil city hall. I had no idea who the others were.


  Marsha closed it up. We walked to the Kronk plot in silence. Finally, Morley said, "Somebody's garbage dump."


  "Who put them there?"


  "Soldiers. I quote Hornbuckle: ‘Soldiers without livery.' "


  "I see." I saw a great deal. It had nothing to do with finding Kayean, but a lot to do with a nameless major.


  Morley said, "On no evidence at all I'll bet you fifty marks your major was part of the outfit that liberated the church the day your girlfriend's father died."


  "No bet. Not even at ten to one."


  A man in the major's position wouldn't quietly dispose of the top Venageti agent in his territory. Not when he could bring him in and harvest all sorts of rewards. Not unless that agent could name some very interesting names, like maybe that of an agent even better placed than he.


  "Investigators from TunFaire, you had to say. He thinks we're the King's men and we're looking for him. What other reason for the interest in people named Kronk?"


  "Or the Emperor's men." I shook my head. "My poor sweet, silly Kayean. She had to make the worst choices in fathers and husbands."


  Morley frowned. "Husbands? You don't even know who he is."


  "I don't have to to know he's somebody Zeck Zack and his bosses want to keep us away from. It can't be her. There's no evidence that she's anything but a woman carrying on a profitable correspondence with an old flame."


  Morley grunted. "What about your major?"


  "You know me. I'd rather negotiate, like with the centaur. Or I just let them ride and hope for the best, like with Vasco and his bunch. I've only killed two men since I got out of the Marines, and one of them was by accident. But I think somebody is going to have to chop the head off this snake before it crushes us all."


  

  


  


  We scouted the terrain thoroughly. There was no sign the centaur planned anything cagey, but that wasn't especially reassuring.


  Zeck Zack came for us himself, which said something about his relationship to the shadow folk behind him. "You're early," he accused.


  "So are you."


  "I told them I needed time to scout you for treachery. In truth, I wanted time to talk."


  "You trust us, then?"


  "As much as one dares, given the circumstances. Your claims received independent corroboration from persons who had no wish to further your mission."


  "Who?"


  "I believe they called themselves Quinn and Kurts."


  So. I had to reorganize my notions about who had done what to whom that bloody night.


  "Mr. Garrett, I've gone to a great deal of trouble on your behalf. For myself as well, I admit, for it could mean my neck if the knowledge of the movement of certain letters reached the wrong persons. But still, on your behalf I have saved your lives by convincing them that the surest way to handle you is to let you get your affidavit. You might also note the removal of two deadly enemies, which improves your odds."


  "You want something."


  "Sir?"


  "Besides me not mentioning any letters—a subject I wouldn't mind chatting about, just to satisfy my curiosity—there must be something else. Call it a hunch."


  "Yes. I might as well be direct. There is so little time."


  "So?"


  "In my youth I was guilty of, shall we say, a mortal indiscretion. A certain gentleman acquired proofs sufficient to place me in extreme jeopardy should they come to the attention of either my employers or the Karentine military. He used the threat to compel me to perform tasks that only worsen my chances of living to old age. The whereabouts of the evidence is known only to him. He does not allow me to get anywhere near him. You, however, could walk right up to him."


  "I get the picture." I had no intention of skragging anybody for him, but I played the game out. I wanted him to stay my buddy. "Who?"


  He wanted to get cagey.


  "Come on. I don't agree to anything till I hear a name."


  He had made up his mind to tell me if I pressed. He did. "A priest named Sair Lojda. At the Orthodox church at—"


  "I know him." Morley and I exchanged glances. So the centaur didn't know that the Sair had gone invisible. Far be it from me to respect a dead villain so much I failed to profit from him. "You've got a deal, buddy. He's dead meat right now. If I see the woman, get what I want, and leave in one piece, I'll show you the body before the sun comes up."


  "Pact?"


  "Pact and sworn."


  "Good. Let's go. They'll be getting impatient."
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  Zeck Zack led us down the trail to his house. The peacocks raised twelve kinds of hell. "I'm going to roast the lot someday," the centaur said. "Every damn night they wake me up with that whooping."


  He took us in through the tradesman's entrance Kayean used to sneak out. Then it was through servants' corridors to the front antechamber.


  "Dark as hell in here," Morley complained. "What have you got against light, centaur?"


  If it was bad for him and the triplets, it was worse for Zeck Zack and me. We had no night eyes at all.


  There was a ghost of light in the antechamber. It leaked in from the ballroom. It was just enough to betray the form of a man awaiting us.


  The centaur said, "At this point you must shed all your weapons. Indeed, everything you're carrying that is made of metal. Past this point you may go armed only with the weapons given you by nature."


  I started shucking. I could smell the end of the chase. I would give Zeck Zack the benefit of the doubt.


  "Damn, it's cold in here," Dojango muttered.


  He was right. And here I'd thought my teeth were chattering because I had to go in there armed only with the weapons given me by nature. I announced, "I'm ready."


  Zeck Zack said, "Step up and let the man double-check, Mr. Garrett." He made no apologies.


  I stepped forward. A pasty face the color of grubs appeared before me for a moment. Eyes of no color stared into mine. They were filled with an old hopelessness.


  He patted me down smoothly and efficiently. Professionally. He did only one thing unprofessional.


  He slipped something into my pocket.


  It was done slickly. He touched me just heavily enough to make sure I noticed. Then he went to frisk Morley.


  

  


  


  One lone candle illuminated the ballroom. It sat, with a quill and inkwell, on an otherwise barren table at the chamber's geographical center. The table was four feet wide and eight feet long, long side toward me. Two chairs faced one another across it. I went and stood behind the one on my side, dropped my credentials and all the legal stuff on the table. Shivering, I shoved my hands into my pockets and waited.


  I hadn't imagined anything. I palmed a folded piece of paper.


  I checked the disposition of my troops. Morley was to my left, my weak side, two steps out and one back. Dojango was the same to my right. The grolls were behind me. Morley's nose twitched and pointed three times. Three beings shared the room with us, all in front.


  One came floating out of the darkness.


  She was beautiful. And something else. Ethereal, a poet might have said. Spooky is good enough for me.


  She moved so lightly she seemed to float. Her gown whispered around her. Gauzy and voluminous, it was as white as any white ever was. Her skin was so colorless it almost matched her apparel. Her hair was the blond called platinum. Her eyes were ice blue and without expression, except they narrowed as she neared the light, as though it was too bright. Her lips were a thin wound vaguely purpled by the cold. She wore no makeup.


  "You're Kayean Kronk?" I asked when she halted behind her chair.


  She inclined her head in a barely perceptible nod.


  "Let's sit, then. Let's get it over with."


  She pulled her chair back and drifted into it.


  I glanced at Morley and Dojango as I settled. They were staring into the darkness, as rigid and fierce as trained wolves on point. I didn't know Dojango had it in him.


  I looked across the table. She waited, her hands folded.


  I gave her the whole thing, Denny dying, leaving his bundle, her having to come to TunFaire with me if she wanted to claim the legacy, or having to execute a sworn and sealed affidavit that would renounce and abjure, in perpetuity, all claims upon the estate of Denny Tate.


  While I tried to talk what Morley called dirty-lawyer talk I shuffled and referred to my papers and used that to cover unfolding the thing that had been deposited in my pocket. It was a note of course.


  It said:


  


  Come take her out. Soon. Please. While there is still a chance for her redemption.


  


  I shivered and tried to convince myself that it was the cold.


  I read on, and under the guise of jotting notes jotted a note:


  


  Open the enclosure only in her presence. Do so elsewhere and all hope dies.


  


  I folded in one of the charms I had obtained from the Old Witch. Hands-at-the-door had not removed those, if he had detected them at all. I got the paper into a pocket and concentrated on concentrating on that spooky woman.


  I tried to sound incredulous. "Are you honestly rejecting one hundred thousand marks? Less fees, of course. In silver!"


  A ghost of a hint of revulsion feather-touched her eyes as she nodded. It was the only emotion she betrayed during the interview.


  "Very well. I won't pretend to understand, but I'll draw up the affidavit." I began scratching slowly on a piece of paper. "One of my associates will witness my signature. One of your companions will have to witness yours."


  Again she nodded.


  I completed the thing, signed. "Morley. I need your chop."


  He came and gave me it. He was still as taut as a drawn bowstring.


  I pushed the paper, ink, and pen across. "Is that satisfactory?"


  She considered the paper just long enough, then nodded, collected everything, floated up, and drifted away into the darkness.


  I put my papers and such together, rose, waited behind my chair. Soon enough the apparition drifted back. She placed the signed affidavit on the table, just beside the candle. Thus there was no possibility of physical contact, as there might be if she offered it to me directly. I gathered it up and tucked it away.


  "I thank you for your time and courtesy, madame. I will trouble you no more." I headed for the anteroom.


  I noted that neither Morley, Dojango, nor the grolls turned around to retreat. There are times when not having night eyes can be a blessing.


  

  


  


  Slipping my counternote to my correspondent was easy. Zeck Zack was so anxious to get us out of his house, and so eager to get himself out, too, that he was blind. In half a minute he was fussing unmercifully, trying to get us moving down the dark halls before we had recovered half of our hardware.
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  The peafowl carried on like wild dogs had them surrounded and help would come only if they yelled loud enough to rattle the clouds. I sympathized. Lately I felt the same way. But if I yelled, they would know where I was and start closing in.


  As we approached the witch's house, the air quivered. A cackle fluttered down like gaunt, soggy snow-flakes. Out of everywhere and nowhere, she asked, "Did you enjoy your taste of the prophecy, Mr. Garrett?" More soggy cackle.


  Morley and the boys might not have heard. Zeck Zack glanced at the house, puzzled. I just put my head down and marched, not wanting to think about it.


  The centaur was determined to stick with us. I expected him to press on the matter of Sair Lojda, and he didn't disappoint me. He started in halfway to the graveyard. I told him, "Wait," and refused to listen.


  Morley picked the spot to squat, the one we had used before keeping our date with Zeck Zack. Morley sat down. So did I. Morley said, "We need to talk."


  "Yeah."


  Zeck Zack grumbled, "This is where you tell me how sorry you are, can't keep your half of the bargain?"


  "No," Morley said. "We can deliver on that fast enough to make your head spin. The problem is, you didn't deliver."


  I looked at Morley. He explained, "You gave her the paper upside down. She didn't turn it. She couldn't read. It's reasonable to assume that your Kayean could."


  "She could. You're right. That wasn't her. Didn't begin to resemble her. They just plain didn't know I knew her."


  Zeck Zack looked upset. I didn't bother to ask. I did say, "One question, old horse. When you bought that house, was it your idea, theirs, or the priest's?"


  "The priest's."


  "One cycle of coincidence unmasked. Did he find what he was afraid might be hidden there?"


  "No."


  "Did you? I'm sure you looked."


  He was regaining his balance. He grinned. "I took that place apart. I needed some back leverage."


  "I can take that as a no?"


  "Right."


  "Garrett," Morley said, "is that paper going to satisfy you? It'll get you your ten percent."


  "That's not what I said I'd do. I haven't found her yet."


  He grunted. I couldn't be sure in that light, but thought he seemed relieved and pleased. "Then we have plans to make, things to do, and our butts to cover." He rose. "Your pal there jacked us around, but maybe he didn't have any choice. I say we deliver our half. Maybe he'll suffer a fit of gratitude. Come on."


  There was an edge to his voice I didn't like.


  I'm not sure Zeck Zack followed Morley. Maybe he just didn't want to go back down to that house. Or maybe he thought he would get to watch the priest die.


  Morley hiked straight to the mausoleum we'd visited earlier. "Open it up, Marsha." Marsha obliged.


  Zeck Zack noted the little giveaway details that said the tomb was in use. "You already did it? Before . . . you dumped him here?"


  Morley gave him the lucifer stone. "See for yourself. Pardon us if we don't join you. We've been in there once already tonight. We don't have your iron stomach."


  Their gazes locked. Right then Zeck Zack would have murdered him cheerfully. The odds didn't favor him. He spun, raised the stone, stamped inside.


  Morley said something in grollish.


  Marsha slammed the door.


  "Morley!"


  "A little night trading, I told you the first time I reported on him. Like a little innocent smuggling, I thought. What do you want to bet he procures for them?"


  I had known Morley a long time, though not well. I'd seen him angry, but never out of control. And never eaten up with hatred.


  "You know what we walked into down there, don't you, Garrett?"


  "I know." And Father Rhyne's last message and Kayean's excommunication made sense. Of a sort. So did the attacks and rumors of attacks.


  Morley calmed down. "Something had to be done. He could have trotted straight down there and told them we weren't taken in. He'll be all right for a while. We already know he has a strong stomach. We can turn him loose later, if you want. Anyway, a few days in there might incline him to tell us how to find her."


  "I'll know how to reach her soon enough." Though Morley gave me the fisheye, I didn't elucidate.


  "You sure you know what you're doing? There wasn't anything in your deal about digging her out of a nest of the night people."


  "I know." I knew only too well. And I am cursed with an imagination capable of conjuring up the worst possibilities.


  "If we blow it and get taken, me and the triplets are just dead. We don't have enough human blood to be any use to them. But you. . . ."


  "I said I know, Morley. Back off. We have the major to worry about. He knows we were in touch with the centaur. I expect he knows the priest was blackmailing Zeck Zack. With the priest gone that leverage is gone. So are we. Meaning we might have learned something that made us run for cover. He's going to tear this town apart. He's going to have guys sitting on every way out. We can't stay here. When the sun comes up the sextons will start planting the day's crop of stiffs. They'll wonder what we're doing hanging around. We can't go back to the inn. Everybody will be watching that."


  "Don't get yourself in an uproar. We've got the woods to hide in. We've got ourselves a night trader who knows ways to get people and things in and out of town. I say let's worry about our friends of the nest and let your major worry about himself."


  Morley had a point of sorts, though he didn't realize it. The more the major scurried around looking for us, the more likely he was to draw the attention of superiors who might want to know what was going on. And few if any of the men he commanded would be Venageti operatives. Their suspicions dared not be aroused.


  He had to juggle carefully.
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  I wakened to an itchy nose, tittering, and the harumph-harumph of grollish laughter. I opened my eyes. Something brown and fuzzy waved in my face. Behind it was one of the little folk, seated in the crotch of a bush. I controlled my temper and got my forequarters upright, leaning against a tree. I was stiff and sore from sleeping on the ground.


  No doubt Morley would argue that it was good for me.


  "Where the hell are Morley and Dojango?"


  The only answer I got was some big grollish grins and titters from the undergrowth.


  "All right. Be that way."


  "Sugar?" A tiny voice piped.


  "If I'd had any, you would have swiped it while I was sleeping."


  "With those great beasties watching over you?" the one in the bush asked.


  I didn't feel like arguing. Morning is always too early for anything but self-pity, and even that's usually too much trouble. "Is there anyone in or around the centaur's house?" You have to strive for precision with those folk. "Human or otherwise?"


  "Sugar?"


  "No sugar."


  "Bye, now."


  So. No pay, no play. Little mercenaries. I considered going down and burglarizing the centaur's kitchen. But I wasn't hungry enough to bet that Zeck Zack's masters had done the rational thing and gotten the hell out the minute my affidavit and I departed. Besides, I didn't feel like getting up and doing anything.


  I sat there trying to reconcile the Kayean who dwelt among the nightmares with the Kayean I had known. I shuffled through what I remembered from her letters to Denny. Nothing there but the occasional hint that she was not happy. Never a word about her whereabouts or circumstances. She hadn't been proud of herself.


  No sense worrying about it. That would give me nothing but a headache and the heebie-jeebies. She could explain when I got to her.


  

  


  


  Morley showed up around noon, staggering under a load of junk. "What's all that?" I demanded. "You planning an invasion? Where's Dojango? What the hell have you been up to?"


  "Taking bids on your butt from Vasco, Rose, and your major. It was hot going till they got up to a quarter mark. Here." He dumped half his load beside me. I noted a sack that looked like it might contain comestibles. I hit it first.


  "What is all this stuff?"


  "Raw materials. For the arsenal we'll need if we're going into a nest after your lady. They'd smell metal hardware ten miles off. You any good at flaking stone arrow points?"


  "I don't know. I've never tried."


  He looked exasperated. "Didn't they teach you anything practical in that Marine Corps of yours?"


  "Three thousand ways to kill Venageti. I'm a tool user, not a toolmaker."


  "I guess the load falls on Doris and Marsha again." He gobbled grollish, and gave the big guys a bunch of stuff. Two minutes later, snarling and rumbling, they were chipping out arrowheads with a touch as delicate as a mouse's. They were good, and they were fast.


  Morley said, "They're put out. They say it's dwarf's work. They want to know why they can't just make themselves some ten-foot clubs and go in and break skulls. Grolls are slow sometimes."


  I could whittle a bit so I set to making myself a sword from an ironwood lath. It's a good hard wood that will almost take an edge, but won't hold one the way steel will. So I gave myself only one. The backstroke side I channeled and set with waste from the arrowhead flaking. That gave me a vicious tool.


  Time rolled by. I shed my troubles in my concentration on my craftsmanship.


  "Have mercy, Garrett!" Morley snapped. "Do you really have to put in the blood gutters?"


  I looked at the thing in my hand. I sure was doing it up purple. I tried it for balance. "Close. Needs a little more work. A little more polish to lessen the drag during the cut."


  "And you call me bloodthirsty."


  "I'd rather carry a saber."


  "Come off it. One time we're going to use this stuff. Finish it up. I cut some bolts, there. Fletch them and sharpen them. I'll harden and poison the tips when I'm done here." He was removing metal parts from crossbows and replacing them. The reworked weapons wouldn't hold up, but, like he said, it was just the one raid.


  "Old Man Tate is going to pee blue vinegar over the expenses. Why poison? It won't do you any good." I dragged bolts, glue, feathers, and thread together and started in.


  "Because not everybody we meet is going to be immune."


  True. The bloodslaves would fight ferociously to defend their chances of someday joining the order of masters.


  "You know anything about the nests in the Cantard, Garrett?"


  "Who knows anything about any of them anywhere?"


  "True. They wouldn't survive. But?"


  "There are rumors. Because of the military situation, they don't have to be as circumspect in the Cantard. Plenty of easy prey, too. Nobody misses a soldier here or there. The nests are supposed to be bigger than usual because of that. When I was stationed down here, there were supposed to be six nests. That got reduced when some Karentine agents snatched a Venageti warlord's daughter and let it out that she had been carried off to a nest. The warlord forgot everything else, went off to the rescue, found the nest and cleansed it, and got himself killed for his trouble. While his army was busy hunting night people, one of ours was sneaking up behind them. And that's all I know. Except to guess that they're happy to see so much silver leaving this part of the world."


  "They would know everything about silver, wouldn't they?"


  "They would know everything about what everyone was doing, that's for sure. Which explains how Kayean was able to make Denny rich."


  Silver is as poisonous to the night people as cobra venom is to humans. It kills them fast and makes it stick. Not much else does. Other metals bother them to a lesser degree.


  "Speaking of sneaks," Morley said.


  Dojango appeared, burdened with poles and bow-staves and whatnot. He was tipsy. He said, "It's set for tomorrow night."


  "How much did you have?" Morley demanded.


  "Don't worry, cousin. I came here clean. Actually. They'll have the horses and gear waiting at an abandoned mill they said is three miles up something called North Creek. They said they'd only wait one night. They said they would take the animals and stuff out tomorrow morning and bring them back the next day if we don't show. They seemed a little nervous about being out in the countryside, actually."


  "Guess we'll have to resurrect our centaur. Sit down and start turning those dowels into arrows. Garrett. You know this North Creek?"


  "Yes." I was tempted to ask who he thought was in charge, but kept my mouth shut. Morley had taken care of things that needed doing.


  Dojango started making arrows. "Some interesting news started going around just before I came back up. About the time we were taking a peek into that tomb last night, Glory Mooncalled, unsupported, actually, attacked Indigo Springs."


  "Indigo Springs?" I asked. "That's a hundred miles farther south than the army's ever gone. And he tried it without wizards?"


  Dojango smirked. "He not only tried it, he pulled it off, actually. Caught them sleeping. Killed Warlord Shomatzo-Zha and his whole staff in the first assault, then wiped out half their army. The rest ran off into the desert barefoot, wearing nothing but their nightshirts."


  "Good hunting for the night people," Morley grumbled.


  "And unicorns, centaur slavers, wild dogs, hippogriffs, and any other kind of critter that wants a piece of them," Dojango added. "This is going to mean problems, Morley. If we have to spend much time out there."


  "How come?"


  "If it's true, it's an unprecedented disaster for Venageti arms. When Glory Mooncalled changed sides, he swore vengeance on five warlords. For years he's been waltzing them around the Cantard, making fools of them. Now he's struck deep into traditionally safe territory and stomped one of the five the way I'd stomp a bug."


  "So?"


  "So the Venageti are going to start flailing around like a boxer with blood in his eyes, hoping they hit something. Karentine forces will begin to move, trying to take advantage. Every nonhuman tribe in the Cantard will be out trying to profit from the confusion. In a week it'll be so hairy it'll be worth your life to squat to poop if you don't have somebody to stand guard."


  "Then we'd better move fast, hadn't we?" Morley asked.


  A sentiment with which I agreed wholeheartedly. But my sneak to the bloodslave guarding the things in Zeck Zack's ballroom had paid no dividends yet and I doubted that my revelation would come for days—if at all.
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  Zeck Zack was as cooperative as a centaur could be after his sojourn with the dead. He didn't balk until having led us from the city via an underwall smugglers tunnel, he discovered that he had been enlisted in our enterprise for the duration.


  Morley was in a puckish mood.


  "But sir, surely you see all your caterwauling is without foundation. If you will reflect seriously you cannot help but confess the rectitude of our position. If we were to release you, as you so unreasonably insist, you would dash back through the tunnel and instantly set about wreaking evil upon us, imagining us to be the authors of your ill fortune rather than assuming that onus yourself, as is the fact."


  I had arrayed my army in squad diamond, with a groll out front, another behind, Dojango on the right and Morley on the left. Night-blind, I marched at the heart of the formation, ready to rush to any quarter suddenly threatened. Zeck Zack stumbled along between Morley and me.


  It wasn't long before the centaur surrendered to the inevitable. He betrayed a hitherto sequestered facet of character and began arguing with Morley in the same florid language and overblown, overly polite formulations.


  The men who had brought our horses and gear were thrilled to see us. Our advent meant they couldn't just take everything back and sell it again. Nor, they decided after eyeballing the grolls, could they murder us and do the same.


  We parted ways immediately upon delivery. They were of the school that maintains wandering around at night could get you killed. We kept moving on the hypothesis that the wise man puts ground between himself and people who want to kill him.


  Not a lot of ground. Those horses had heard of me and just to make trouble they insisted that the sensible thing to do was stay put.


  Nobody was out to kill them. Nobody behind them, anyway.


  Their attitude didn't improve when the sun rose and they found themselves headed into the Cantard.


  Morley accused me of anthropomorphizing and exaggerating the natural reluctance of dumb beasts to go into unfamiliar territory.


  It just goes to show they had him fooled. They're crafty in their malice, unicorns under the skin.


  Having had no revelation, I set a course due west. Thither lay the most barren territory in the Karentine end of the Cantard, the desert of colorful buttes and mesas people in TunFaire picture when they think of the Cantard. I decided to head there because it seemed a logical place for the night people to have established a nest. It was so inhospitable as to be repugnant to most races. There were no discovered resources to bring exploiters with their guardians. Ample prey existed close by—especially when there were Zeck Zacks to do the rounding up.


  Our second day out Morley began to suspect that I was not sure of my course. He went to work on the centaur.


  "There's no point to it, Morley," I said. "They wouldn't be stupid enough to trust him."


  Doris grumbled something from behind us. I could now tell the grolls apart. I had made them wear different hats.


  "What?" I asked.


  "He says there's a dog following us."


  "Uh-oh."


  "Trouble?"


  "Probably. We'll have to ambush it to find out. Watch for a place where the wind is toward us."


  Three possibilities suggested themselves. The dog could be a domestic stray seeking human company. Damned unlikely. It could be an outcast from a wild pack. That meant rabies. Or, most unpleasant and most likely, it could be an outrunner scouting for game.


  Marsha found a likely bunch of boulders on the lower slope of the butte we were rounding. He headed up a steep, twisting alley between, into shadows and clicky echoes. Morley, Dojango, and I dismounted and followed, rehearsing the balky animals in the vulgates of several languages.


  "What did I tell you about horses, Morley?"


  Doris hunkered between rocks and started blending in.


  "Keep going, Morley. They're sight as well as scent hunters. It'll need to see movement."


  Morley grumbled. Marsha grumbled back, surly, but continued climbing. A bit later there was one brief squeal of doggie outrage from below, canceled by a meaty smack.


  The horses were not reluctant going downhill. Lazy monsters.


  Doris had squashed the mongrel good. He stood over it grinning as though he had conquered an entire army troop.


  "Yech!" I said "Looks like a rat run over by a wagon. Lucky he missed its head." I squatted, examined ears. "Well, damn!"


  "What?" Morley asked.


  "It was an outrunner. A trained outrunner. See the holes through the ears? Punched there by unicorn teeth. There's a hunting party somewhere within a few miles of us. They'll track the dog when he doesn't turn up. That means we have to leave enough nasty surprises to discourage them, because we aren't going to outrun them if they take our scent."


  "How many?"


  "One adult male and all the females of his harem that aren't too pregnant or cluttered up with young. Maybe some adolescent females that haven't run away yet. Anywhere from six to a dozen. If they do catch up, concentrate on the dominant female. The male won't get involved. He leaves the hunting and heavy stuff to the womenfolk. He saves himself for giving orders, mounting females, killing his male offspring if they stray from their mothers, and trying to kidnap the most attractive females from other harems."


  "Sounds like a sensible arrangement."


  "Somehow, I figured you'd feel that way."


  "Wouldn't killing the boss break up the harem?"


  "The way I hear, if that happened they'd just keep coming till they were dead or we all were."


  "That is true," Zeck Zack said. "A most despicable beast, the unicorn. Nature's most bankrupt experiment. But one day my folk will complete their extermination. . . ." He shut up, having recalled that the rest of us held a different view of the identity of nature's most bankrupt experiment.


  We hurried on. After a while Zeck Zack resumed talking so he could explain some of the nastier devices his folk used to booby-trap their backtrails. Some were quite gruesomely ingenious.


  He had contributed nothing but carping before. His sudden helpfulness suggested the proximity of unicorns scared the tailfeathers off him.
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  After pausing at a brackish stream to water and gather firewood, we scrambled up several hundred feet of scree around the knees of a monster monolith of a butte and made camp in a pocket that couldn't be approached in silence by a mouse. The view was excellent. None of us, with our varied eyes, or even with the spyglass, could see anything moving in the twilight.


  We settled down to a small, sheltered fire. Being in the mood myself, we broached one of the baby kegs and passed it around. It held only enough for a good draft each for me, Zeck Zack, Dojango, and sips for the grolls. "Yech!" was my assessment. "Drinking that was the second mistake I've made in this life."


  "I won't be so forward as to ask what the other might have been," Morley said, "suspecting it might have been being born." He smirked. "I presume beer jostled on the back of a pack animal in the hot sun loses something."


  "You might say. What possessed you, Dojango?"


  "A slick-talking salesman."


  We sat around the fire after eating, mostly watching it die down, occasionally assaying a story or a joke, but largely tossing out notions about how we might deal with the unicorns if it came to that. I didn't contribute much. I'd begun to fret about my revelation.


  Something must have gone wrong. There had been time for them to reach the nest, I felt. Had the bloodslave betrayed himself? Had he been found out?


  Without him prospects were poor. We could wander the Cantard looking until we were old men.


  At some point I would have to admit defeat and head north with my false affidavit. I supposed we'd give up when our stores were depleted to just enough for the overland journey to Taelreef, the friendly port nearest us after Full Harbor. Going back into the shadow of the major's claw seemed plain foolhardy from there in the desert.


  One of the grolls was telling Morley a story. Morley kept snickering. I ignored them and began drowsing.


  "Hey. Garrett. You got to hear this story Doris just told me. It'll tear you up."


  I scowled and opened my eyes. The fire had died to sullen red coals casting little useful light. Even so, I could see that Morley's words didn't fit his expression. "Another one of those long-winded shaggy-dog fables about how the fox tricked the bear out of berries, then ate them and got the runs and diarrheaed himself to death?" That had been the most accessible of the grollish stories so far, and even it had lacked a clear point or moral.


  "No. You'll get this one right away. And even if you don't, laugh a lot so you don't hurt his feelings."


  "If we must, we must."


  "We must." He moved over beside me. In a low voice, he said, "It starts out like this. We're being watched by two of the night people. Laugh."


  I managed, without looking around. Sometimes I do all right.


  Doris called something to Marsha, who responded with hearty grollish laughter. It sounded like they had bet on my response and Marsha had won.


  "Doris and Marsha are going to jump them. Maybe they can handle them, maybe they can't. Don't look around. When I'm done telling the story, we're going to get up and walk toward Doris. Chuckle and nod."


  "I think I can manage without the stage directions." I chuckled and nodded.


  "When Doris moves, you follow him and do whatever needs doing. I'll go with Marsha."


  "Dojango?" I slapped my knee and guffawed.


  "He watches the centaur."


  Zeck Zack had backed himself into a tight place where nothing could come at him from behind. His legs were folded under him; his chin rested upon his folded arms; he appeared to be sound asleep.


  "Ready?" Morley asked.


  I put on my hero face that said I was a fearless old vampire killer from way back. "Lead on, my man. I'm right behind you."


  "Big laugh."


  I hee-hawed like it was the one about the bride who didn't know the bird had to be cleaned before it went into the roaster. Morley pasted a grin on and rose. I did so too, and tried shaking some of the stiffness out of my legs. We walked toward Doris.


  Doris and Marsha moved with astonishing swiftness. I had run only two steps when I glimpsed a dark flutter among the rocks. Doris hit it. A great thrashing and flailing started. Another broke out behind me. I didn't look back.


  When I got there, Doris had the vampire in a fierce bear hug, facing away from him. Sinews popped and crackled. Strong as he was, the groll was having trouble keeping the hold. Blood leaked from talon slashes on his hide. The blood smell maddened the vampire further. His fangs ripped the air an inch from the groll's arm.


  Let that devil sink one and Doris was done for. It would inject a soporific venom capable of felling a mastodon.


  I stood with a knife in one hand and silver half mark in the other, wondering what to do. Whenever a foot flailed out at me, I tried to cut the tendon above the heel.


  Suddenly there was a flicker of light. Dojango was feeding the fire.


  Doris pushed the vampire's ankles between his knees. I flung forward, trying to drive my blade into one of the devil's knees, to hobble it. It twisted half an inch. My point hit bone and cut downward through flesh harder than summer sausage.


  A wound to the bone, a foot long, and when I was done about three drops of liquid leaked out. The vampire loosed one flat, shrill keen of pain and rage. Its eyes burned down at me, trying to catch mine with their deadly hypnotic gaze.


  I slammed the half mark into the wound before it could start healing.


  It was done so quickly, deftly, and instinctively that even now it amazes me.


  The vampire froze for many seconds. Then dead lips peeled back and loosed a howl that terrified the stones and must have been audible twenty miles away; immortality betrayed. I clamped both hands on the wound to keep the coin in place. The night beast bent back like a man in the last throes of tetanus, hissed, gurgled, shook so violently we barely held on.


  The flesh beneath my hands began to soften. Around the coin it turned to jelly. It oozed between my fingers.


  Doris threw the thing down. The fire painted his great green face in light and shadow patches of hatred. The vampire lay among the rocks, still hissing, clawing at its leg. It was a very strong one. The poison should have finished it sooner. But they're all strong, or they couldn't be what they are.


  Doris snagged a boulder twice as long as me and smashed the thing's head.


  For several seconds I watched flesh turn to jelly and slide off bones. Then, as though the vampire's end was a signal, my revelation came.


  I knew a direction.


  When daylight came. . . .


  If daylight came. Morley and Marsha were embattled still. Doris was on his way to help. He collected his ten-foot club as he went. I shook all over and went to help myself.


  Somehow, as we approached, the second vampire broke loose. It hit the ground, then hurled itself through the air in one of those hundred-foot bounds that have led the ignorant to believe they can fly.


  The leap brought it straight toward me.


  I don't think it was intentional. I think it jumped blind, with the fire in its eyes. But he saw me as he came. His mouth opened, his fangs gleamed, his eyes flared, his claws reached. . . .


  "He" or "it"? It had been male when it was alive. It could still sire its own kind. But did it deserve. . . ?


  Doris's club met him with a solid whump! The vampire arced right back the way he had come and fell at Marsha's feet. Marsha bounced a boulder off him before he could move—if he could have moved.


  I didn't go on. I headed for the fire and another of those skunky kegs and hopefully some unsober reflection.


  Dojango was shaking worse than I was, but he was on the job, feeding the fire with one hand, keeping a crossbow aimed at Zeck Zack with the other. He didn't look up to see who or what was coming toward him.


  Another twenty-mile shriek shredded the fabric of the night.
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  "Imake it twelve," I said. "One lame. If I stare through this glass anymore, my eye is going to fall out."


  Morley took the spyglass, studied the unicorns playing around the water course and pretending they didn't know we were nearby.


  Morley handed the glass to Dojango. He told Zeck Zack, "One of your traps worked."


  The centaur wasn't talking to us this morning.


  I retreated to higher ground, a better view, and contemplation of last night's revelation, which remained with me.


  It amounted to a direction, a line on which Kayean and I were points. The trouble was, the line ran through me, so I had no certain idea which of the two ways pointed toward Kayean and which ran away.


  The Old Witch hadn't mentioned that problem.


  I favored going southeast. That would put the nest nearer Full Harbor and the roads toward the war zone. It also put a large, promising mesa astride the line.


  "Hey," I called down. "Somebody bring me the glass."


  Morley came grumbling up. "Who was your butt boy yesterday?"


  "A genie. But somebody threw his beer keg on the fire last night." I trained the glass on the mesa, asked, "What took you so long with that thing last night?"


  "I was trying to get it to talk. It was a new one, barely up from being a bloodslave. Not born to the blood. I thought it might crack. Hey! The stallion and two of the mares are taking off."


  So they were. They headed up our back trail at a grand gallop. The other unicorns moved out of sight behind the scruffy trees lining the watercourse. I swung the glass. "Did you learn anything we can use?"


  "Nothing you'd find interesting. What is it?"


  "Somebody coming right up our back trail. Too far to tell for sure, but it looks like a big party."


  He took the glass. "Fortune, thou toothless, grinning bitch. Here we are treed by unicorns and there—I'd give you odds—comes your major friend."


  "No bet till they're close enough to show faces."


  "You want a sure thing, don't you?"


  "I've never had a gambling debt hanging over my head."


  He scowled and returned the glass.


  

  


  


  The male unicorn was back. He and the trained dogs lurked behind the living screen bordering the creek, waiting for us to make a break. The females had moved to a tributary dry wash a mile away.


  Answering a question, I told Morley, "They'll jump out and try to panic the horses, which isn't hard unless the horses are well trained. If they succeed, they'll pick off a few, eat the horses where they fall, and carry the riders back to those who missed out on the hunt. If the horsemen regroup and come back at them, they'll just scatter and wait. People aren't going to bother carrying off dead horses."


  "They ought to be close enough to see something."


  I raised the glass. The riders were close enough to pick individuals from the dust but not close enough to distinguish features. "I'd guess fifteen horsemen and two wagons. See what you think."


  He watched awhile, grunted. "They ride like soldiers. Looks like we trade bad trouble for worse. At least they seem to know where they're going."


  "I know where I'm going, too. That mesa."


  "Back the way we traveled for an entire day? When were you struck by this marvelous revelation?"


  I ignored him. He didn't need to know.


  The riders passed the female unicorns' hiding place. "Going to hit them from behind." I took the glass back. "Well. What do you know. Did you check that lead wagon?"


  "No."


  "Can you think of two women who might be roaming the Cantard with Saucerhead Tharpe?"


  "What? Give me that damned thing." He looked. "That stupid bitch. Hell. Your pal Vasco and his boys are there, too. Regular reunion of the Garrett Appreciation Society. Looks like they're prisoners. I count ten soldiers and one officer."


  My turn at the glass showed me he was right. "That's my Major No-Name. This puts me in a moral bind."


  "Yeah?"


  "I can't let those women get hurt."


  "The hell. They asked for it. What would they do if they were up here and you were down there?"


  I didn't get to answer that one. The unicorns burst out of the dry wash. At first it seemed their strategy was perfect. The soldiers' horses darted every direction. Then suddenly they were all facing the rush. The soldiers held leveled lances.


  The groups crashed together. The unicorns broke first, running for the wash. One soldier and two horses were down. The unicorns had lost no one, but they had collected the majority of wounds.


  An arrow smacked into the shoulder of the slowest. She stumbled, went down on her knees. Before she could rise, soldiers with lances overtook her. Major No-Name called something taunting. He sent five men to plink arrows into the wash. Angered, the unicorns came roaring out. In another brief mix-up, another soldier, another unicorn, and two more horses died. No-Name held his ground and mocked the attackers. The soldiers who lost their mounts took replacements from their prisoners.


  "He do have a hate for unicorns, I think," Morley said.


  "Here comes the boss female after orders."


  "I'm going back down. Give me the high sign if he tells her to take the dogs with her,"


  "Will do."


  The major was expecting a fight. He made a makeshift fort of his wagons and baggage off his pack animals, put all the extra animals inside the barricade, armed his prisoners, and had them wait on the wagons. I wondered what he told them.


  The male unicorn was either stupid or had lost a favorite. They do become mercurial when that happens.


  I signaled Morley. I thought I knew what he had in mind. I didn't like it but I could see no alternative.


  

  


  


  So. The dogs went howling toward the major's group. The unicorns charged behind. A fine, merry dust-up got started.


  The male unicorn didn't want to watch. Morley proved that by racing from the foot of the scree to the watercourse unchallenged.


  Zeck Zack was after him before he was halfway across. There is nothing on four legs faster—in the short run—than a motivated centaur.


  The unicorn heard hoofbeats. He popped up to see what was happening.


  It was too late. Zeck Zack was all over him, and showed us he had handled a unicorn one-on-one in younger days. It didn't last long.


  All the while I was bounding down the slope. It was move-out time.
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  Everything and everyone was ready when I got down. I scrambled aboard my horse. For once we agreed on absolutely everything. We were a team with a single mind. That mind said, "Make tracks."


  I got out ahead of the crowd so I could lead by example. I steered around the base of the butte so we were headed east again, until we reached a point where I could see the battleground. That journey took an hour and a half.


  We halted. I raised the spyglass. Nothing moved except the vultures. From that lower angle of vision it was hard to tell how great the disaster had been. I could distinguish one wagon on its side. A vulture perched on a wheel.


  "Somebody ought to take a closer look," I said, staring at Zeck Zack.


  He nodded. Without comment he borrowed a couple of javelins and trotted off. The morning had wrought marvelous changes in him. "He might be back in the army," I told Morley. Dotes just grunted. I added, "Don't forget, somebody thought enough of him to get him Karentine citizenship."


  "It isn't what you were, it's what you are, Garrett. And that creature is the worst kind of night trader. The kind that sells your kind to them."


  Yeah.


  Zeck Zack circled the mess a few times, closing in, then he raised a javelin and beckoned, knowing I had the glass on him.


  "Let's go."


  It was grisly. The dogs were all dead. So were most of the unicorns and a dozen horses. But there was not a human cadaver to be seen.


  "They went on," the centaur said.


  I told Morley, "For a Venageti he sure sticks tight to Karentine field doctrine. Challenge unicorns when you can. Carry away your dead. Poison the flesh of the animals you leave behind." Every dead animal had been cut dozens of times. Each cut was stained a royal blue where crystalline poison had been rubbed into the wound.


  No one was going to profit from dead army animals.


  I counted eight slain unicorns. They had kept at it until the dominant female had been killed. The survivors would be in bad shape.


  Unicorns in that part of the Cantard would seek easier prey for a while.


  I raised the glass and searched the base of the butte. There they were, looking back at us.


  "See them?" Morley asked.


  "Yeah. Burying their dead. Can't make out anybody special except Saucerhead."


  Zeck Zack took a cue from that and galloped off toward the butte shadow where the major was returning the earth's children to her.


  "Trying to ingratiate himself," Morley said. "So you'll be a little loose on the rein when the time comes."


  "When do you figure he'll run?"


  "When we start into the nest. We won't dare waste time chasing him. And with us keeping them busy, his chance of making it would be good. This is his country and he can still pick them up and put them down when he wants."


  I watched Dojango for a minute. He was collecting souvenirs. He had cut the dew claws off a unicorn, had knocked out some of its razor teeth, and was trying to figure how to take its horn. That would bring fifty marks bounty in Full Harbor and more as a curio in TunFaire.


  "What are you going to do about it?" Morley asked.


  "Let him run. I won't have any more use for him."


  Zeck Zack came prancing back. He reported that four soldiers and the major had survived, and four other men as well. I knew about Saucerhead. One of the others sounded like Vasco. The remaining two could have been anybody.


  "Survived don't mean unscathed, either," the centaur said. "They got cut up pretty good."


  "What about the women?"


  "Not much scathing there. A little frayed around the edges, as anyone would be after that."


  Morley muttered, "Bet we can thank that dope Saucerhead for that."


  Zeck Zack went right on. "One of them kept screaming at me to tell you she's going to crack your eggs, fry them, and feed them to the unicorns. When the boss soldier tried to shut her up, she bit him and gave him a knee in his eggs."


  "My lovely little Rose. What a wonderful wife she'll make some poor sod. Well. Let's go." I urged my mount to face east. Our unity had begun to unravel.


  "She does bounce back, doesn't she?" Morley said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like admiration. "You just going to ride off?"


  "Yes. The major isn't going to make prisoners of anybody again. That's going to turn into a three-way marriage of convenience that'll be as rowdy as those marriages get. But they'll take care of each other. Do you think you could get Doris and Marsha to pull a wagon? We might have a use for it."


  The one wagon was not damaged, just overturned and lacking a team.


  "It's army. We wouldn't want to get caught with it."


  "We won't."


  He spoke to the grolls. They responded in what sounded like impolite terms. He told me, "They want to collect unicorn horns. Those could be more use than any wagon. Stick one of them in the heart with a horn and it's all over, sure as silver. And they can't smell horns coming."


  "Deal, then. Wagon for horns. Those people back there are going to be burying and bickering for a long time."


  The grolls took the deal. Crash! Down went the wagon onto its wheels. The grolls scampered from unicorn to unicorn, perhaps dreaming of buying a brewery.


  A pair of adolescent females, outraged by the trophy taking and not too badly injured, charged out of the wash. It was disconcerting, watching the absent-minded way the grolls clubbed them to death.


  


  


  


  44


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  We didn't try for the nest mesa that day. I wanted to go in early, when they had settled for the day, not late when they were about to awaken. Once they were soundly asleep, while the sun was high, it was almost impossible to wake them. Even the elder bloodslaves would have trouble responding.


  So legend went.


  We got out of sight of our pursuers, then went to work hiding our trail and laying false scents. Zeck Zack worked hard making himself useful. He knew all the tricks. He even had the grolls hand-carry the wagon two miles off to leave false wheel marks.


  We set up for the night atop the corpse of a small butte not more than two miles from the face of the nest mesa. My head throbbed with the nearness of Kayean. From that vantage I could see most of the scrap facing the mesa and our back-trail.


  "No fire tonight," Zeck Zack said as I crouched behind the spy glass trying to tell what kind of luck the major was having. "Also scatter a little and stay near the stones that got the hottest during the day. That is how they find their prey from a distance. Through their warmth. It would be wise, too, to keep too much metal from accumulating in one place."


  "You wouldn't give them a holler, would you? To score a few points?"


  "I've never been known for an inclination toward suicide. I am known to be quick-tempered, rash, foolish, sometimes even stupid. But not suicidal. I enjoy the good things in life too much." Wearing a distant look, he echoed himself, "Too much."


  "You might remember that the major wants you as much as he wants me. Your blackmailing priest was a buddy of his and you know it," I added.


  "He has to get out of the Cantard before he can cause me any grief. He has to get through tonight. Last night he was too strong for them. Tonight he won't be. Especially if they haven't fed for a while. And they have not. The two who came to Full Harbor could not restrain themselves, though their attacks put them at great risk."


  "Why would they spot him more quickly than us?"


  "Eleven humans are easier to find than one."


  "Oh." The day was getting on toward failing. Those who were tracking us were having no luck and seemed now to be more interested in settling for the night.


  "There." The centaur pointed. A darkness was rising from the mesa face.


  I shifted the glass. "Bats. A billion bats." And coming up from a point right on the line through my head, my mystical connection with Kayean.


  Morley came in from scouting around. For a city boy he caught on fast. I repeated the centaur's advice. He gave Zeck Zack the fisheye, then nodded curtly. "Makes sense. Don't sleep too soundly tonight, Garrett."


  Right. With us here on the lip of it, I'd be lucky to get the old forty winks. You never admit it to the guys you're with, but you get scared. Damned scared. And this time there might be a bigger stake than just death. I could be dead and have to keep walking.


  If you ask me, the difference between a hero and a coward is that a hero finds some damnfool way to con himself into going ahead instead of doing the sensible thing.


  They never did give me much credit for sense.


  

  


  


  I did sleep, because a hand shaking my shoulder woke me up. Morley.


  I heard it before he told me. A hell of a row over by the foot of the mesa. Gods, how I had wanted to run over and warn them when they had chosen to camp less than a mile from the gate to the nest. But, like Zeck Zack, I am not renowned for my suicidal tendencies.


  As Morley said, the women were at little risk, and they were the only ones we had to give a damn about. Still, I had a soft spot for Saucerhead Tharpe. Saucerhead was implausibly romantic. He deserved preservation as the last of a knightly breed.


  I got up where I could see just as the last of two campfires yonder died. Not two minutes after that the screaming and banging stopped. And about two minutes after that somebody finally said something. Dojango: "Guess we don't have to worry about the army anymore."


  No. I guess not.


  Nobody got any more sleep. I stared at the stars and wondered about the size of certain mouths, and about how much Rose, Vasco, and the major had yakked it up among themselves. Between them they had enough to work out what I meant to do. Did they have guts enough to stay buttoned up on the chance I might get them out?


  "Going to have to be careful work over there tomorrow," Morley said sometime in the wee hours. He didn't have to ask if I was awake. He knew. Just as I knew that he and the others were awake and hanging onto something silver.
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  We started the crossing two hours later than I'd originally planned. That gave the sun two more hours to get up and glare at the gate to the nest. Two more hours for the night people to sink more deeply into slumber. Two more hours for us to prepare and two more hours for us to get crazier with fear. Every instinct screamed, "Get out of there!"


  Morley spent that time rechecking every damned thing we would carry: flares, fire bombs, spears, crossbows, swords, knives, unicorn horns—the list was endless. I watched the gate through the spyglass, looked for secondary outlets, and helped the triplets polish off the last few kegs of beer. Zeck Zack mapped a convoluted route across that would be out of sight of spying eyes. The grolls, once the beer was gone, amused themselves by bringing enough water to do the horses for a couple of days. Dojango rigged up hitches they could pull if we didn't come back. Not much was said. The few lame jokes that were told got roll-on-the-ground laughs. Anything to ease the tension.


  Morley distributed the lethal instruments and flares and rehearsed everyone on using them. We packed it all up, filled canteens, drank too much water, and finally the sun was high enough to suit me. "Let's go."


  Morley muttered, "Wish I knew if they knew we were coming. Then we might not have to leave all the metal hardware. Especially the silver."


  He was talking to no one but himself. My own contribution to nonconversation was, "I haven't been so loaded down with junk since we landed on Malgar Island." I'd been scared witless that day, too. Now those Venageti looked like friendly puppies.


  

  


  


  The centaur's route took us to the wasted camp. He knew we wanted to know.


  We had an idea, of course. We'd watched the vultures circle for hours.


  We heard them squabbling first. Then we heard the flies. Out on the Cantard those sidefliers of death get so thick they sound like swarms of bees.


  Then we pushed between boulders and saw it.


  I guess it was no more gruesome than any other massacre. But the bodies were so badly torn by attackers, vultures, wild dogs, and whatnot, that we had to count heads to find out that only four of the major's party had been left for the carrion eaters. Two pasty-skinned, black-clad bloodslaves had been left too, but they remained untouched. Even the flies and ants shunned them.


  Nobody said anything. None of the dead could be identified; there was nothing to say. We went on, fear perhaps tempered by the rage that makes men hunt down the maneater, be it wolf, rogue tiger, or one of them.


  Nearer the gate we spread out, Morley and I flanking the hole and doing a cautious scout for surprises. Nothing seemed untoward. We assembled closer to the cave. Bat reek rolled over us. There was no sign of vampires, but I had a bit of red hair twisted around my finger. It had come off a thorn bush nearby.


  Morley and I went in first, each with a sword and unicorn horn. Dojango followed with flares and fire bombs. The grolls backed him with spears and crossbows. Zeck Zack was rear guard because we expected him to turn ghost on us anyway. He wouldn't have to stumble over anybody when he decided to leave.


  We would change up on weapons and tactics if we reached the nest proper.


  I gave a signal. We all closed our eyes, excepting the centaur. He counted a hundred silently, snake-hissed. Eyes barely cracked, we mouse-footed into the mouth of hell.


  We advanced a few steps, stopped, listened. Morley and I knelt to let the triplets have more freedom to support us. We continued in that fashion. The deeper we sank into the darkness, the more frequently we paused.


  By right of better eyes Dojango should have been in my place. But Morley feared his nerves weren't up to it. I agreed. Dojango had buckled down and tightened up a lot, but he wasn't ready for the front line.


  Gods, the stench in that hole!


  The first hundred feet weren't too bad. The floor was level and clean. The ceiling was high. There was daylight at our backs. And there was no sign that anyone was waiting for us.


  Then the floor dropped and turned right. The ceiling lowered until the grolls had to duck-walk. The darkness tightened and filled with the rustle and flutter of bats disturbed. Within a few yards we were saturated with the filth that was the source of the stench. The air grew chill.


  Zeck Zack hissed.


  We stopped. I was amazed that he could move so quietly on hooved feet. I'd assumed he was hell-bent for wherever already.


  The hiss was the only sound. The centaur handed something forward. It gleamed through Dojango's fingers as he passed it.


  It was the lucifer stone Morley had given the centaur before shutting him in that tomb.


  An iron chill dragged its claws up my back. By the stone's light I saw Morley entertaining the same question: was the centaur announcing payback time? Burying us here would solve several of his problems.


  I watched Morley struggle with the urge to kill Zeck Zack. He put it down. Barely. He gave me the stone because I had poorer eyes. I folded it into my right hand, under my fingers, against the grip of my wooden sword. I could lift a finger or two and leak light when I needed it.


  Onward. Already the sun, freedom, and fresh air seemed a thousand years and miles behind us. Progress slowed as we examined every cranny for ambushers.


  It looked like a dried-out corpse. Mouth open. Eye sockets empty. Hair gray and wild. One buzzard claw came reaching out of a crack at me. I fell away, throwing a wild backhand stroke with the stone-set edge of my sword. Bone parted like dry sticks.


  The thing that had pushed those old bones leaped out.


  A groll's spear drove through it. Dull eyes stared into mine as it pitched forward onto the unicorn horn I raised to meet it. Cold, stale, awful breath washed my face. Again I saw that look I had seen on that butte about a century ago: immortality betrayed.


  It tried to sink fangs into my throat. They weren't yet well developed. Its disease was not far advanced.


  I was terrified anyway.


  A Dojango toe connected with its head.


  I grabbed the lucifer stone and got up. Neither old bones nor the bloodslave did. But brothers of the latter had come for the party, too.


  They had no weapons but tooth, claw, ferocity, and a conviction of invincibility. None of that did them any good.


  Morley and I held them. Dojango retreated behind his brothers and lit a flare. The night people made little squeaks and pawed at their eyes. A moment later it was over.


  There were only four of them, plus somebody who had been dead for years. It had seemed like a battalion.


  Morley and I inspected each other for wounds. He had one shallow gash but waved off attention. He wasn't human enough to have to worry.


  The enemy had been met. He had been overcome in the opening encounter. Our nerve solidified. Our fear came under control. Dojango was proud of himself. He had proven he could think despite his terror.


  We regained our breath and went on. Without the centaur Zeck Zack. There was no telling when he had deserted. Probably during the excitement, when he was sure no one would notice him going.


  Behind us, the flare burned out. The bats began to settle down. The air grew colder.
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  The second bunch were more difficult than the first, though they were no more successful. They were bloodslaves farther along the scarlet path, harder to kill, but as vulnerable to blinding and more sensitive to the power of the unicorn horn. They did make us work up a sweat.


  The third bunch was bad.


  They let us know we were near the nest. They were bloodslaves who had slipped past all the perils of snares and pitfalls and were so far advanced in the disease that they were on the verge of joining the masters. Which meant they were almost as fast and strong and deadly as the two we had destroyed on the butte. After we skewered one with a horn it was almost impossible to touch the other three, even with them flare-blind. In the darkness where they dwelt, they had little use for sight. They ignored their pain and used their ears.


  One got past me and Morley. The grolls pinned him with their spears, then finished him with unicorn horns. Dojango's fear-fevered arm gave us the other two. He hit them with fire bombs. We finished them while they thrashed in the flames and screamed.


  "And that's it for the element of surprise," Morley said. "If ever there was one."


  "Yeah."


  They were the first words spoken since our entry underground, save a soft grollish curse from Doris on breaking a unicorn horn pinning a bloodslave.


  The fires died. We readied ourselves. "Not far now," I guessed. Morley grunted. "The odds have got to be better," I said. Morley grunted again. Some conversationalist. He looked odd in the glow of lucifer stone. Was he going to flake out?


  He got himself organized inside, stepped forward, whacking the flat of his sword with his horn and listening to the echo. After about fifty steps there was no echo.


  I let light leak between my fingers.


  No cave wall. No ceiling. "Dojango. Give Doris a flare."


  The groll knew what to do. They threw for height and distance.


  We were on the platform overlooking a floor about forty feet below. Man-made stairs ran down a widening sweep. Below, nearly a hundred . . . creatures . . . faced us and started screaming, pawing at their eyes. The dozen or so in white made me think of maggots on a dead dog.


  Marsha snapped a spear down the stairs. It hit a youngster who had been rushing up when the flare ignited. He tumbled.


  "How do you figure chewing it now that you've bitten it off?" Morley asked. He shivered in the cold.


  "Sure won't do any good to change our minds. We have to keep pushing, keep them panicked."


  He growled at the grolls. I looked out along the line that began in my head, and saw a half-dozen women in white, some leading children born to the blood. I couldn't pick her out.


  Morley seemed to be looking for someone, too.


  "There they are." Dojango indicated cages to one side. A score of prisoners stared at us, most of them forlornly.


  The flare was almost out, but the grolls had shed and opened their packs and were pasting the crowd with fire bombs. Dojango was assembling a powerful lamp. Morley and I snatched bows and scattered arrows wherever it looked like the panic was fading.


  I told Morley, "Like the pregnant lady told her guy, it's time we took steps." I started down the stair, again armed with sword and unicorn horn, straining against the weight of my pack of lethal confections. Morley elected the same weapons and snuggled his pack a little tighter. Dojango chose to bear horn and crossbow. His pack was empty, so he left it. The grolls shrugged their packs back on but didn't arm themselves with anything but their clubs, which they had dragged in through all the difficulties of the entry cave, tied to their belts and trailing like fat, stiff tails.


  "Prisoners first?" Morley asked.


  "I wouldn't. Even if they could be trusted they'd get in the way. Straight ahead. Where the women are going. That will be where the masters hole up."


  We reached the cavern floor. The grolls went ahead, swinging their clubs. Muttering to himself, Morley minced around an ankle-deep pool of filth. He flicked a toe at a night creature. Some were trying to fight back now.


  Tinnie and Rose added shrieks to the uproar. In a free second I saluted them with my sword. They didn't appreciate the gesture.


  Morley kicked a human thighbone out of his path. "You ever wondered what bloodslaves feed on while the disease is running its course?"


  "No. And I don't want you to tell me."


  We climbed toward the gap through which the females had fled. It was a hole maybe four feet tall and three wide. It was clogged with bloodslaves trying to reach the protection of their masters.


  The grolls hammered them with all the passion of miners who'd hit a gravel reef.


  "And you wanted to bring mules," Morley crowed.


  Dojango's crossbow thunked, creaked, thunked again as he sniped at a hero with designs on the lamp we had left at the entrance.


  The night people began to press in. Not good. Armed or not, there is only so much that can be done against such numbers.


  I still had a few tricks folded up my sleeves and tucked into my boots, but I wanted to hoard those as long as I could.


  The grolls opened the hole.


  Morley spoke to them. They threw once-human trash aside and wriggled through. I followed with the lucifer stone. Morley came last.


  Nothing tried coming through after us.


  "Well. We made it to the heart of the nest. Just like the heroes in the old stories. Only that was the hard part for them. The hard part is just beginning for us."


  The brides of blood had ranged themselves before the stone biers of their lovers, who had not awakened. There were fifteen of them. In only four had the disease run its full course. One of those I had faced across a table in Full Harbor, in a house where I had loved another in whom the disease was only a few years along and still reversible. Beside her stood a man whose face betrayed him as he who had passed me a note. She shuddered when she met my gaze, slipped her hand into his.


  Well. Did you ever want to cry?


  From the hole behind us Dojango said, "They've got the lamp. And the fires are out. Don't look like they're up for breaking in here, though."


  "Figure we got troubles enough already. She here, Garrett?"


  "Yeah."


  "Cut her out of the herd and let's get on with it."


  I beckoned Kayean.


  She came, eyes downcast, towing the man. The other brides, and the eight or so bloodslaves with them, hissed and shuffled.


  The tip of Morley's unicorn horn intercepted Kayean's man and rested on his throat. "Where is he, Clement?"


  "Kill him here, Dotes. Don't take him back."


  "If I don't take him back, they'll kill me. Where is he?"


  Which was all very interesting.


  What the hell was going on?


  "Back there." The bloodslaves pointed past the brides. "Hiding with the children. You won't get him out without waking the masters." He stared at me, eyes filled with appeal. "Take her out. Before they wake up."


  An excellent suggestion, and one I would have loved to have put into effect. Except that, though unspoken, we had come in knowing that if we went out again we would be leaving them dead behind us.


  It had less to do with emotion than necessity. If we left them alive, they would be after us as soon as the sun went down. There would be no outrunning them. And they dared not let us go. They would have the Karentine army all over them as soon as we reported the location of the nest.


  "We need to talk, Morley."


  "Later. Come out of there, Valentine."


  Something stirred, hissed, back among the biers. The hissing formed words, but just barely. "Come get me."


  I said, "Folks, things are going to get nasty in a minute. Some are going to die the real death. You don't want it to be you, I'm taking volunteers to sneak out to the big cavern. We pull this off, you can migrate to another nest." And if we didn't we would be their midnight snack.


  After a few seconds one of the newer females started toward us, eyes downcast. Most male bloodslaves become what they are by choice. Few women do. They are selected and collected for the masters by night traders like Zeck Zack.


  One of the old females objected. She tried to stop the deserter.


  Dojango's bolt hit her square in the forehead, driving four inches into her brain,


  She fell and flopped around. The bolt wasn't enough to kill her, but plenty to scramble her mind.


  I let the volunteer through. "Anybody else?"


  The old females looked at the fallen one, listened to the creak of the crossbow rewinding, hissed back and forth, and decided to leave us to the mercy of their masters. One by one, the crowd departed. The little ones too.


  They have no loyalty to one another at all.
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  "Kill that thing," Morley snapped. He repeated himself in grollish.


  Marsha thumped the flopping woman till she stopped.


  "Valentine. Come out."


  Hissing again. I raised the lucifer stone overhead so I could look at this creature who so interested Morley Dotes.


  Then a lot came together.


  I knew that face. Valentine Permanos.


  Six years back the kingpin's chief lieutenant, one Valentine Permanos, and his brother Clement had vanished with half the kingpin's fortune. There had been rumors about them running to Full Harbor. Morley would have to come across with more numbers to make it all add up, but I saw enough of the edges to relax with my allies.


  "Let's do it, Garrett," Dotes said, getting a two-handed grip on his unicorn horn.


  Valentine Permanos began shaking one of the still forms.


  His face was a horror. They say the swiftness of the disease's progress depends a great deal on the will of its victim. This one was much farther gone than his brother. He wanted to become one of them.


  I recalled old rumors that he had been dying a slow death when he scooted on the kingpin.


  Morley drove his horn straight into the heart of the first vampire he reached. So did I. The body shuddered. Its eyes opened for a moment and filled with that look of betrayal, then glazed over.


  Morley did another one. So did I. He got a third. I lined one up. Morley cursed. "Dojango. Throw me another horn."


  "That's a hundred marks, Morley. What's wrong with the one you got, actually?"


  "It's stuck in his goddamn ribs! Now throw me another horn."


  I moved to my fourth victim. My shakes were going away. Six more after this one. Over the hump. We would be headed out in a few minutes.


  I drove the horn down.


  With no warning, the one Valentine was shaking flung itself toward me.


  I twisted away. Dojango's hasty bolt ripped its face open. Morley whacked it with his horn. The ceiling was so low the grolls had to stay on their knees. Still, Doris managed to bounce his club off the vampire's chest.


  The monster leaped back from whence it had come, eyes burning, amazed, hissing something we weren't meant to understand. I noted the huge ruby pendant it wore, then grabbed Morley's shoulder and kept him from pursuing it. "Get back here! Now!" I backed up. "That's the bloodmaster himself. Touch me. Everybody touch me."


  "What the hell?"


  "Do it!" Hands clasped onto me. "Close your eyes." I palmed a sweaty slip from my sleeve, ripped it open. I counted to ten, expecting claws and fangs to rip me with each beat.


  I opened my eyes.


  They were all up now. They had their hands to their temples and their maws open in soundless screams. They swayed back and forth with the madness.


  "Two minutes!" I yelled. "Less than two minutes to finish it! Let's go!"


  I admit I did less than charge headlong. I didn't completely trust the Old Witch's magic. And the bloodmaster looked like he was less than incapacitated.


  It was gruesome work, work in which I take no pride even though it was them we slaughtered and threw behind us so the grolls could hammer their heads to pulp. We didn't get through it easily, either, for even in their two minutes of madness, they knew they were being attacked. I picked up a dozen shallow claw gashes that would require careful attention later. Morley nearly got his throat ripped out because, out of some weird nobility, he tried to leave the bloodmaster for me.


  Groll clubs hammered that old monster's skull, and not a second too soon. Dojango was yelling about goings-on in the big cavern, where the crowd had decided to get involved after all. Morley was busy trying to get his prisoner sewed up. I yelled at the grolls to turn around, then threw Kayean and her guy out of the way so they wouldn't get stomped. Doris chucked Dojango back, started stabbing with his club, driving the bloodslaves back.


  I heard a sharp whine, turned.


  Morley was pulling a unicorn's horn out of Clement's chest.


  I snarled, "That wasn't necessary." I glanced at Kayean, wondering if she was going to go now. She sank down beside Clement and held his hand again. I faced the hole, shucked my pack, and pitched a few fire bombs past the grolls. That drove the bloodslaves back.


  "Let's go!" I ordered. I glanced back. Morley was on his way, dragging his prisoner. Kayean was rising reluctantly, her face as cool as the death she'd nearly become. But Dojango. . . .


  "Damn you, Dojango, what the hell are you doing?"


  "Hey, Garrett. You know what a genuine blood-master's bloodstone is worth? Look at this sucker. It must be three or four thousand years old."


  Three or four thousand years. For that long the monster had preyed upon humanity. I hoped they had a special place for him where they stoked the fires especially hot.


  I dove through the hole behind the grolls and scattered the rest of my fire bombs and arced a couple of flares into the crowd. The screaming picked up again. I dropped to one knee, wooden sword ready, while the grolls flailed around with unprecedented fury.


  A hand dropped onto my shoulder. I glanced up into sad, gentle, possibly forgiving eyes.


  Morley plopped pack and prisoner on the other side of me and started flinging his bombs. I heard Dojango's crossbow thunk. Morley asked, "What the hell did you do in there, Garrett?"


  "Later."


  "I know sorcery when I smell it. What else do you have up your sleeve?"


  "Let's free the prisoners and start hiking." The denizens of the pit had faded back, but they were gathering before the steps of the tunnel to the world. They had not given up. If they stopped us, their way of life would remain secure. They could wait until one of their born-to-the-blood children was old enough and tough enough to make himself bloodmaster.


  An arrow arced down out of the gloom and thunked into Marsha's shoulder. Someone had gotten to the gear we had left at the entrance to the cavern. What was merely a nuisance to a hide-thick groll could be lethal to the rest of us.


  "Move it!" I snarled. "Your meat up top, Dojango." Rose and Tinnie howled like an alley full of cat fights. We pushed over to the cages. Most of the captives were as colorless as their captors. The night people didn't drain them quickly, like a spider. Most were too far gone to realize what was happening. I was surprised they were even alive. As somebody had said, the Cantard had been too quiet for the hunting to be good. "Hello, Saucerhead." I ignored the women's cage. "Are you going to be as stubborn as usual? I don't want to leave you here."


  Give it to Saucerhead. Not much brains but plenty of spunk. He worked up a grin. "No problem, Garrett. I'm unemployed. I got fired on account of I couldn't keep us from getting into this fix."


  He had enough wounds to show he'd damned well tried. He was blue with the cold, the arctic chill I'd hardly noticed in my frenzy to get in and get out.


  "You're free to take a job, then. Consider yourself on retainer."


  "You got it, Garrett."


  "How about you, Vasco? Still think you can get rich by stopping me? Look here. This is Denny's girl. How much longer you figure she would have been good? A year? Maybe. If you were lucky. All your buddies died for nothing."


  "Don't preach at me, Garrett. Don't push. Just get me out of here. I'll bury my own dead." His teeth chattered.


  "How about you, Spiney?"


  "I never had any quarrel with you, Garrett. I got none now."


  "Good enough." There were two Karentine soldiers in with them. They were the worse for wear, too. I didn't think it worth my time to ask if they would give me any grief.


  Meantime, Morley chatted up the ladies. They were in a separate cage. Rose was ready to deliver the moon if we would just get her out. Me was the word I heard, not us. Lovable, thoughtful, family-oriented Rose. Tinnie behaved with as much decorum as the circumstances allowed. I decided to give her a closer look if we ever got out of there.


  "Think we ought to turn them loose?" Morley asked.


  "Up to you. They might slow us down."


  It takes longer to tell than it took to happen. Even so, Dojango decided he'd had enough. "You guys quit jacking around or my brothers and I walk without you." He had the bloodstone and several unicorn horns, and though he was feeling wealthy, he was also worried about living to enjoy his gains.


  His crossbow thunked. An instant later an arrow hissed overhead.


  "He's got a point, Morley."


  Morley spoke to the grolls. They opened all the cages with a few well-placed club strokes. Over Dojango's protests, Morley and I passed out unicorn horns. The grolls tossed our last few flares onto the steps and we headed for freedom.
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  Freedom was a coy bitch.


  Our first charge looked like it would carry through. But they swarmed, threw everything at us, utterly determined to keep the secret of the nest. And I mean threw everything: filth, bones, rocks, themselves. And some were almost as tough as their masters. We lost every one of the older prisoners who had tagged along. They were unarmed and as slow as men in a syrup bath.


  One of the soldiers fell. Vasco took a wound but managed to keep his feet. I collected another assortment of scratches. Saucerhead went down and had trouble getting up. When Doris grabbed him and started carrying him, the monsters swarmed all over him. I thought he was a goner for sure. When I saw he was still alive, I had to overcome self-disgust for momentarily wishing he'd died so we wouldn't have to drag him out.


  Then the night people fell back and were silent. I wondered why, noting there were only about thirty of them left willing to fight. Then I noticed that the last two flares were about to die.


  In moments they would have us in their element: darkness.


  Time, then, for another one from up my sleeve. One I had expected to have to use earlier than this. "Everybody get in close, here. Leave something sharp-pointed out, face uphill, and close your eyes."


  There were those who wanted to ask questions and those who wanted to argue. I lied, "Those who don't do what I say are going to end up blind."


  Morley snapped orders in grollish. The triplets did what I wanted. That damned Doris was up and lugging Saucerhead again.


  The last flare died.


  Rustle and scrape as the night people began moving.


  This one was actually in my boot, not up my sleeve. I said, "Close your eyes!" and ripped the paper open.


  A blast of sulfurous air overrode the stench of the cavern. Light slammed through my eyelids. Night people shrieked. I counted to ten slowly. "Eyes open. Let's move." The enveloping light had waned to a tolerable glare. The Old Witch had said it was good for several hours. The light was much like that of the sun. The night people found it excruciating. If they didn't get out of it quickly, it would destroy what served them as sanity.


  We went up the steps. I ripped rags off a fallen bloodslave, threw them over Kayean to shield her from the light. She was already in pain. Morley and Dojango wanted to stop and play with the bows we had left.


  "Get out while you can!" I snarled. "Our luck has been too damned fantastic already. Let's not push it."


  Marsha grabbed Dojango and started dragging. Everybody else started hiking. When he saw he would have to play alone, Morley grabbed his booty and joined the retreat.


  There was no respite. The tunnel was one place the night people could escape the light. And once free of its maddening influence they became rabid, terrible enemies again.


  Nevertheless, we outran them to the mouth of the world.
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  "What the hell is this stuff?" Morley growled as we struggled through the webbing or netting or wire that had materialized in the mouth of the cave during our time below.


  "How the hell should I know? Just get through it." I was fussing over Kayean. She hadn't spoken a word yet. But she was whining like a baby. At first I thought it was fear of going out into a world she hadn't seen in years. Then I realized it was because the tangle we were in was wire and the metal's touch hurt.


  Who put it there?


  My money was on Zeck Zack. But where had he gotten the wire? And what did its presence mean to us?


  We broke out. It was broiling, summer hot out there.


  "Midnight," Morley groaned. "We were down there longer than I thought."


  "Keep moving. Lots to do yet."


  We were halfway down to the desert floor when the screaming started behind us. There was pain in it, but it was mostly frustration and rage.


  Dojango gasped. "They say those things can recover from almost anything. You think any of the masters will come around?"


  I told the truth. "I don't know. We'll tell the army first chance we get."


  We hustled across to our camp. There was a three-quarter moon, so the going was quick, though Kayean kept whimpering at the brightness. So did Morley's prisoners. As we climbed to our camp, Dotes said, "We'll have to pack them in moist earth and wrap them up good to protect them from the sun."


  "We have to do some talking, too."


  "I suppose so."


  "What happened to the major? Tinnie, do you know?"


  She was sticking as close to me as Kayean was. "The one who arrested us? I don't know. I guess he got killed when the vampires attacked."


  "Vasco. Did you see what happened to him?"


  "I was too busy."


  "Anybody?"


  Rose said, "I thought I saw them carry him away. But maybe I was wrong. He wasn't in the cages when you showed up."


  "Maybe they ate him," Dojango suggested.


  "We have the right number of bodies," Morley said. Then he gave me a sudden, odd look, as though he suspected me of knowing something I hadn't shared.


  I did, but I hadn't shared it only because it had hit me just minutes before. I whispered, "That name that kept turning up on those have-you-heard-of lists. The one I'd heard but couldn't remember? I remembered."


  "And?"


  "A legendary Venageti agent. Supposedly a shape-shifter. Also supposedly caught and killed. But if he was, why are some folks—with Venageti connections—so interested in him?"


  "I don't know and I don't think I want to know. All I'm interested in now is moving myself from this godforsaken here to there where I can sit down to my first healthy meal in a month. But I suppose we have to protect ourselves. You think we rescued him?"


  "There's a chance."


  "Which one?"


  "Take your pick."


  "Not the women?"


  "No. One would know the other had changed. I'd vote for someone about his size."


  "Always assuming he's still with us."


  "Always assuming that."


  We were pleasantly surprised to find our camp as we had left it, unplundered and the horses uneaten and patiently waiting. Morley sent Marsha off for a load of moist earth. He assumed the job of sentinel. The rest of us doctored one another. When I was satisfied that I wouldn't succumb to the disease through my wounds, I hunted for Dotes. He was perched on a boulder contemplating the desert between our camp and the mesa. He said, "You haven't said a word to her."


  "I'll talk to her when she wants to talk. For now I'm satisfied with her letting me bring her out after what you did to Clement. It's time you explained the latest moves in Morley's Game."


  "I suppose. Otherwise you'll badger me incessantly. You knew that six years ago the kingpin's number one walked with half his plunder."


  "Old news. I also heard that he and his brother ran off to Full Harbor."


  "It took them a couple of years to find that out. The kingpin sent some men down. They must have stirred things up the same way we did. Something happened to them. They only got one report back. It said Valentine wasn't in Full Harbor anymore, and that after a fast romance, his brother had married a local girl named Kronk. She had gone off with her husband when he followed his brother wherever."


  "Then you knew all along who she married."


  "Yeah. But telling you wouldn't have helped you find her. His trail was already covered."


  I controlled my anger. "So the kingpin sent you down here."


  "Not exactly. I volunteered. When you asked me to join up with you, it was like the answer to a virgin's prayer. An honest-to-god miracle. The kingpin was ready to list my name with those sleeping among the fishes. It was an out. I went and told him the story and said I would get Valentine if we could call it even. He bought it. He wants Valentine a lot worse than he ever wanted me. So I went ahead and hooked up with you, betting the longest odds I ever played, hoping you could find the woman and she would have lasted longer with Clement than she did with you or your buddy."


  For a while we stared at the desert. Shapes moved there, but none came our way. They didn't have the fully developed senses of their masters. Finally, Morley started talking again.


  "I didn't have the foggiest where it was going till we walked into that place of Zeck Zack's and found those vampires waiting. Then it clicked. The evidence was there all along. I knew Valentine back when. He was dying a slow death and he had no more conscience than a shark. For him it was the logical way to dodge death. He probably took the money in case he needed to buy his way in. Knowing him, he probably figured on being bloodmaster within fifty years."


  "So. The loose ends begin to come together. But there's still one big one hanging out. Who were the people on that ship with the striped sail? What were they doing? Why were they interested in us?"


  I had an idea and I thought Morley's confessions lent it strong circumstantial support. But I meant to reserve that. It might prove useful. I wasn't convinced that those people were out of the game.


  "Why take Valentine back?" I asked.


  "For the kingpin's peace of mind. And mine. I don't want him doubting for a minute."


  I glanced out at the desert. "What are they doing?" Those who had come out of the nest behind us were scampering around like blind mice.


  "I don't know. But I'll give you another loose end. Zeck Zack."


  "Not much we can do about him."


  "I should have cut his throat.'"


  "And you criticize me for what red meat does to me?"


  "Marsha's back. Let's pack our prizes."


  "What are we going to feed them?"


  "Let them get hungry. They'll eat what we give them." He dropped off his boulder. "Where do we go now?"


  "Back to Full Harbor. Take a peek through the centaur's tunnel. See how much excitement there is about us. I hate to leave our stuff if we don't have to. Buying new would stretch the budget too far."


  "That innkeeper probably sold everything already."


  "We'll see. Keep a watch on our friends. Just in case the major is with us." I had a couple tricks up my sleeve yet, one of which would probably give me the major, but I didn't want to use them if I didn't have to. Magics of the sort I had gotten from the Old Witch were too precious to squander.


  We packed our prizes, as Morley dubbed them, in the earth Marsha brought, wet them down, bundled them up, and loaded them on the wagon. Tired though we were, I wanted to be traveling with first light.


  Before I folded my blanket over Kayean's face, she met my gaze directly for the first time and rewarded me with a feeble smile.


  The nineteen-year-old Marine was still alive. He could be touched.
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  Vasco and Saucerhead also went into the wagon, with a moderately carved-up soldier on the driver's seat. Doris insisted he was capable of helping Marsha pull. Fine. Let him if he wanted. Let him bleed to death. I wasn't his mother.


  Mrs. Garrett taught her boys never to argue with grolls.


  We put the women on horseback. Everyone else would walk, like it or not.


  We were ready to head out when Morley summoned me to his boulder. "Bring the spyglass."


  When I got there I heard it. It came from the direction of the cave. I trained the glass. There was barely enough light. "The ones who came out can't get back inside."


  "Oh, my. Isn't that sad." Then he muttered something else, and pointed.


  "Oh, my twice or thrice," I said. "I guess this means we slip out the back door."


  "Yep. Papa's coming home. Jodie goes out the window and keeps moving fast. It won't take him long to figure we got out again."


  I could hear them now as well as see them. "I never saw so many in one mob before. He must have rounded up his whole tribe." I guessed there were at least five hundred centaurs. Their advance was a movement of precision to be envied by any cavalry commander. They changed directions and formations as easily and quickly as a flock of birds, and with no more apparent signaling.


  "Let's not sit here talking about it while they just prance up and grab us."


  "Good thinking." We got moving.


  

  


  


  Zeck Zack and his people didn't interfere with us at all, though I'm certain their scouts knew where we were. We hastened eastward as fast as we could hoof it, with me sort of hanging around the rear, staring at backs, wondering which, if any, was the major.


  News of Glory Mooncalled's adventure had reached every cranny of the Cantard. The land was coming to life. Three times we went into hiding while soldiers passed. They were all headed south. The smallest lot were Venageti rangers. No telling what they were up to when they heard and decided to head home. I didn't care as long as they didn't want to include me in their game of kings.


  Morley and I both watched our companions more closely than we did the rangers. The major, if he was with us, didn't give himself away. Not that I expected him to, but I wasn't missing any chances.


  We kept on until everyone was stumbling, and kept on still. What Zeck Zack might want to do with us we had no idea, but he had no cause to be friendly. And there were the other perils of the Cantard, which Glory Mooncalled had conjured to life like a shower livens the plants of the desert. It seemed we couldn't go five miles without some sort of alarm. The nights were more friendly than the days.


  We reached the abandoned mill without falling into misfortune. I began to feel optimistic. "We'll rest here a day or two," I announced.


  Some of my comrades by circumstance wanted to argue. I told them, "Take it up with the grolls. If you can whip them, go do what you want." I wasn't feeling a bit democratic.


  The only would-be sneak-off was Rose.


  I had to give the little witch credit for being stubborn and determined. No matter what, she was going to keep after Denny's legacy until she got it. She worked on Morley, but he had reached a state where he had nothing on his mind but watercress sandwiches. She worked on Saucerhead, but he had signed on with my squad and the gods themselves couldn't have moved him until I released him. She worked on Vasco, but he was completely introspective, interested only in going home. She worked on Spiney Prevallet, but he said he'd had his fill of pie in the sky by and by and told her to go to hell.


  She decided to take the future by the horns herself.


  I caught her with a sharpened piece of firewood trying to decide the best place to stick it into the bundle containing Kayean. I'm afraid I lost my temper. I sprawled her across my lap and applied the stick to her posterior.


  Morley said, "You should have left her with her spiritual family."


  She gave him a look to sear steel.


  I think his remark hurt her more than the spanking, though a person of her temperament was the sort to turn the thrashing into a grudge worth nursing for years. It sent her off to sit alone and reweave her skein of self-justification. Come the next night, while we were waiting for Dojango to come back with a report on our standing in the city, she decided to go her own way.


  Morley reported her defection. "Shall we let her go?"


  "I guess not. Chances are she'd get herself enslaved or killed, and I have an obligation to her family. We know she won't learn from experience, so there's no point letting her suffer for education's sake. And if she did get through, she'd just set us up for something unpleasant."


  Tinnie was sitting beside me, her shoulder half an inch from mine. We'd been rehashing those things men and women talk about when they have other things on their minds.


  "You really ought to ditch her, Garrett." Morley sighed.


  Tinnie said, "His conscience wouldn't let him. And neither would yours, Morley Dotes."


  He laughed. "Conscience? What conscience? I'm too sophisticated to have one and Garrett is too simple."


  I said, "Go get her, Morley. And put hobbles on her."


  Once he had gone, Tinnie asked, "Would he really let her. . . ?"


  "Pay him no nevermind, Red. We talk that way. But it's just talk."


  Rose was not fighting when Marsha lugged her back into the circle of light cast by our fire. The fight was out of her. Morley came to report, "She ran into something out there. We scared it off. She won't say what it was, but you might consider a double watch and maybe a prayer for Dojango."


  "Right." I took care of it and resumed my seat, considering Rose across the fire, feeling moody.


  Tinnie touched my arm and said, "Garrett, when we get home. . . ."


  "If we get home is soon enough to talk about when we get home." It came out more curt than I'd intended. She fell into a silence as sullen as my own.
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  Dojango waited until afternoon to return. His report was exactly what I wanted to hear. Nobody in Full Harbor was the least interested in a band of nosies from TunFaire. Nothing unusual had taken place while we were away. All the talk was about Glory Mooncalled and the epic dust-up taking shape down south. Our things were still at the inn, being preserved by an innkeeper who felt kindly disposed because we had left him the clothing and possessions of those thugs we'd thrown into the streets mother-naked.


  "Or so he says," Dojango editorialized. "Actually."


  "We'll watch him. Let's get it packed up. I want to hit that tunnel as soon after dark as we can. Did you make the other arrangements?"


  "No trouble. They'll be delivered to the back door of the inn. They should be waiting when we get there."


  "What about shipping complications?"


  "Shouldn't be any, actually. It's done all the time. Every ship headed north carries a few for families that can afford it. Strictly routine, actually."


  "Good. Morley. One problem left, and tonight would be the time for it to make itself apparent." We wandered away from the others slowly, keeping our backs toward them.


  "You have any candidate in mind?" he asked.


  "Pressed, I'd have to call Vasco's name. But he's the only one I know well enough to know he's not acting normal. And he's got good enough reasons."


  "You have a move in mind? A test?"


  "Right after we come out of the tunnel. I want Dojango, Marsha, and Saucerhead to go through first. You and me and Doris will bring up the rear. If we load the rest down with what has to be carried, they'll be surrounded and have their hands full when it happens."


  "You could go to work for the kingpin, scheming like that."


  "I've got to bring it off before it's any good. This isn't some stupid kid we can pluck like some ripe pear. He's going to have moves and plans of his own."


  "We wouldn't have it any other way, would we?"


  We ventured back. During the afternoon's course we passed the word on the night's festivities. Though some were not pleased with my dispositions, they were all realistic enough to understand that I would put people I trusted most where they would do the most good.


  That was the disposition we assumed when we broke camp, except for having the grolls take turns pulling the wagon. I told Saucerhead he could ride until we neared the wall, but he insisted that he had healed enough to hike. Vasco and the wounded soldier also hoofed it, saying they wanted to keep loose. Morley and I trudged along eating everybody's dust.


  A time or two I moved up to make sure Kayean's wrappings were holding. After the second check I dropped back and said, "I've noticed you haven't done anything to keep your prize from starving."


  Kayean threw up almost everything I gave her. When I unwrapped her, I had to make certain her hands and feet were bound. I had clipped her claws first chance after we had come out of the nest. She still had her teeth and the hunger was upon her, though when she was rational she was game enough in battling the disease.


  "You also notice he's gone into the long sleep that gets them when they're starving. He'll last till we make TunFaire. And that's all I need."


  Much as I disliked the deed itself, I now suspected that Morley had done the best thing by killing Clement. Clement's death had freed Kayean.


  Without a word having been exchanged I somehow understood that she had marched through the doorway to hell only because that was the pathway her husband had taken and she was a wither-thou-goest kind of lady. For his part, I think Clement made his move sixty percent out of conscience and remorse, forty percent out of spite. Kayean wasn't wearing white because she was his bride. One of the masters had taken her from him.


  I hoped she hadn't been forced to bear one of their soulless brats. I didn't believe any woman could recover from that.


  

  


  


  It all went perfectly, with rescuees carrying our prizes into the tunnel. It was spacious enough for the wagon, but I didn't want to be found roaming the streets with army property I couldn't explain having. We could hire something on the other side.


  Morley and I were fifty feet from the tunnel's end, with Doris behind us, when it happened.


  Up ahead Marsha started booming his lungs out.


  "Damn it!" Morley swore. He translated, "Ambush. Nine men, one woman. Striped-sail bunch. They must have made Dojango while he was in town."


  "I wanted to hold on to this forever," I said, dipping into a boot. "Grab on to me. Tell Doris, too."


  Beyond the tunnel's end Rose started yelling. "Garrett! Help! Morley!"


  Morley muttered, "Shut up, you stupid bitch."


  "Stupid? She figures she just solved her whole problem for nothing."


  Rose's yelling stopped with a smack so loud we heard it back in the tunnel.


  "Against the wall," I said. They held onto me. I ripped the paper spell open. Two seconds later four guys with swords galloped into the tunnel, ready for anything. They looked around and didn't find it.


  One yelled, "Ain't nothing in here."


  I didn't hear the reply. They withdrew.


  "What now?" Morley breathed.


  "As long as we move slowly and don't make any noise or any sudden moves, they won't see us or know where we are. We'll slide out and see what's going on."


  What was going on was that the two thugs I knew from the striped-sail ship, with a woman who appeared to be in charge, and seven other men, had my folks lined up against a wall in the storage basement where the tunnel began. Marsha they kept contained with a ballista almost as heavy as a field piece.


  In half a minute their questions made it obvious they were after a specific person, but didn't mind trampling a few others along the way. My folks just looked at them, baffled, except Rose, who put on a great crying act. I gathered that Tinnie's was the hand that had reddened her cheek.


  "Well?" Morley whispered. "We can take them if Doris gets that ballista."


  "We don't need any blood in it. We'll bluff. You go over there and yell for everybody to freeze when Doris busts up the ballista. I'll put a knife to the lady's throat. Take these." I gave him a couple of throwing stars from my collection of un-Garrett-like weapons.


  He needed no further explanation. He told Doris what to do. We parted. I drifted toward the lady commander, no doubt the woman about whom Master Arbanos had been so dubious. Dojango had begun yammering at her, explaining that everyone else in the several parties that had gone out of the city had been killed by unicorns or vampires.


  "What the hell was that?" asked one of the men at the ballista, whirling around. "Skipper, is this place haunted?"


  A ballista went up in the air and shattered against the joists supporting the floor above.


  Morley yelled, "Everybody freeze!"


  I laid the edge of my knife on the woman's throat and whispered, "This is your friendly spook. Don't even breathe fast. Good. Now, I suggest you have your boys put down their tools."


  Doris pounded three or four men out of sheer youthful exuberance. Morley tripped and head-kicked Ugly One when he took a notion to turn on me.


  The lady gave the order. And added, "You're interfering with royal business. I'll have your—"


  "Not at all. I have a damned good idea what you're looking for and I'll be happy to help you find it. I just don't want my people getting chewed up while you're getting your man. Do you have some way to pick him out of a crowd?"


  "Pick who out?" Oh, she wanted to play coy.


  "Are you the only person ever born with a brain? This is your stalking horse talking. I figured your crowd out a month ago," I lied. I backed her up a careful five steps and in plain voice vented the moment's inspiration. "I also figured out that Big One there is on the other side. He tried to kill me in Leifmold, which would have just ruined your whole scheme."


  Big One started moving toward the nearest weapon.


  Two throwing stars hit him, followed in an instant by a grollish fist.


  The woman said, "That explains one hell of a lot. I thought we were snakebit. All right. What do you want, Garrett?"


  "For me and mine to be left the hell alone. Take your man if you can pick him out. I'm all for that because I don't like what he's got planned for me. Hell. I'll narrow it down for you. I've been working on it. I know who he's not. If he's anybody. He could have been killed out there. A lot of men were."


  I gave orders. The women, Saucerhead, Dojango, and Marsha, the latter three lugging Kayean and Valentine, moved to one side. I said, "Do your shopping among what's left."


  "Will you let me go?"


  "Why not? You don't seem to be a suicidal lady."


  "You're going to find out if you call me lady one more time."


  Morley snickered. "You've made a friend for life, Garrett."


  What she had to say to him does not bear repetition. She asked me, "What's in those bundles?"


  "What I came after." I turned her loose.


  Morley was flickering around the edges because of too many hasty movements. So was Doris. I had stayed slow, though, so I figured I was still good. I tiptoed after the woman who was not a lady.


  She examined the crop, dipped a hand into a pocket, brought out an amulet built around a piece of amber with an insect embedded.


  Spiney Prevallet went from somnolent indifference to explosive fury so suddenly I would have been astounded if I'd had time. He knocked the amulet away with one hand and seized the woman's throat with the other.


  I pricked the wrist of that hand with my knife, sliced his cheek, then got back out of the way because that—pardon the expression—lady was going to work.


  I found a part of me glad the villain had not been Vasco.


  Spiney ran for it. The woman snagged her amulet and raced after him. Her minions—those still upright—did nothing because they weren't sure what we would let them do.


  "Fade," Morley suggested.


  "Yes."


  Dojango was many things, some of them things I didn't like, but he was not stupid. The moment he saw some folks preoccupied, he started getting other people out of there.


  Spiney tried for the exit himself and ran head-on into a grollish fist. The woman jumped him immediately, forced the amulet into his mouth while he was still groggy.


  He began to change.


  I have heard that a shapeshifter has no true shape of its own. That it does not even have a sex as we know it, but just splits into unequal masses when it comes time to reproduce. I don't know.


  Spiney changed into the major, then into a character who looked vaguely piratical, then into a woman vaguely familiar, apparently regressing through identities assumed in the past.


  Everyone else was out. I wasn't curious enough to stay and see the ultimate form the Venageti agent assumed. I had no reason to presume any excess of good will on the part of the striped-sail people.
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  It was a dawn-threatening hour when we reached the inn. I had let the soldiers go their ways, betting they would be so happy to get back alive that they'd cause no immediate grief. Morley and I had an argument. He thought we should have fed them to the striped-sail gang, who would have kept them busy answering questions while we got out of town.


  A brief interview with the innkeeper confirmed my suspicions in that direction. He had kept our quarters open and had maintained our gear intact at the behest of the striped-sail crowd, who had hoped we would come back so they could catch our trail again. Which they had done with Dojango's visit.


  I slept like the dead for five hours, then went out looking for transportation home. My luck was limited. I went back and announced, "First ship with room enough for all of us doesn't leave till day after tomorrow. The Glory Mooncalled situation has the fainter-hearted civilians heading north. The scow I did find is a garbage pail, but the next best chance means waiting more than a week." I did not mention that even this sleaziest of transports had stretched my remaining expense money to its limit. We'd all get hungry if it was a very long passage home.


  I sat beside Morley. "I'll never take another job that takes me out of TunFaire, even if there's a hundred thousand in it for me."


  "Speaking of money, when are we going to get paid? It's not critical to me because I didn't sign on for the pay. But the triplets did and they're starting to wonder."


  "It'll have to wait till I can corner Tate and gouge him again. I committed what I had left to getting us home."


  "They're trusting you, Garrett. Don't disappoint them."


  "You know me better. I'll get my money out of Tate, one way or another, and you guys will get yours. Dojango! Where are those boxes?" He'd just come in. "You didn't drink up that money I gave you, did you?"


  "Actually, I just came to tell you they're here, on a wagon out back. The landlord is having a fit that they might upset his customers if we bring them inside."


  Morley grumbled, "I'll go have a fit of dancing on his head."


  

  


  


  We put our prizes into their caskets that night. They were the standard, cheap shipper coffins folks from up north bought to bring their sons home from the war. Dojango admitted that he had gotten some drinking done. He had gotten a buy on the coffins because the long quiet spell in the Cantard had caused a depression in the Full Harbor casket industry.


  I was irritated but didn't press.


  After dark I took my prize out and got her cleaned up before I installed her in her coffin. Tinnie helped with the trickier parts and Kayean wasn't too much trouble. She didn't do any screaming.


  I wondered what sorcery went into the creation of those white gowns. Kayean's refused to be damaged and soil would not cling.


  Morley was less fastidious. He put some fresh dirt in the other box, unwrapped his prize, dumped it in, began nailing the lid down. He had to ask Marsha's help when the pounding wakened Valentine and he started screaming and trying to break out.


  We'd just gotten him quieted down and the landlord off our backs again when Zeck Zack came calling.


  

  


  


  The centaur came alone and started out friendly enough. He pranced in, looked us over, asked, "Did you bring her out, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Yes."


  "May I see her? I haven't seen her since she followed her idiot husband into shadow. Her and her damned twisted sense of what is right. I should have stopped her somehow."


  "Might have been nice."


  Morley and Saucerhead gave him ferocious scowls. Tharpe didn't know him at all. I feared there would be sparks. But he disarmed them by saying, "I never laid a hand on her and I never would. Despite my reputation. And not just because her father was a friend of mine."


  As Morley had observed before, another one.


  I opened the casket. She was sleeping. The centaur looked for a while, then backed off. "That's enough. Close it. Can she be cured, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I think we reached her in time. She fought it all the way. I think she's got enough left."


  "Good. Then we can get down to business. Someone among you took something from the nest that rightfully belongs to my people."


  That drew some puzzled looks.


  "The bloodmaster's amulet. His symbol of power. The nest's bloodstone."


  I don't know who started laughing first.


  He gathered his dignity like a cloak. "Gentlemen, I went through years of hell and humiliation in order to find that gateway so my folk could cleanse that nest and gain enough booty and bounty money to migrate out of the Cantard. You can have your two bloodslaves. One of them I owe, and the other isn't worth enough to make a difference. But everything else in that hole is mine!"


  We exchanged looks. Dojango was getting nervous. I didn't want to start anything, but I wasn't going to tolerate the centaur's tone, either. "You've got more balls than brains if you think you can walk in here talking like that. You could get yourself hurt."


  "I don't have any swords hanging over my head now, Mr. Garrett. And I have friends in town who will be happy to help me recover my property."


  "Now that's an interesting coincidence," I said. "Just yesterday I made a new friend, a lady down from TunFaire rounding up the Venageti priest's friends. I wasn't going to mention your name."


  He stared at me a moment, decided my bluff needed calling. "Go ahead. Meantime, get that bloodstone out to my place before sundown tomorrow or find Kayean a new guardian."


  "He's insane," Morley said. "You should have let me kill him when I wanted to. It's going to be trickier doing it here."


  Zeck Zack said, "A large group of my friends are waiting in the street. They'd rather not disturb anything in such a public place, but they will come in if I'm not out in a reasonable time."


  "Go on," I said. "Get out. Before I call your bluff."


  He went, but left an admonition to get the bloodstone to him by next sundown. Or else.


  Dojango asked, "You're not going to give it to him, are you, Garrett?"


  Morley snarled, "We're going to give it to him, all right. Only it ain't going to be what he wants."


  I said, "Take it easy, Morley. Think. He's trying to set us up."


  "I know. And it's going to be a shame to abort his scheme because it's a wowser for a creature as mentally handicapped as a centaur. We've got plenty of time. Let's get some sleep and worry about it tomorrow."
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  I woke up very late, and what dragged me from dreamland was Saucerhead Tharpe and the grolls stomping in. I popped up. I'd been left alone with the women and Vasco. I checked myself for knife wounds.


  "Where're Morley and Dojango? What have you guys been up to?"


  "Around somewhere," Saucerhead said in his slow way. "I think Morley said something about getting something decent to eat. We took the coffins and most of our stuff down to the ship so we'd be ready to go tomorrow morning."


  I grumbled a bit and went for a breakfast of my own. I didn't worry much until afternoon rolled around and still there was no sign of Morley or Dojango. I started fisheyeing Saucerhead, who had something on his conscience and was doing a poor job of hiding it. Then I found the bodies.


  Actually, they weren't bodies. They were Kayean and Valentine, bundled up and concealed under some odds and ends and junk and straw left from when the place had been a stable. Then I knew what Morley had done.


  Saucerhead looked relieved. He told me, "He said just sit tight and pretend they're around somewhere if anybody asks."


  Two minutes later I noticed that my last paper spell fold was missing. I couldn't guess what Morley planned to do with it since there was no way he could know what would happen when he opened it. I tried fifty lines of reasoning but fixed on none of them. There was no predicting a dark-elfin breed like Morley.


  When afternoon gave way to evening I started prowling. The grolls got restless, too, and might have gone off if they hadn't the strictest of orders. My game of tease with Tinnie lost its savor. Rose got nervous because everyone else was, though she didn't know what was going on. Only Saucerhead was able to relax. I have to fight the temptation to say that it was because he wasn't smart enough.


  Nothing happened until just before midnight, when one of Zeck Zack's "friends" came to chide us for not having delivered. I told him, "We're right here waiting whenever he wants a piece of us. Tell him he'd better bring a box lunch because it's going to take awhile to get the job done."


  The messenger departed a little flustered.


  I wondered how the centaur's nerves were doing, out in the graveyard or wherever he was planning to take us when we tried sneaking up on him. I was willing to bet he'd planned for every contingency but us sitting tight. I hoped Morley hadn't walked into any of his plans.


  Two hours later the handful of people left in the common room began buzzing. I went to find out why. Rumors were flying about a large fire out in the Narrows Hills. One of the mansions there.


  Morley's opening move, I presumed.


  There was nothing more for another three hours, then Dojango stumbled in, wounded, pale, barking in grollish. He flopped down as Doris and Marsha stamped out.


  "Well?" I demanded.


  "They're going to pick up the coffins."


  I looked him over. Tinnie helped. She had a fair touch with wounds.


  "That all you have to tell me?"


  "Morley sent me back 'cause I got hurt, actually. He's still out there working them. If that critter gets out of this alive, it sure won't be on the cheap." And that was all he would say.


  Awhile later the grolls came tramping back in with the coffins. The landlord was right behind them raising hell about our bunch stomping back and forth through the common room during quiet hours. "I'm never leaving TunFaire again," I promised myself once more, and snarled. "Quit your bitching. You've made a bundle because of us, playing all the sides, and we'll be out of your hair in an hour anyway. Do us all a favor and make yourself disappear."


  I looked so nasty he had no trouble getting the hint.


  We refilled and sealed the coffins and gathered what remained of our possessions. For Tinnie and Rose and Vasco and Saucerhead Tharpe that meant no work at all. Their adventures had left them with nothing but the clothing on their backs. I wondered if I ought to put a burr under Dojango's saddle, recalling how meticulously he had gone over the ruins of their last encampment, salvaging coins and jewelry the night people had discarded. I decided the wiser course was to keep everyone dependent upon my charity.


  We marched out to the sighs of the landlord and his crew.


  We reached and boarded our ship without suffering misadventure.


  Time passed. The tide turned. The sailors prepared to cast off. And still there was no sign of Morley.


  "Where the hell is he, Dojango?"


  "He said don't worry. He said go ahead. He said don't hold up anything on his account." Dojango said it, but he didn't feel it. He wanted to do something.


  I didn't believe it. Morley Dotes wouldn't sacrifice himself for anyone.


  "Here he comes," Saucerhead said. The deck crew was paying out the last lines, fore and aft.


  He was coming for sure, in that sort of wild sprint only elfin can manage. Zeck Zack was thirty yards behind and gaining fast.


  "Perfect," Dojango whispered.


  Perfect, like hell. Morley wasn't going to make it without help. I looked around for a weapon and couldn't find anything.


  "Now!" Dojango said. And, "Actually!"


  The striped-sail woman and her crew materialized from amid the freight on the pier. They all carried ready crossbows. Morley whipped past. Zeck Zack skidded to a halt, stood there shuddering. Morley leaped from the pier to the ship, teeth glistening in a grin.


  "Is this the one?" the woman called.


  "The very one, darling," Morley gasped.


  The gang closed in on the centaur.


  "You damned fool!" I yelled at Morley. "You could have been killed."


  "But, if you'll notice, I wasn't."
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  The passage north was slower than it had been going south. The winds were less friendly. But it was almost as eventless. There was a spot of trouble one night when Rose tried pushing Kayean over the side, but she collected only bruises for her trouble. There were no encounters with pirates, privateers, Venageti, or even Karentine naval vessels. We made Leifmold and I almost believed the gods had decided to lay off me for a while.


  Rose's assault on Kayean was due to my lack of foresight.


  I was taking her out of her box at night, giving her the chance to breathe real air and face the real light of the stars. Foodwise I had gotten her to where she could keep down small amounts of lightly browned chicken flesh. I'd left her on deck to fetch some, and had gotten into an argument with Tinnie, who felt I should be apportioning my time somewhat differently. Rose made her move and took her lumps in my absence. I found out what was happening only when one of the ship's night watch told me Rose needed saving.


  I got there in time, though Kayean almost crossed the line and surrendered to the hunger. Rose crawled away, into the comforting arms of a Morley getting back to his cynical ways.


  I calmed and fed Kayean and we sat in the starlight awhile, watching the wake luminesce and the flying fish leap. She finally spoke. "Where are you taking me?"


  Her words were barely intelligible. Down in the nests, it is said, they don't allow their brides to talk. She was rusty.


  No one had told her what was going on. I'd just snatched her and dragged her along, giving her as much control of her destiny as she'd had while she was in the pit.


  So I told her the story, and I wound up saying, "I think you ought to grab it. Denny wanted you to have it, and right now it's the only thing you've got going in this whole world."


  She gave me a look that took me back in time. I had to take her down and put her away before I did something foolish. I returned to the deck to watch the sea unscramble my brain.


  Morley came out of the darkness and settled beside me. After a while, he said, "I have a statistic I want you to consider, Garrett. Of all the guys who have loved her, only one is still alive." Then he was gone. The superstitious half-breed.


  Later I took advantage of Tinnie's conciliatory mood to lay my haunts for a while.


  

  


  


  Fate had us overhaul Binkey's Sequin running up the Leifmold channel and I cut a deal with Master Arbanos even before we made the quay. He was vastly amused to see me saddled with Rose and Tinnie again.


  We laid over three days in Leifmold, waiting for Master Arbanos to offload a cargo of army supplies and take on twenty-five tons of smoked cod. Morley split his time between getting fat eating green leafies and keeping Rose too busy to get into trouble. The triplets sold one of their unicorn horns and went on a toot. I think Vasco spent his time thinking about doing himself in. The rest of us just waited, with me lending a thought or ten to my routine once we reached TunFaire.


  I still had to get myself and my associates paid.
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  We tied up at Sequin's place on the TunFaire waterfront late in the afternoon, which pleased me to no end. Eager as we were to escape the smell of fish and visit old haunts, there were things Morley and I had to get done before our return became known. Keeping control until sunset was less difficult because it was only for a short time.


  After hard dark fell, we all trooped off and slithered around the city's back ways to the back door of Morley's place, where everyone and everything, willing and unwilling, went into temporary hiding. I sneaked off to get some advice from the Dead Man while Morley worried about how he was going to consummate his arrangement with the kingpin.


  He had asked Saucerhead and me to be his bodyguards when the meet went down, for which he would "gladly pay your standard fees—as soon as Garrett delivers me my wages for the last couple of months." I figured he had delivered above and beyond the call, if mainly to save his own hide, and I could do him a favor in return. Saucerhead signed on because he'll do any damned fool thing as long as he's getting paid.


  I swear I did not know what he was going to pull.


  

  


  


  The Dead Man acted like I'd just stepped out half an hour ago and had just given him time to work into a comfortable snooze before I came clanging and banging. After having fulfilled his reputation for being cranky, he asked for my story. For five hours I gave it to him. He didn't interrupt often as he didn't need more information for anything. He thought my precautions against getting stiffed by Willard Tate would prove needless, but supposed they would hurt nothing. We talked tough at each other a little while I cleaned up around there, then I hightailed it back to Morley's to grab thirteen winks before I walked into the Tates' den.


  

  


  


  News from the Cantard was all the talk when I got back. You miss a lot when you're traveling.


  It seemed that when all the armies and half armies and whatnots had turned up at Indigo Springs for the big soirée that would determine who kept the water hole, Glory Mooncalled was gone. Without a trace except a friendly note to the Venageti warlords on his list.


  I liked the guy's style.


  

  


  


  I was grinning when I went to work on the Tate gate by dawn's early light. "I'll get a little of my own back here."


  A sleepy apprentice finally opened up. He was too addled to recognize me.


  "How's the arm? Looks good. I need to see the old man."


  "It's you!"


  "I think so. Last time I looked it was world-famous me, back with the goods from the wars."


  He dashed away, which is something people don't ordinarily do, yelling all the way. I closed the gate behind me and waited.


  I have to admit that Willard Tate was a lot sharper at that hour than I will ever be. By the time the kid led me in, there were steaming cups of tea set out. His first words were, "Sit down. Breakfast will be ready in ten minutes." He looked at me expectantly.


  I set my accounts down beside my tea, got comfortable, took me a sip, and said, "I've got her. Tinnie and Rose, too. If you want them."


  That old man was downright spooky. He glanced at what I'd placed on the table, considered my choice of words, gave a nod that said he understood the situation, and asked, "What is she like?"


  "Like nothing you ever imagined. Like nothing I ever dreamed, either, even in a nightmare."


  He reached for the accounts. "May I?"


  I pushed them toward him.


  "Tell me about it while I'm looking at these."


  The version I gave him was more tightly edited than the one the Dead Man had gotten, but I didn't leave out anything he needed to know. To say he was surprised would be putting it mildly. To say he took it all well would be understating. The short version took two hours and skirted the worst behavior of females surnamed Tate. I think he caught wind of what I left out, though.


  When I finished, he said, "I've checked and you have a reputation for being honest with your expenses. Bizarre and substantial as these are, I suppose they're justified. Considering."


  "The advance covered almost everything but salaries," I informed him. "Between us we're maybe a hundred out of pocket, mainly because of the cost of bringing the girls home."


  Tate grunted, shoved the accounts back. "You'll have the balance before you leave."


  "And my executor's fees?"


  "That's in the hands of the probate. When can I expect delivery?"


  "Tonight. But very late. Probably after midnight. I have to help Morley with something first." Morley's business had gotten lost in the editing.


  "All right. I guess it will have to do." Then he let me in on why he was being so understanding. "Would you be interested in taking another job? After you've recuperated from this one?"


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "You know the major portion of our business is army boots. The most expensive component of a boot is sole leather. Army specs require thunder-lizard hide for soles. We have our own contract hunters and tanners, trustworthy men all. I thought. But of late the shipments have been short."


  I saw where he was going and shut him out. I had turned out to be crazy enough to go into the Cantard, but I will never be the screaming sort of psychotic who goes into thunder-lizard country. Besides, I'd made myself a promise never to leave TunFaire again and I never break a promise to myself without my self's prior permission.


  I let him talk. When he ran dry I said I would give it a think and got the hell out with my expense money, knowing I would shriek a big "No!" the second I had my executor's fees in hand.
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  Morley had set his meet on wooded creekside ground at the boundary between the real world and the high city of the dukes and barons and stormwardens and whatnot. It was a place often employed for such encounters. Any uproar, as might be caused by treachery, would bring an army of high city protectors down on everyone.


  Over the years the formula and etiquette of a "brookside" have become fixed. As proposer, Morley set the time of the meet and the size of each party. He picked an hour after sundown and four people. It would take four of us to lug Valentine's coffin. Dojango, Saucerhead, and I would back him.


  The kingpin, on agreeing, got to pick which end of brookside was his, and could come early if he wanted, to check the grounds for signs of treachery. Morley was not permitted an early survey.


  The kingpin agreed to meet. An hour after sunset I was helping carry a coffin uphill, into a situation that seemed to me to be of no special value to either of the principals. The kingpin's reputation said he was good for his word. If he'd made promises to Morley, he would keep them. I couldn't understand why he had agreed to the meet—unless his hatred for Valentine had overcome his good sense.


  Morley Dotes was a tough and tricky independent, known to be in need of money, and TunFaire boasted a dozen men willing to pay large sums for the kingpin's life.


  We went up with Morley and Dojango in front, me and Saucerhead in back, so we bigger guys got most of the weight. We parked the coffin carefully. Morley stayed beside it. The rest of us fell back ten steps and kept our hands in plain sight.


  After a while a shadow left the poplars opposite us and came over to Morley. "He's in the box?"


  "Yes."


  "Open it."


  Morley lifted the lid carefully from the foot end.


  "Looks like it could be him. Hard to tell in this light."


  Morley slammed the lid shut. "Go get a torch, then." He kicked the coffin. "This guy isn't going anywhere."


  The kingpin's man went away. I hoped Saucerhead and I were back far enough not to be recognized. I was getting a bad, bad feeling.


  There was some talk in the woods. Then somebody struck a spark. A torch flared.


  Saucerhead said, "Let's get out of here, Garrett," and began backing up. I noted that Dojango had already vanished. Morley was easing away from the coffin. I drifted with Saucerhead, got myself behind a nice bush. Tharpe kept going. Morley held up about five feet from my side of the box.


  The kingpin and his troops marched up. "Open it," said the boss of bosses. One of his boys got the job done.


  "Gods. He looks weird," another said.


  The kingpin asked, "What did you do to him, Dotes?"


  Morley replied, "Nothing. He did it to himself."


  "Right." The kingpin tossed Morley a bag. Major gold, from the sound when it hit Morley's hand. "We're quits, Dotes." And then the boss of bosses just had to do it. He just had to bend down for a closer look.


  "You're right," Morley said. "You're absolutely right."


  A bone white arm shot up. Unclipped claws closed in the flesh of an exposed throat. A fanged mouth rose to feed, the smell of blood bringing the fever on the monster so powerfully it could think of nothing for the hunger.


  The kingpin's bodyguards started to do their jobs.


  I started to make tracks.


  Morley passed me before I'd gone a hundred yards. He was chuckling, which made me even angrier.


  We had one hell of a blowout about it, and it might have gotten violent if Saucerhead hadn't been there agreeing with everything I said.


  

  


  


  It was the talk of the morning, the vampire found surrounded by four dead men, feeding, so gorged it couldn't defend itself when the uphill protectors arrived. They hacked it to pieces, then burned the pieces and coffin on the spot. They threw the victims into the fire, too, just to make certain the infection didn't spread.


  We were in the clear. But that didn't alter my attitude toward Morley.


  Meanwhile. . . .
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  Meanwhile I made a delivery of females to the Tate compound, as fine-looking a set as ever I have seen. A pity they had so many nonvisual defects between them—though I meant to see Tinnie again.


  Tate at the gate, mate. Actually, as Dojango would say, Tates at the gates, mates. About fifteen of them, including the old man himself. Such huggings and kissings and tear-sheddings and backpattings. "I am amazed, Red," I said when a lull in the action gave me a chance to get a word in to Tinnie. "You'd think they were glad to see you guys." Tinnie was getting two-thirds of the attention, but that left plenty for Rose.


  Only the old man remained aloof. When the crest of the storm passed, he forced his way to me and asked, "Where is she, Mr. Garrett?"


  "On the wagon."


  He looked. He saw nothing but the box. "You've got her in a coffin?"


  "Did you pay any attention at all last night? She can't go wandering around in her condition."


  "All right. All right." Suddenly he was a very nervous, irresolute little man.


  "Come on, Pop. You're doing all right. Get some muscle to do something useful. You did get a place ready?"


  "Yes." Now he was my old aunt, wringing hands. Kayean had become an important bridge to the son he had lost.


  When you looked at it up close, you kind of had to feel for Rose, the living child whose return he hadn't bothered to acknowledge. Maybe she thought if she got her hands on all that money he would notice her.


  "Don't expect a lot, Pop. She can't do much but sit and stare at things nobody else sees. And probably just as well." He didn't know about Kayean and me before Kayean and Denny. I was not the boy to clue him, but I did admit, "I've got an emotional investment here, too. I want you to know something. You try any fanciness, you treat this woman less than perfectly, and you won't have to worry about boot soles and thunder-lizard hides anymore."


  I got a little too intense. He backed off and gave me the look you give the nut on the corner preaching that pixies are the secret masters and if we don't do something they're going to run off with our sisters and daughters. Then he formed a crew of cousins and apprentices and got the coffin moving.


  He had done a room, all right. Nary a window, and as light-proof as you could get. One very pale, consecrated candle burned on a mantel over a fireplace before a large mirror. A very black, very huge, very fat, very wrinkled and very old woman sat to one side, the tools of her trade on a table beside her. I recognized her. The Mojo Woman. Mama Doll. TunFaire's leading authority on the diseases of the undead.


  Maybe I owed somebody an apology.


  A couple of the boys got in ahead with sawhorses. The pallbearers deposited the coffin. Mama Doll moved her bulk like it was all the work in the universe. First this part of her, then that, then another, got under way, like the sailing of a ship of a thousand parts. Before anyone could mess with the coffin lid, she slapped a hand down right above where Kayean's would be folded over her heart. She rolled her eyes and mumbled to herself for a minute, then backed away and nodded.


  While the boys unfixed the lid, she grabbed protective amulets from the table. A big lead-up to a big anticlimax. When they lifted the lid, Kayean did nothing but keep on sleeping.


  I had to go shake her to wake her up.


  

  


  


  It was evident Kayean was in control and safe to be near.


  "Out!" Willard Tate ordered. "Everybody get out!"


  Relatives and apprentices hurried. Mama Doll moved at her usual lugubrious drift. Garrett stayed where he was.


  The boss turned on me. "Out!"


  "Move me, Pop."


  "I can call the boys."


  "I can break both your legs before they get here."


  "That's enough," Kayean said, her voice little more than a whisper. She touched my arm. "Wait outside." A ghost of a smile touched her lips, light as a moth's kiss. "I can break his legs if he asks for it." Her touch was slightly heavier, her voice softer. "Thank you for still caring."


  And the boy Marine was alive again.


  Only two things you can do in a situation like that. Be a goof or get the hell out.


  I got.


  

  


  


  There was light outside when Tate left. He was a wrung-out, exhausted old man. He found me blocking his path. In a hurried mumble meant to get it over, he told me things.


  Kayean was going to stay where she was for a while. Part of her inheritance would be used to buy a home and part invested to create a living so she would be free of worries when Mama Doll declared her cured. Of the rest of the fortune she wanted ten thousand given to Vasco and the remainder divided among Denny's other heirs.


  So Rose would make out after all.


  "She is in and of the family, Mr. Garrett, by virtue of my son's love for her. You need not be concerned for her. We Tates take care of our own."


  "I guess you're all right, Mr. Tate. Thanks." I stepped aside.


  He limped off to his bed.


  

  


  


  She was lying on the bed, cold and corpselike in the light of the lonesome candle. But at least she was in a proper bed and not laid out in that goddamned coffin. I collected the room's only chair and positioned it silently.


  I stared at her for a long time, wrestling with the kid Marine. I touched her hair, which had begun to show a hint of color. When I could stand no more, I rose, bent, and brushed those cold lips with mine for the last time.


  I headed for the door.


  I heard a sigh. When I glanced back, she said, "Good-bye, Garrett." And smiled a real smile.


  I never slowed down.


  I went and wrapped myself around a barrel of beer.


  

  


  


  Each year, on the anniversary of the day I brought her out of the nest, a courier brings a package. The gift is never niggardly.


  I know where she lives. I never go up that way.
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  The probate coughed up my fees four days after I delivered Denny Tate's heir. I got in touch with Tinnie. The redhead and I did some celebrating. She was along when I went to visit the Dead Man.


  She invited herself and she made it stick. Redheads are stubborn witches.


  She looked at his place and said, "It's a dump, Garrett."


  "It's his home."


  "It's still a dump. How do you feel?"


  "Almost broke. And kind of good about myself."


  "Smug self-satisfaction, I'd call it."


  "Come on. Try your witchcraft on him. See how far it gets you."


  He woke up the way he always wakes up. Cranky. Garrett. Again. I demand that you cease your infernal pestering. Then he noticed Tinnie. What is that creature doing here? He has no use whatsoever for females of any age or species, an attitude I find too parochial. But there's no convincing him, and I doubt there would be even if he was still alive.


  I tolerate too much from you, Garrett. I reap the gall-ridden harvest of my indulgence.


  "You're going to have to indulge me a lot more now, Old Bones. Or you might find yourself camped in the street. You're talking to your new landlord here."


  After half a minute, he asked, You bought this place? You spent the money from the Tate business on it?


  Ah. That genius still worked. "Yes. Call it an investment in my future. The pestering has just begun."


  For the first time in our acquaintance I had caught him without a comeback. The silence stretched.


  I started the housekeeping while he stewed.


  


  


  
    « ^
  


  


  


  


  ⇐ Index — Bitter Gold Hearts ⇒


  Bitter Gold Hearts


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  


  Ogre Town was quiet as death—


  Until we sprang our attack on the citadel of the human plug-ugly nicknamed Gorgeous. This cold-blooded killer's pack of ogres had been wiping out some people I'd had a personal interest in keeping alive.


  Right from the start the battle seemed to be going just the way we'd planned. Then Gorgeous let loose with a roar that could wake the undead. I jumped him, but the damage was done. The stairs were already drumming to stamping feet. And then the ogre stampede arrived!


  There must have been twenty in the first rush. They pushed across the room, into the far wall. Even my trolls, hammering ogre heads from above, scarcely slowed them. And more and more ogres kept coming.


  It was looking really grim for my little army as Gorgeous shrieked hysterical, bloodthirsty orders. It was definitely time to try something desperate. . . .
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  There was nothing to do after I wrapped up the Case of the Perilous Pixies. Two weeks of living with the Dead Man's grumblings and mutterings would try the patience of a saint. A saint I'm not.


  Worse, Tinnie was out of town indefinitely and the redhead refused to share me with anyone she didn't know. It was a trying time to be alive. Nothing to do with my evenings but keep the breweries from going into receivership.


  It was early and a devil was doing some blacksmithing in my skull, so I wasn't at my best when somebody came pounding on the door of our battered old house on Macunado Street.


  "Yeah?" I snapped when I yanked the door open. It didn't matter that the woman was wearing a thousand marks' worth of custom cloth or that the street was filled with guys in flashy livery. I've seen too much of the rich to be impressed.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  "That's me." I lightened up a little. I'd had a chance to give her the up and down, and she was worth a second look. And a third and a fourth. There wasn't a lot of her, though nothing was missing, and what was there had been put together quite nicely. A phantom smile crossed her lips as my gaze drew north again. "I'm half fairy," she said, and for a moment music broke through the gravity of her voice. "Can you stop gaping long enough to let me in?"


  "Of course. Can I ask your name? I don't recall you being on my appointment calendar. Though I'd love to jot you in as often as you want."


  "I'm here on business, Mr. Garrett. Save that for your bar girls." She pushed past me a few steps, then stopped and glanced back with mild surprise.


  "The outside is camouflage," I told her. "We leave it looking like a dump so we don't strain the honesty of our neighbors." It wasn't the best section of the city. There was a war on, and it was hot, so there were plenty of jobs available, but some of our neighbors hadn't yet given in to the silly notion of personal gain through honest employment.


  "We?" she repeated icily. "I wanted to consult with you on a matter that requires the greatest discretion."


  Don't they all? They wouldn't come to me if they thought they could solve their problems through the usual channels.


  "You can trust him," I replied, nodding toward the other room. "His lips are sealed. He's been dead for four hundred years."


  I watched her face go through a series of changes. "He's Loghyr? The Dead Man?"


  So she wasn't such a lady after all. Anybody who knows the Dead Man has roots solidly anchored in the downhill end of TunFaire. "Yes. I think he ought to hear it."


  I get around and hear a lot of things—some of them true, most of them not. I'd recognized the livery of the Stormwarden Raver Styx outside and thought I could guess what was eating her. It would be fun springing her on the heap of moth-eaten blubber who had become my permanent houseguest.


  "No."


  I started toward his room. The routine is for me to wake him when I have a business caller. Not everyone who visits is friendly. He can provide powerful backup when the mood hits him. "What did you say your name was, miss?"


  I was fishing and she knew it. She could have skipped right around it, but she hesitated in an odd way before confessing, "Amiranda Crest, Mr. Garrett. This is a critical matter."


  "They always are, Amiranda. I'll be with you in a minute."


  She didn't walk out.


  It was important enough that she would let herself be pushed.


  

  


  


  He was indulging himself in what had become his favorite pastime, trying to outguess the generals and warlords in the Cantard. No matter that the information he got was scanty, out of date, and mostly filtered through me. He did as well as the geniuses who commanded the armies—better than most of those Stormwardens and warlords whose main claim to the right of command was heredity.


  He was a mountain of rigid yellow flesh sprawled on a massive wooden chair. The works had been moved several times but the flesh hadn't twitched since somebody stuck a knife in it four hundred years ago. He was getting a little ragged. Loghyr flesh doesn't corrupt quickly, but mice and whole species of insects consider it a delicacy.


  The wall facing his chair had no doors or windows. He'd had an artist paint it with a large-scale map of the war zone. At that moment he had hosts of bugs trooping up and down the plaster landscape, recreating recent campaigns, trying to discover how the mercenary Glory Mooncalled had evaded not only the Venageti out to destroy him, but our own commanders, who wanted to catch and leash him before his string of triumphs made them look more foolish and inept than they already did.


  "You're awake."


  Go away, Garrett.


  "Who's winning? The ants or the roaches? Better watch out for those spiders down in the corner. They're sneaking up on your silverfish."


  Quit pestering me, Garrett.


  "I have a visitor, a prospective client. We need a client. I want you to hear her outpouring of woe."


  You brought a woman into my house again? Garrett, my good nature has limits wider than the ocean, but it does have limits.


  "Whose house? Do we have to go back to talking about who's the landlord and who's the squatter?"


  The bugs scattered. Some of them jumped on others. That's life in the war zone.


  I almost had the pattern.


  "He does it with mirrors. If there was a pattern, the Venageti War Council would have spotted it months ago. Finding Glory Mooncalled isn't a hobby for them. It's life or death." The mercenary was picking them off one by one. He had an old score to settle.


  I take it this one is not that redheaded witch of yours?


  "Tinnie? No. This one works for the Stormwarden Raver Styx. She has fairy blood. You'll love her at first sight."


  Unlike you, who loves them all at first sight, I am no longer the victim of my flesh, Garrett. There are some advantages to being dead. One gains the ability to reason. . . .


  I'd heard this before — several dozen times. "I'll bring her in." I stepped out, returned to the front room. "Miss Crest? If you'll come with me?"


  She glowered. Even angry she was a gem, but there was a quiet desperation in her stance that gave me all the handle I needed. "Amiranda, haunter of my dreams. Please?"


  She followed me. I think she knew she had no choice.
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  Amiranda Crest started shaking when she saw the Dead Man. I'm used to him and tend to forget the impact he has on those who never have seen a dead Loghyr. Her cute little nose wrinkled. She whispered, "It smells in here."


  Well, yes, it did, but not much, and I was used to that, too. I ignored the remark. "This is Amiranda Crest, who comes to us from the Stormwarden Raver Styx."


  Please pardon me for not rising, Miss Crest. I am capable of mental prodigies, but self-levitation is not among them. Meantime, Amiranda blurted, "Oh, no. Not from the Stormwarden. She's in the Cantard. Her secretary, the Domina Willa Dount, sent me. I'm her assistant. She wants you to see her about something she wants you to do, Mr. Garrett. For the family. Discreetly."


  "Then you're not going to tell me what it is?"


  "I don't know what it is. I was told to give you a hundred marks, gold, and tell you there is a thousand more if you'll do the job. But the hundred is yours if you'll just come and see her."


  She lies, Garrett. She knows what it is about.


  He wasn't paying the rent with that. She had changed strategies while I was alerting the Dead Man. "That's all? Nothing to tell me why I'm sticking my neck out?"


  She had begun counting ten-mark gold pieces into her left hand. I was startled. I'd never met anyone with fairy blood who was right-handed. "Save yourself the trouble, Miss Crest. If that's it, I'll stay here and help my friend hustle cockroaches."


  She thought I was joking. A man of my class turning his back on a hundred marks gold? A man in my line? I ought to be sprinting uptown to find out who they wanted killed. Chances were she had run uptown, bartering her good looks for the pretty things she wore.


  She asked, "Couldn't you just take me on faith, and for the gold?"


  "The last time I trusted somebody from up the Hill I got stuck in the Marines. I spent five years trying to kill Venageti conscripts who didn't know any better than I did what we were fighting about. I didn't figure that out till I came back home, and then I liked your lords and ladies of the Hill even less. Good day, Miss Crest. Unless you'd be interested in some more personal business? I know a little place that serves seafood you could kill for."


  I watched her think it over, looking for angles she could use. Finally, she said, "Domina will be very angry with me if I don't bring you."


  "How sad. But that's not my problem. If you don't mind? Your boys out front are probably baking in the sun, anyway."


  She stomped out of the room, snarling, "You're throwing away the easiest hundred marks of your life, Mr. Garrett."


  I followed her to make sure she used the door for its intended purpose. "If your boss wants to see me so bad, tell her to come down here."


  She paused, opened her mouth to say something, then shook her head and slipped outside. I caught a glimpse of the sweltering guards jumping to their feet before the door closed. I went back to the Dead Man.


  You were a little stubborn, were you not?


  "She'll be back."


  I know. But what temper will possess her?


  "Maybe she'll be ready to lay it out straight, without the games."


  She is a female, Garrett. Why do you persist in such unreasonable optimism where that alien species is concerned? This was one of our running arguments. He was a misogynist to the marrow. This time I refused to play. He gave up.


  Are you interested in the job, Garrett?


  "My heart won't be broken if it doesn't develop. You know I told the truth when I said I don't have much use for the lords of the Hill. And I particularly have no use for sorcerers. We don't need the money, anyway."


  You always need money, Garrett, the way you drink beer and chase skirts.


  He exaggerated, of course. His envy was talking. His single greatest regret about being dead was his inability to guzzle beer. Someone is hammering on the door.


  "I hear it. It's probably old Dean, early for work."


  The Dead Man would not endure a female housekeeper, and my tolerance for housework is minimal. I'd only been able to find one old man—who moved with the flash and style of a tortoise—willing to come in, pick up, cook, and clear the vermin from the Dead Man's room.


  I was surprised to find Amiranda back already. "Quick trip. Come in. I didn't know I was so irresistible."


  She strode past me, then turned, hands on hips. "All right, Mr. Garrett. You get it your way. The reason Domina wants you is because my . . . because the Stormwarden's son Karl has been kidnapped. If you insist on getting more than that, we're both out of luck. Because that's all I've been told."


  And you certainly are worried about it, I thought.


  She started for the door.


  "Hold it." I squinted at her. "Give me the hundred."


  She handed it over without a smirk of triumph. One point for Amiranda Crest. I decided she might be worth liking.


  "I'll be back in a minute."


  I took the gold to the Dead Man. There was no safer place on earth. "You heard?"


  I did.


  "What do you think?"


  Kidnapping is your area of expertise.


  I rejoined Amiranda Crest. "Let us fare forth, fair fairy lady."


  That failed to put a smile on her face.


  Not everyone appreciates a great sense of humor.
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  We marched off like a parody of a military outfit. Amiranda's companions were clad in uniforms. That seemed to be the limit of their familiarity with the military concept. At a guess I would have said their only use was to keep their livery from collapsing into the dust. I tried a few conversational sallies. Amiranda was done talking. I was one of the hired help now.


  The Dead Man was right. Kidnapping was my area of expertise, mostly by circumstance. Time and again I get stuck doing the in-between. Each time I deliver the ransom and bring the body home alive the word gets around a little more. Both sides in a swap know where they stand with me. I play it straight, no tricks, and heaven help the bad boys if they deliver damaged goods and my principals want their heads. Which they always do in that case.


  I loathe kidnapping and kidnappers. Abduction is a major underground industry in TunFaire. I'd as soon see all kidnappers sent down the river floating facedown, but sound business practice makes me play the game by live-and-let-live rules. Unless they cheat first.


  The Hill is a good deal more than a piece of high ground looking down its nose at the sprawl of TunFaire, the beast upon whose back it rides. It is a state of mind, and one I don't like. But their coin is as good as any down below, and they have a lot more of it. I register my disapproval by refusing jobs that might help the Hill tribe close their grip even tighter on the rest of us.


  Usually when they try to hire me it's because they want dirty work done. I turn them down. They find somebody less morally fastidious. So it goes.


  The Stormwarden Raver Styx's place was typical of those on the High Hill. It was huge, tall, walled, brooding, dark, and just a shade more friendly than death. It was one of those places with an invisible "Abandon Hope" sign over the gateway. Maybe there were protective spells involved. I got a strong case of nerves the last fifty feet, the little watchman inside telling me I didn't want to go in there.


  I went anyway. One hundred marks gold can shout down the watchman any time.


  The inside reminded me of a haunted castle. There were cobwebs everywhere. Amiranda and I, after shedding our escort, were the only people tracking the shadowed halls. "Cheerful little bungalow. Where is everybody?"


  "The Stormwarden took most of the household with her."


  "But she left her secretary behind?"


  "Yes."


  Which told me there was some truth in the things I'd heard about the Stormwarden's husband and son, both named Karl. Put charitably, they needed a shepherd.


  At first glance Willa Dount looked like a woman who could keep them in line. Her eyes could chill beer, and she had the charm of a stone. I knew a little about her from whispers in the shadows and alleys. She arranged dirty deeds done for the Stormwarden.


  She was about five feet two, early forties, chunky without being fat. Her gray eyes matched her hair. She dressed, shall we say, sensibly. She smiled about twice as often as the Man in the Moon, and then without sincerity.


  Amiranda said, "Mr. Garrett, Domina."


  The woman looked at me like I was either a potentially contagious disease or an especially curious specimen in the zoo. One of the uglier ones, like a thunder-lizard.


  There are times when I feel like I belong to one of the dying breeds.


  "Thank you, Amiranda. Have a seat, Mr. Garrett." The "mister" left her jaws aching. She wasn't used to being nice to people like me.


  I sat. So did she. Amiranda hovered.


  "That will be all, Amiranda."


  "Domina—"


  "That will be all."


  Amiranda left, furious and hurt. I scanned the clutter on the secretary's desk while she glared the girl from the room.


  "What do you think of our Amiranda, Mr. Garrett?" Again she got a jaw ache.


  I tried putting it delicately. "A man could dream dreams about a woman with her—"


  "I'm sure." She scowled at me. I had failed some test.


  I didn't care. I'd decided I wouldn't like the Domina Willa Dount very much. "You had a reason for asking me to come here?"


  "How much did Amiranda tell you?"


  "Enough to get me to listen." She tried to stare me down. I stared back. "I don't usually have much grief to spare for uptown folks. When the fates want to stick them I say more power to them. But to kidnapping I take exception."


  She scowled. I give the woman this—her scowl was first rate. Any gorgon would have been proud to own it. "What else did she tell you?"


  "That was it, and getting it took some work. Maybe you can tell me more."


  "Yes. As Amiranda told you, the younger Karl has been abducted."


  "From what I've heard, there aren't many more deserving guys around." Karl Junior had a reputation for being twenty-three going on a willful and very spoiled three. There was no doubt which side of the family Junior favored. Domina Dount had been left to keep it civilized or to cover it up.


  Willa Dount's mouth tightened until it was little more than a white point. "Be that as it may. We aren't here to exercise your opinions of your betters, Mr. Garrett."


  "What are we here for?"


  "The Stormwarden will be returning soon. I don't want her to walk into a situation like this. I want to get it settled and forgotten before she arrives. Do you wish to take notes, Mr. Garrett?" She pushed writing materials my way. I figured she supposed me illiterate and wanted to enjoy feeling superior when I confessed it.


  "Not till there's something worth noting. I take it you've heard from the kidnappers? That you know Junior hasn't just gone off on one of his adventures?"


  By way of answering me she lifted a rag-wrapped bundle from behind the desk and pushed it across. "This was left with the gateman during the night."


  I unwrapped a pair of silver-buckled shoes. A folded piece of paper lay inside one. "His?"


  "Yes."


  "The messenger?"


  "What you would expect. A street urchin of seven or eight. The gateman didn't bring me the bundle till after breakfast. By then the child was too far ahead to catch."


  So she had a sense of humor after all. I gave the shoes the full eyeball treatment. It never works out, but you always look for that speck of rare purple mud or the weird yellow grass stain that will make you look like a genius. I didn't find it this time, either. I unfolded the note.


  


  We have yore Karl. If you want him back you do what yore told. Don't tell nobody about this. You be told what to do later.


  


  A snippet of hair had been folded into the paper. I held it to the light falling through the window behind the secretary's desk. It was the color I recalled Junior's hair being the few times I had seen him. "Nice touch, this."


  Willa Dount gave me another of her scowls.


  I ignored her and examined the note. The paper itself told me nothing except that it was a scrap torn from something else, possibly a book. I could go around town for a century trying to match it to torn pages. But the handwriting was interesting. It was small but loose, confident, the penmanship almost perfect, not in keeping with the apparent education of the writer. "You don't recognize this hand?"


  "Of course not. That needn't concern you, anyway."


  "When did you see him last?"


  "Yesterday morning. I sent him down to our warehouse on the waterfront to check reports of pilferage. The foreman claimed it was brownies. I had a feeling he was the brownie in the woodpile and he was selling the Stormwarden's supplies to somebody here on the Hill. Possibly even to one of our neighbors."


  "It's always reassuring to know the better classes stand above the sins and temptations of us common folks. You weren't concerned when he didn't come home?"


  "I told you I'm not interested in your social attitudes or opinions. Save them for someone who agrees with you. No, I wasn't concerned. He sometimes stays out for weeks. He's a grown man."


  "But the Stormwarden left you here to ride herd on him and his father. And you must have done the job till now because there hasn't been a hint of scandal since the old girl left town."


  One more scowl.


  The door sprang open and a man stomped into the room. "Willa, has there been any more word about. . . ?" He spotted me and pulled up. His eyebrows crawled halfway up his forehead, a trick for which he was famous. To hear some tell it, that was his only talent. "Who the hell is that?" He was renowned for being rude, too, though among people of his class that was a trait the rest of us expected.
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  Willa Dount spoke up. "There hasn't been anything yet. I expect we won't be contacted for a while." She looked at me, her expression making that a question.


  "They like to let the anxiety level rise before they come after you. It makes you more eager to cooperate."


  "This is Mr. Garrett," she said. "Mr. Garrett is an expert on kidnappers and kidnappings."


  "My god, Willa! Are you mad? They said don't tell anybody."


  She ignored his outburst. "Mr. Garrett, this is the Stormwarden's consort, the Baronet daPena, the father of the victim."


  How he twitched and jerked! Without changing her tone or expression, Domina Dount had hit him with a fat double shot, calling him consort (which labeled him a drone) and mentioning his baronetcy (which wasn't hereditary and purely an honor because he was the fourth son of a cadet of the royal house). She may even have gotten in a sly third shot there, if, as you sometimes heard whispered, Junior wasn't really a seed fallen from the senior.


  "How do you do, Lord? He has a good question, Domina." I'd been working up to it when he burst in. "Why bring me in when the kidnappers said don't tell anybody? A man with my reputation, and you sent out what amounted to a platoon of clowns, with the girl dressed flashy enough to catch a blind man's eye. It's not likely the kidnappers won't hear about it."


  "That was the point. I want them to."


  "Willa!"


  "Karl, be quiet. I'm explaining to Mr. Garrett."


  He turned white. He was furious. She'd made it clear who stood where, who was in charge, in front of a lowlife from down the Hill. But he contained himself. I pretended blindness. It isn't smart to see things like that. Willa Dount said, "I want them to know I've brought you in, Mr. Garrett."


  "Why?"


  "For young Karl's sake. To improve his chances of getting through this alive. Would you say they're less likely to harm him if they know about you?"


  "If they're professionals. Professionals know me. If they're not, chances are they'll go the other way. You may have moved too soon."


  "Time will tell. It seemed the best bet to me."


  "Exactly what do you want me to do?"


  "Nothing."


  She blind-sided me there. "What?"


  "You've done what I needed you to do. You've been seen coming here to confer with me. You've lent me your reputation. Hopefully, Karl's chances have been improved."


  "That's it?"


  "That's it, Mr. Garrett. Do you think a hundred marks adequate recompense for the loan of your reputation?"


  It was fine with me, but I ignored the question. "What about the payoff?" Usually they want me to handle that for them.


  "I believe I can handle that. It's basically a matter of following instructions, isn't it?"


  "Explicitly. The payoff is when they're most nervous. That's when you'll have to be most careful. For your own safety as well as the boy's."


  Senior snorted and huffed and stamped, wanting to get his hand into the action. Willa Dount kept him quiet with an occasional touch of her icicle eyes.


  I wondered what the Stormwarden had left her in the way of leashes and whips. She sure had the old boy buffaloed. Karl Senior was still a handsome man though he was running away from forty—if he had not already sneaked past fifty. Time had dealt him a few wrinkles but no extra pounds. His hair was all there, curly and slickly black, the kind that might not start graying for another decade. He was a little short, I thought, but that didn't hold him back. He looked like a fancy man, and word was that he did night work best.


  Age had apparently not slowed him down. Those looks, a smooth tongue, his toy title, those magical eyebrows, and soulful big blue eyes all conspired to drop into his lap the sort of soft morsels we ordinary mortals have to scheme and fight just to get near.


  It was a certainty he was no use in a crisis. He danced and twitched like a desperate kid awaiting his turn at the loo. He would have panicked if Domina Dount would have let him. He was a member of the royal house, those wonderfully firm and decisive folks who had blessed the Karentine people with their war against the Venageti.


  Natural son or not, Karl Junior was a seed that had not fallen far from the tree. He was the image of Karl Senior in body and character, and to that menace to feminine virtue, he had added a generous helping of arrogance based on the fact that his mommy was the Stormwarden Raver Styx and he was her precious one and only, whose misdeeds would never be called to account.


  Senior didn't like my being there. Maybe he didn't like me. If so, the feeling was mutual. I've been busting my butt since I was eight and I don't have any use for drones of any sort, and those from the Hill least of all. Their idleness got them into the kind of mischief that resulted in sending a whole generation south to fight over the silver mines of the Cantard.


  Maybe Glory Mooncalled would turn on his Karentine employers once he polished off the Venageti Warlords. It wouldn't hurt.


  I said, "If you've had your way with me, then I'll be running along. Best of luck getting the boy back."


  Her expression said she doubted my sincerity. "You can find your way to the street?"


  "I learned scouting when I was in the Marines."


  "Good day, then, Mr. Garrett."


  Karl Senior exploded the second I closed the door. It was a good door. I couldn't decipher his yells even when I put my ear to the wood. But he was having a good time working the panic and frustration out.
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  Amiranda caught me just before I reached the gate. I caught my breath, then chewed on my tongue a little so I could still fake being a gentleman. She'd changed from the show ensemble she'd worn to fetch me and now, in her every days, looked like something I find only under the covers of midnight fantasies. She looked good, but she also looked worried. I told myself this was no time for one of my routines. My sometime-associate Morley Dotes tells me I'm a sucker for a damsel in distress. He tells me many things about myself, most of them wrong and unwelcome, but he has me on the damsels. A good-looking gal turns on the tears and Garrett is a knight ready to tilt with dragons.


  "What did she say, Mr. Garrett? What does she want you to do?"


  "She said a lot of not much at all. What she wants me to do is nothing."


  "I don't understand." Did she look disappointed? I couldn't tell.


  "I'm not sure I do, either. She said she wanted the kidnappers to see me around the edges of the thing. So my reputation will shade him and maybe give him a better chance."


  "Oh. Maybe she's right." She looked relieved. I wondered what her stake was. I'd formed a suspicion and didn't like it. "So do you think he'll be all right, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I don't know. But Domina Dount is a formidable woman. I wouldn't want her on my back trail."


  A black-haired looker of the late teens or early twenties variety left a doorway about thirty feet away, caught sight of us, gave me a once-over she followed up with a come-and-get-it smile, then walked off with a sway to still the tumult of battles.


  "Who was that?" I asked.


  "You needn't pant, Mr. Garrett. You'd be wasting your time. You don't dare touch her with your imagination. That's the Stormwarden's daughter, Amber."


  "I see. Yes. Hmmm."


  Amiranda placed herself in front of me. "Put your eyes back in, mister. You made a big show of wanting to see me outside of all this. All right. Tonight at eight. At the Iron Liar."


  "The Iron Liar? I'm not from uptown. How could I afford. . . ?" I had to put that excuse away. This was the same little gem that had counted the hundred gold marks into my paw a couple hours ago. "Eight, then. I'll spend the rest of the day breathless with anticipation."


  I smiled smugly after I hit the street.


  I wandered down the Hill wondering why I'd never heard of daughter Amber when the Stormwarden and her family played such a big part in TunFaire's news and gossip. We had obviously been missing the best part.
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  Strange noises were coming from the Dead Man's room. I went into the kitchen, where old Dean was cooking sausages over charcoal with one eye on an apple pie that was about ready to come out of the oven. When he saw me, he began hoisting a pony keg out of the cold well I'd had installed with the proceeds of the Starke case. By damn, I was going to have cold brew whenever the whim hit while I could afford it.


  Dean asked, "A good day today, Mr. Garrett?" as he drew me a mug.


  "Interesting." I tipped my head back and swallowed a pint. "And profitable. What's he up to in there? I've never heard him make such a racket."


  "I don't know, Mr. Garrett. He wouldn't let me in to clean."


  "We'll see about that after I wrap myself around another one of these." I eyed the sausages and pie. If he expected me to eat that much, he was more optimistic than I thought. "Did you invite a niece over again?"


  He reddened.


  I just shook my head and said, "I have to go out this evening. Part of the job."


  There was a little troll blood on all sides of his family. I don't have any particular prejudices—who was going out with a part-fairy girl?—but those poor women had gotten a double dose of the troll ugly from their parents. Like they say, personality plus, but horses shied and dogs howled when they passed. I wished old Dean would stop matchmaking. I had given up hope that he would run out of eligible female relatives to parade past me.


  Three sausages, two pieces of the world's best apple pie, and several beers later I was ready to beard the Loghyr in his den. So to speak. "Food fit for the gods as usual, Dean. I'm going in after him. If I'm not out by the weekend, send Saucerhead Tharpe to the rescue. His skull is so thick he'd never know Old Bones was thinking at him." I thought about recommending Saucerhead to Dean's eligibles. But no, I couldn't. I liked Saucerhead.


  The Dead Man sensed me coming. Get away from here, Garrett.


  I went on in. It was war in the Cantard again, and this time the god of the wall had all the hordes of bugdom enlisted in his enterprise. It was the combined racket of their creepy little feet and wings that I had been hearing.


  "Caught him yet?"


  He ignored me.


  "That Glory Mooncalled is a tricky bastard, isn't he?" I wondered if he meant to clean up the entire bug population of TunFaire. For a service like that, we should find some way to get paid.


  He ignored me. His bugs got busier. I sat in the only chair available to me and watched the campaign for a while. He was experimenting, not recreating. It was no campaign I recognized.


  Maybe he was even making war upon himself. The Loghyr can section up their brains into two or three discrete parts when they want.


  "Had an interesting day today."


  He didn't respond. He was going to punish my impertinence by pretending I didn't exist. But he was listening. The only adventures he truly had were the ones I lived for him.


  I gave him all the details, chronicling even the most trivial. Somewhere down the line I might have to call on his genius.


  I finished and watched him play general for a while. I got the feeling there was a hidden pattern that I was too dense to see.


  It was nearing time to meet Amiranda. I pried myself from the chair and headed for the door. "See you when I see you, Old Bones."


  Garrett. If you get lucky, don't you bring her back here. I will not endure such foolishness in my house. I seldom did, though occasionally circumstances insisted. It seemed too much like mocking his handicap. In life the Loghyr are as randy as a pack of seventeen-year-old boys. It was my suspicion that his misogyny was his way of compensating.


  I was almost out the door when he sent, Garrett. Be careful.


  I am careful. Always. When I'm paying attention and when I figure I have something to worry about. But how do you get into trouble just walking up the block to buy a bottle of stink-pretty from the neighborhood chemist?


  Believe me, it can be done.


  It was my lucky day in more ways than one, I smelled weed smoke and that got me curious. Not many in the neighborhood use weed, and this was less of a cloud than a minor storm. I started looking for the source.


  Source was five breeds, all with a lot of ogre in them. Ogres are not fast at the best of times and these boys had spent their take getting so high their pointy heads were bumping the belly of the sky. Their professional sins were legion. They hadn't done their homework, either.


  One asked me, "Your name Garrett?"


  "Who wants to know?"


  "I do."


  "It's him. Let's do it."


  I did it first. I kicked the nearest in his daydreams, spun and punched another in the throat—then tripped over my own damned big feet. The first guy bent over and started puking. The second lost interest and wobbled away holding his throat and sucking air.


  I rolled and leg-whipped another one, catching him by such surprise that he fell on his back without trying to break his fall. His head bounced off the street. Lights out. It was a good start. I began thinking I might make it without getting hurt.


  The other two stood around trying to get their muggy brains untangled. I got in the finishing licks on the two I had hit already. A crowd began gathering. The last two decided to get on with the job. They closed in. They were more careful. I was faster but they took advantage of superior numbers to keep me boxed. We waltzed for a while. I got in a few hits but it's hard to hurt guys like that when you can't get in a sucker punch. They got a few in on me, too.


  The third such blow murdered my optimism. It left me seeing double and concentrating my considerable intellect on the age-old question: which way is up? One of them started saying something about me staying away from the Stormwarden's family while the other wound up to finish me off. I grabbed a big gnarly walking stick from an old bystander and smacked the one between the eyes before he could unwind. I went after the talker while the fighter was seeing stars and his hitting arm was flaccid. Yakety-yak did a good job holding me off, stick and all, until I got in a whack that broke his arm.


  He was ready to call it quits. So was I. The bystanders were scattering. I returned the old guy's stick and scattered myself. What passed for minions of law and order in TunFaire were coming. I didn't want to get hauled in and charged with intent to commit self-defense, which is about the way the law worked when it worked at all. I left the ogre boys trying to figure out what had happened.


  My lucky day indeed.


  The Dead Man was all enthusiasm when I told him about the incident. He gave me a good mental grumble about wishing the ogres had been a little more competent. But when I was about to leave, to get washed up and changed, he sent, I told you to be careful.


  "I know. And I'm going to keep that a little more closely in mind. Watch the cockroaches. They're about to flank the silverfish at Yellow Dog Mesa."


  He detached a part of his attention from his war and used it to levitate and throw a small stone Loghyr cult figure. It smacked the other side of the door as I shut it.


  I decided to ease up. When he gets that irritable, he's hot on the spoor of a solution to a problem that has been bugging him for a long time.
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  Amiranda was waiting and looking uncomfortable when I got to the Iron Liar. I wasn't late, she was early. In my experience a woman on time is a rarity to be treasured. I didn't remark on it.


  She asked, "What happened to you? You look like you were in a fight."


  "First prize to the lady. You should see the other guys." She seemed excited by the idea of my getting into a fight. Point taken away from Amiranda Crest. I tried the story on her just to see how she would react. She appeared befuddled and frightened, but got control quickly. "Why would the kidnappers do that?"


  "I don't know. It doesn't make sense." Then I turned to more interesting subjects, notably Amiranda Crest. "How did you get hooked up with the Stormwarden?"


  "I was born to it."


  "What?"


  "My father was a friend of her father. They worked together sometimes."


  The brain had to run some numbers before I could say anything more. The Stormwarden's father had died before I was born. Fairy folk lived a long time and aged slowly. Could this morsel be old enough to be my mother?


  "I'm twenty-one, Garrett."


  I gave her the famous Garrett raised eyebrow.


  "I've gotten too damned many of those glassy-eyed stares when human men suddenly realize there's a chance I might be older, more knowledgeable, and more experienced than they are. Sometimes it turns into panic or terror."


  I apologized where I was guilty, then told her, "You jump to too many conclusions. I suspect the reactions you get don't have anything to do with how old you might be. You're Molahlu Crest's daughter. Even though he's gone, his reputation lingers. And its got to hang on you like a shroud. People have to wonder if the wickedness is in the blood."


  "Most people have never heard of Molahlu Crest."


  I didn't answer that. If she wanted to believe it—which she did not for a moment—let her. It could be her way of coping with a difficult ancestry.


  The Stormwarden's father (who had taken the name Styx Sabbat), and Molahlu Crest had clawed their ways up from the bottom of the Hill, the former riding a talent for sorcery, the latter an absence of conscience or compassion. A corduroy road of bodies was their route to the heart of the circles of power. They had been takers and breakers and killers, and the only good thing anyone ever said about either was that they had remained true friends from beginning to end. Neither greed nor hunger for power had come between them. Which is something. How many friends do any of us have that we can count on forever?


  Molahlu Crest, they say, had a small talent for sorcery himself, and that had made him doubly deadly. In the old days everyone in TunFaire was scared of him, from the richest and most powerful to the least of the waterfront bums. No one knows what happened to Molahlu Crest, but the conventional wisdom is that the Stormwarden Raver Styx got rid of him.


  I wondered if Amiranda knew differently. After a while in my business, professional curiosity becomes habitual curiosity. Then you have to watch yourself so you don't stick your nose in everywhere. You can get it mashed and have nothing to show for your trouble but a cauliflower schnoz.


  We talked of light things and she began to relax. I splurged and ordered the TunFaire Gold with our meal. It helped. It's a cynical device, but I have yet to encounter the woman who won't loosen up if you buy the Gold. The wine's reputation is such that your buying it makes them feel they're something special. I like the Gold better than any other wine, but to me it is still spoiled grape juice with a winy taste. I'm a beer man born. I don't begin to pretend to understand wine snobs: to me even the best is nasty.


  When the mood was better, I asked, "There been any more word from the kidnappers?"


  "Not when I left. I think Domina would have let us know that much. Why are they waiting so long?"


  "To get everybody so worried they'll do whatever it takes to get Junior back. Tell me about him. Is he really the kind of guy they say he is?"


  Her expression became wary. "I don't know what they say about him. His name is Karl, not Junior."


  I pecked at her from a couple directions. She gave me nothing.


  "Why are you asking so many questions, Garrett? You did what you were paid for already, didn't you?"


  "Sure. Just curiosity. It's an occupational hazard. I'll try not to be a nuisance."


  I wondered about her. She was a woman with troubles, very much turned inward. Not my usual sort. But I found myself interested in her for her own sake. Odd.


  The meal ended. She asked, "What now? Evil plans?"


  "Me? Never. I'm one of the good guys. I know a guy who runs a place you might find interesting, since you're slumming. You want to give it a try?"


  "I'm game for anything but going back to that. . . ." She was trying to be pleasant company and to have a good time, but she was having to work at it. Thank heaven for TunFaire Gold to support my naturally irresistible charm.


  

  


  


  Morley's place was jumping—as much as it ever does. Which means it was packed with dwarfs, elves, trolls, goblins, pixies, brownies, and whatnot, along with the curious specimens you get when you crossbreed the races. The boys looked at Amiranda with obvious approval and at me with equally obvious distaste. But I forgave them. I would be sullen and sour too if I was in a place where the drinks were nonalcoholic and the meals left out everything but the rabbit food.


  I went straight to the bar, where I was known and my presence was tolerated. I asked the bartender, "Where's Morley?"


  He indicated the stairs with a jerk of his head.


  I went up. Amiranda followed, wary again. I pounded on Morley's door and he told me to come in. He knew it was me because there was a speaking tube running from the bar upstairs. We stepped inside. For a rarity Morley did not have somebody's wife with him. He was doing accounts. He looked worried, but his beady little eyes lit up when he saw Amiranda.


  "Down, boy. She's taken. Amiranda, this is Morley Dotes. He has three wives and nine kids, all of them locked up in the Bledsoe mad ward. He owns this dump and sometimes he acts like he's a friend of mine."


  Morley Dotes was a lot more to those who knew the underside of the city. He was its top physical specialist, meaning for enough money he broke heads and arms, though he preferred ladies' hearts. He did that for free. He was half human, half dark elf, with the natural slightness and good looks of the latter. He wasn't what I would call a close friend. He was too dangerous to get close to. He had worked with and for me a few times.


  "Don't you believe a word this thug tells you," Morley said. "He couldn't tell the truth if he got paid for it. And he's a dangerously violent psychotic. Just this afternoon he whipped up on a bunch of ogres who were minding their own business hanging out on the street smoking weed."


  "You heard about that already?"


  "News travels fast, Garrett."


  "Know anything about it?"


  "I figured you'd be around. I asked some questions. I don't know who hired the ogres. I know them. They're second-raters too lazy and stupid to do a job right. You might keep a watch out over your shoulder. You hurt a couple of them bad. The others might not consider that a simple hazard of the business."


  "I have been watching. You could pay back a favor when we leave by taking a look at the guy who's following us."


  "Somebody's following us?" Amiranda's question squeaked. She was frightened.


  "He was with us from the Iron Liar to here. He wasn't on me before that. Maybe he picked us up there. But the implication is that he was on you all along."


  She got pale.


  "Get her a chair, dope," Morley said. "You have the manners and sensitivity of a lizard."


  I got her into a chair, not without a glare for Morley. The man was bird dogging, making his points for the time Amiranda and I went our own ways. Not that I blamed him. I was developing the feeling that she was worth it. On mainly intuitive evidence I'd decided she was a class act.


  "What are you into this time, Garrett?" Morley retreated to his chair, came up with a flash of brandy from somewhere behind his desk. He held it up questioningly. I nodded. He produced a single cup. He knew I preferred beer. He didn't touch alcohol himself. I was mildly surprised that he would have it in his place. For his ladies, I supposed.


  I took the cup and passed it to Amiranda. She sipped. "I'm sorry. I'm being silly. I should have known it wouldn't be as simple as. . . ."


  Morley and I exchanged glances while pretending we hadn't heard her murmur. Morley asked, "Is it a secret, Garrett?"


  "I don't know. Is it a secret, Amiranda? Might be worth telling him. It won't go any farther if that's what you want, and he might do you some good down the line." I raised a fist to Morley's smirk, silently cursing myself for that brilliant choice of words.


  Amiranda pulled herself together. Not a girl for the traditional waterworks. I liked that. I was liking Amiranda more all the time. Damsels in distress were fine, and good for business, but I was tired of the kind who clung and whined. Much better the woman who got up on her hind legs and stood in there punching with you after she put you on the job.


  Though in this case I didn't have a job, strictly speaking. I had a dispute with somebody who sent ogres around to thump on me. Amiranda thought a bit and made a decision. She told the kidnapping story. She told it so damned good I smelled a rat. She told Morley exactly what I knew, and not an iota more or less.


  "It's not a pro job," Morley said. "Have you gotten yourself into something political, Garrett?"


  Amiranda looked startled. "Why do you say that?"


  "Two reasons. There's nothing shaking in the kidnapping business right now. And the pros wouldn't touch that family. Raver Styx may not look as nasty as her father and Molahlu Crest, but she is. In her own quiet way. Nobody who lives on the underside of TunFaire society would think the potential payoff worth the risk."


  "Amateurs," I said.


  "Amateurs with enough money to hire head crackers and tails, Garrett. That means uptown. And when uptown does dirty deeds, it's always political."


  "Maybe. I'm not so sure. It don't have that stink. I'll wait before I make up my mind. There's something cockeyed in the whole mess. But I can't see where the profit lies. That would clear it up. But I'm not on a job and looking. I'm just trying to watch out for me and Amiranda."


  Morley said, "I'll peek in the closets and look under the beds and get back to you tomorrow. Least I can do after the stunt I pulled in that vampire business. You still living with the Dead Man?"


  "Yeah."


  "You're weird. Let me get back to work." He grabbed his end of the tube connecting with the bar. "Wedge. Send Alan and Sarge and the Puddle up here." I shepherded Amiranda toward the door.


  "See you." We went down and out, easing past three high-class bone crushers headed up. I call them high-class because they looked smart enough to be trusted with work more intellectually demanding than skull busting. My old buddy Saucerhead Tharpe had come in downstairs while we were up. He wanted me to join him for a pitcher of carrot's blood and some yakking up old times, but I begged off. We had to keep moving if Morley was going to do us any good.


  I told Amiranda, "You ever feel like you need protecting, you come down here and hire Saucerhead Tharpe. He's the best there is."


  "What about the other one? Morley? Do you trust him?"


  "With my money or my life but never with my woman. It's getting late. I'd better get you home."


  "I don't think I'm going home, Garrett. Unless you insist."


  "All right." I do like a woman who can make up her mind, even though I may not understand what she is doing.The Dead Man would have fits. But that was all right. What did he live for but to chew me out and to march his bugs around the walls?


  Only one thing further about that night needs to be reported. When we were slipping into bed, I noted the absence of a gewgaw worn by every woman who doesn't want to hear little voices piping, "Mommy!"


  "Where's your amulet?"


  "You're a gentleman in your heart, aren't you, Garrett? Most men would have pretended not to notice."


  I don't often get caught without something to say. This was one of those rare times. I kept my mouth shut. She slipped in beside me, warm and bare, and whispered, "You don't have to worry. I can't make you a father."


  And of that night nothing more need be said. She was gone when I awoke the next morning. I never saw her again.
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  Morley himself stopped by to let me know what he'd learned. Old Dean let him in and brought him to the overconfident closet I call an office. I didn't rise and I didn't offer the usual banter. Dean went off to the kitchen to get Morley some of the apple juice we keep in the cold well against those millennial moments when I don't feel like having beer.


  "You look glum, Garrett."


  "It happens. The strain of being Mr. Smiles catches up."


  "Well, you may have good reason. Even though you don't know it yet."


  I showed him my eyebrow trick. He wasn't impressed. Everyone knows what familiarity breeds.


  "I put out feelers that touched everybody in the snatch racket. Nobody has gone underground. Nobody is scoping out a job on the Hill. I got the personal guarantee of some of the best and the worst that there's nobody in this burg crazy enough to go for the Stormwarden's kid. Not for a million in gold. Gold don't do you any good when you're getting your toes roasted in the sorceress's basement."


  "That's what's supposed to give me a sour puss?"


  "No. You get that when I tell you about the guy who was tailing you last night. Or your lady, actually. You should have told me she was Amiranda Crest, Garrett. I wouldn't have made remarks about her father."


  "She's used to it. What about the tail?"


  "He trotted right down here after you, not even thinking somebody might be following him too. Fool. He hung around watching the place for a couple of hours. About the time even a moron would have figured out that she was spending the night he took off and headed—"


  Dean stuck his head in through the doorway. "Excuse me, Mr. Garrett. There's a Mr. Slauce here to see you, representing somebody he calls the Domina Dount. Will you see him?"


  "I can wait," Morley told me.


  "Out that door." I indicated the closet's second exit, which opened on a hallway leading past the Dead Man's room. "Bring Mr. Slauce in, Dean."


  Slauce was a blustery, potbellied, red-faced little man who was way out of his element. I think he had me pegged for a professional killer. He worked hard at being polite. It was obvious he wasn't accustomed to that.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  I confessed that I was that very devil. "Domina Dount would like to see you again. She said to tell you she's received another letter from her correspondent and would like further professional advice. I assume you understand what she means. She didn't explain to me."


  "I know what she meant."


  "She authorized me to offer you ten marks gold for your time."


  I wondered what she really wanted. She was throwing one hell of a lot of money around. A laborer, if he got paid in a lump for the time, wouldn't draw ten marks gold for three months of his life. And right now gold was strong because Glory Mooncalled's successes in the Cantard had put several more silver mines into Karentine hands, meaning all their production came north.


  Willa Dount might want to climb my leg about Amiranda. For ten marks I would take what she wanted to hand out. There is never enough money around our place because of the endless fix-ups.


  "Leave word at the gate that I'm on my way. I'll be there as soon as I take care of a few details and have lunch."


  Slauce's ruddy face got redder. The nerve of me! I was supposed to frog when uptown said jump. He wanted to drag me off by the heels. But his instructions held. "Very well. I'm sure she would appreciate your taking as little time as possible. She did seem distracted." He counted five two-mark pieces onto my desk.


  "I won't be more than a half hour behind you. Dean? Will you see Mr. Slauce to the door?" We like to know that our guests are out when they head out. Some of them are so slow they might not remember which side of the door they're supposed to be on when it shuts. Morley returned to the room.


  "Better bite those things to see if they're real, Garrett. Somebody's running a game."


  "How so?"


  "That's the guy who was tailing your lady last night."


  "Yeah? He looked taller in the dark."


  "Maybe he was wearing platforms. I think it's time you thought about getting out of this."


  "I'm not in it."


  "I know you, Garrett. You're going to get into it up to your ears if you don't turn your back now."


  Morley is usually not much shakes as a prophet. I paid him no mind, thanking him and telling him the favor was a chunk off the account he owed from the vampire business. I saw him out, then let Dean serve me lunch.Then I ambled off to earn my ten gold marks.
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  Willa Dount was piqued by my churlish failure to bounce when she hollered but she hid it well. Everybody but the Dead Man was hiding irritation with me. I decided I'd best keep my hands covering my pockets.


  "Thank you for coming, Mr. Garrett."


  "Your man said you'd heard from the kidnappers."


  "Yes. Another letter. Delivered much like the first." She passed it over.


  The same hand, with the same poor spelling, told her that Junior's market value was "200000 Marks gold." Instructions for delivery would follow.


  "Two hundred thou? The kid's in trouble, isn't he? The Emperor himself might not go for that much."


  "The sum can be raised, Mr. Garrett. It will be paid. That isn't the problem."


  "What is?"


  "I face a twofold dilemma. Part is that I won't be able to conceal an outlay of that magnitude from the Stormwarden. That's my problem and I'll deal with her displeasure when the time comes. She won't like the expense but she would like to lose her son far less."


  "I gather your own balance scale might not tilt the same way."


  "My opinions are of no moment, Mr. Garrett. This is the Stormwarden's household and here the Stormwarden's will and whimsy alike are law."


  "What do you need me for?"


  "Advice on overcoming the mechanical difficulties of delivering that much gold."


  "You'll need a big pocket to carry it."


  "I'm paying handsomely for your time, Mr. Garrett. Don't waste it on witticisms. I have no sense of humor."


  "If you say so."


  "Two hundred thousand marks in coined gold weighs four thousand pounds. To move that much weight will require a heavy wagon and at least a four-horse team. Can they possibly expect me to get that someplace where the payoff can't be seen?"


  "With a payoff that big they'd set it somewhere way out in the country, after running you along a route they could watch to make sure you aren't being followed."


  "They will insist on coined gold, won't they? Bar would be easier for me to get together and handle but harder for them to dispose of. Right?"


  "Probably."


  "I thought so. I've already started exchanging our bar stock for coin. What else should I know?"


  "Don't improvise. Do whatever they tell you, when they tell you. They'll be very nervous and likely to panic and do anything if they see one little thing going different from what they prescribed. If you've got to get some paybacks, wait till everybody is home safe. That much money will leave tracks. Bloody ones, probably."


  "I'll worry about that when the time comes. Most probably it'll have to wait till the Stormwarden returns. Thank you, Mr. Garrett. Your expertise has confirmed the soundness of my own reasoning. I would say that we've had an amicable and productive relationship. But there is one thing you could do to make it perfect."


  "What's that?"


  "Stay away from Amiranda Crest."


  "It's been twenty years since I let anybody pick my friends, Domina. You're a sweetheart, but if I make an exception for you—"


  "I'm not accustomed to disobedience."


  "You ought to get out into the real world more. You'd get in practice real fast."


  "Get out of here before I lose my temper."


  I figured that was good advice. I headed for the door.


  "Stay away from Amiranda."


  I supposed Amiranda had gotten similar advice regarding Garrett. I nearly trampled the Stormwarden's daughter Amber. I pulled the door shut behind me. "Eavesdropping?"


  "She's right."


  "About what?" Her ears were sharper than mine if she could make out anything through that door.


  "You should forget Ami. I'm much more interesting."


  In that instant I decided she was wrong. Amiranda Crest was a woman. This one wore a woman's body but the creature inside was spoiled, vain, snobbish, and probably not very bright. At a snap judgment. "We'll have to talk about it sometime."


  "Soon, I hope."


  I think I grunted.


  "Let me know when."


  Persistent little devil.


  The office door opened. "What are you doing here, Amber?"


  "Talking to Mr. Garrett."


  Willa Dount put on a fierce scowl and pointed it my way. It was my fault that the women in the Stormwarden's house tracked me down. "Go back to your apartment, Amber. You know you aren't permitted in this wing."


  "Stick your elbow in your ear, you old witch."


  The Domina was absolutely astonished. I feared she would begin sputtering. But her footwork was good. "If you wish to contest my authority in your mother's absence, we'll refer the dispute to your father."


  "Naturally. He'll say whatever you tell him to say, won't he?"


  Domina Dount remained painfully aware of my presence. "Amber!"


  "How did you get a hold on him? It can't be because you're a woman. You freeze bathwater when you sit in it."


  "That will be quite enough, Amber."


  "Excuse me, ladies. I never feel comfortable in these hen sessions. I'll just be running along."


  If looks could kill. Domina Dount wanted me deaf to her humiliation. Amber wanted my support.


  I walked. I watched for Amiranda, but there was no sign of her.
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  The Dead Man remained engrossed in his war games. He was feeble company at the best of times. When he was like this, with his genius totally committed, he was no company at all. I consoled myself with the suspicion that he was on to something overlooked by the commanders of the many armies in the Cantard. I was spared his irascibility, too.


  Old Dean was worse company. Each meal came with its pitch for some deprived and homely female relative who, he hinted, had just the touch the house really needed. Amiranda did not come to visit as I'd hoped. After a few days of that I got to feeling wretchedly sorry for myself and decided to go spend my recent gains buying a few barrels of beer retail, for on-site consumption.


  I couldn't get my heart into it. They ran me out of the first two places for doing nothing but taking up space while I nursed a single brew.


  The kidnapping kept nagging me. I should have been happy to have my hundred-ten marks for doing nothing. But I wasn't. There was a wrongness about the thing, the ring of bad crystal. Look at it as I might, though, I couldn't root out the source of the bad odor.


  There wasn't much I could do about it. I didn't have a client. Nobody goes digging around on the Hill just to satisfy a personal curiosity. There was too much potential for pain and none at all for profit.


  In the third bar, nearer home, they let me sit and brood. I'd done well by them in the past and would again. When the man sat down opposite me, I presumed they were trying to make the best use of table space. I didn't look at him till he growled, "Your name Garrett?"


  I looked. He was a big one, broad, thirtyish, with the air of a tough and clothes you don't find anywhere but on the Hill. But no livery. A hired hand who did his work in the shadows. Nothing gave away who owned him. "Who wants to know?"


  "I do."


  "I got a feeling you and me aren't going to get along. I don't recall inviting you to sit."


  "I don't need an invite from a crumb like you."


  He was off the Hill for sure. Their heads swell when they get connected up there. "I know we're not going to be pals."


  "Break my heart, smart boy."


  "I was thinking more along the line of an arm or leg. What do you want, Bruno?"


  Bruno is a derisive generic for a dumb pug. A quick glance around told me he had a couple of buddies along but they were too far away to give him a hand quickly. They were at the bar trying to blend in.


  "Word is going around that you been hanging around Raver Styx's place. You got a rep for mixing in where you're not wanted. We want to know what you're up to."


  "Who is we?" He was so rude he didn't answer, so I suggested, "Why don't you ask the Stormwarden?"


  "I'm asking you, Garrett."


  "You're wasting your time. Go away, Bruno. You're interfering with my drinking."


  He jabbed a hand out and got hold of my left wrist, started to squeeze. He had a good grip but my right hand fell on his. I buried my thumb in the flesh just behind the root joints of his middle and forefingers. I pressed hard. His eyes got big and his face turned white. I smiled a friendly smile.


  "All right, Bruno. You were just going to tell me who you work for and why you're down here trying to convince people that you're somebody scary."


  "You go to hell, you cheap—unh!"


  "You've got to learn to think before you speak. With a mouth like yours it's a miracle you've lived this long."


  "Garrett, you're going to be sorry you were ever—unh!"


  "They say pain is the fastest educator. In your case it looks like even that won't help. Yes?"


  Someone had come to the table, approach unnoticed because I was watching Bruno's pals slowly develop the suspicion that all was not well with their buddy.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  The daPenas were a polite bunch. "Junior. Have a seat. Bruno was just leaving." I let go his hand. He flexed it as he rose, trying to leave me with his best deadly look. He wanted to pop me one, just to remember him by, but when he went to cock it, I let a foot fly under the table and got him in the shin. His eyes got big again, he made one little whimper of a sound, and decided to go away while he was still fit to limp.


  "I see Domina Dount pulled it off and got you back in one piece."


  "Yes."


  "Congratulations on your good fortune. So how come you're down here slumming?"


  The son was the image of the father without the marks of age and dissipation. How had the question of paternity risen? Maybe when he was a baby he hadn't looked so much like his immediate male ancestor. Those notions hang on forever.


  "I wanted to thank you personally."


  "Thank me? For what? I didn't do a damned thing." The kid had one of those apologetic, whiny voices that made you suspect he wanted to be excused for being alive.


  "But you did. At least you appeared to. The kidnappers . . . I overheard them talking. They had somebody watching our place. When they saw you, they talked it over and decided they had to play the whole thing as straight as they could. Because of your reputation. So you see, I owe you a debt of thanks. I might not be here if you hadn't. . . ."


  In addition to his other charms Junior was a rocker. Whenever he spoke, he jerked back and forth, staring into space. It must have been a joy growing up in the Stormwarden's household.


  I got a strong feeling that he had much more on his mind, that gratitude was just an excuse for seeking me out. But you don't have much luck pressing guys like him when you don't have a hold on them. They tend to break for cover. So I leaned back and tried to look pleased with his praise and interested in anything else he might want to tell me. In a moment it was obvious he was working himself up to something. He started stammering. But he never got the chance to open up.


  "Here you are, my lord." And here he was, the Domina's florid flunky, Slauce, wearing an ingratiating smile belied by eyes in which the humor had been extinct for years. "I've been looking everywhere."


  I doubted that. He had to have been following Junior to pop up so quickly and inconveniently.


  "Courter. I was just telling Mr. Garrett how grateful I am for his help." He rocked. His eyes gave him away. He was terrified of this character Courter, who had used the name Slauce when he had visited me.


  "The Domina needs you right away, my lord." A command cautiously couched for my benefit. Junior flinched.


  Across the room Bruno and the boys had been huddled together for a while. Apparently they decided the presence of Junior and his keeper meant there was no more percentage for them there. They went away, though Bruno left me a final dirty look. Junior got up and Courter took hold of his arm, not heavy-handed but definitely like he thought his man might try to run. He passed close enough to trip. I thought about giving it a shot to see what would happen, but I left it as a thought.


  "See you later, Karl."


  His look of despair brightened as he took the notion seriously. Courter looked at me for the only time during his visit. He had visions of bloodshed echoing through his eyes. I smiled and gave him a big friendly wink. It did nothing for his ulcer. I gave it the old try but I couldn't get involved in my drinking. I held a caucus with myself, took a vote, and decided to go home and purge my soul by either subjecting it to the torment of old Dean's recitation of the encyclopedia of his eligible relatives, or simply dosing it with a generous helping of the Dead Man's poisonous humors.


  They disappointed me. Both of them. I think they had discussed it while I was gone. Dean was whistling when I walked in. "What happened? Your females ambush a troop of hussars and take them prisoners for life?"


  He was in too good a mood to take offense. I couldn't get a pout from him. I demanded, "What's going on around here? Why are you grinning like a fox with goose feathers in his whiskers?"


  "It's his nibs. He's ebullient. Exultant. Positively ecstatic."


  "All that, huh? This I've got to see."


  "It is one for the books, Mr. Garrett."


  "What's that you're working on there?"


  "A lamb roast."


  "Lamb is mutton. I don't like mutton." I had more mutton than I ever wanted while I was in the Marines. We ate it every meal except when we had to make do with rocklike chunks of salt pork or circumstances forced us to eat our horses or, worse, we had to subsist on roots and berries.


  "You'll like this. You'll see." He talked cooking technique.


  I walked, grumbling, "Mutton is mutton is mutton," figuring I would have to eat the stuff with a big show of appreciation because whenever I get critical of Dean's cooking and he takes umbrage, the next meal is sure to include green peppers. There is no foodstuff in this or any other world quite so hideously nauseating as the green bell pepper. A pig—even a hungry pig—has better sense than to eat green peppers. But not people. It positively astounds me what people will eat.


  In such a humor I shoved into the Dead Man's room.


  Ah. Garrett. Good afternoon. Good of you to stop in. How is that kidnapping business going?


  "The kid came home in one piece." I stepped out of the room, looked around, stepped back inside.


  Congratulations. A job well done. You will have to tell me all about it. What was that little dance step?


  "Just making sure I was in the right house with the right Dead Man. No congrats due. I didn't have anything to do with it." I went ahead and brought him up to date, leaving out none of the details but Amiranda's overnight vacation from the household of the Stormwarden.


  An interesting situation, infested with anomalies. Almost a pity you have no concern in it. A challenge to crack its shell and lay open the meat within.


  "Feeling our genius today, are we?"


  Indeed. Yes indeed. The mystery of the magic of Glory Mooncalled is a mystery no more. Subject to observational confirmation, of course.


  "You figured out how he does it? When the Venageti War Council can't do better than stumble over their own feet?"


  Indeed.


  "How?"


  Ratiocination, my boy.


  My boy? He was in a mood to crow.


  Cogitation. Induction. Deduction. Repeated experiment manipulating the possible course of events within the known parameters. And from this came a hypothesis bearing the weight of near certainty. I know how Glory Mooncalled did what he did, and with just a bit more information I could predict with some degree of certainty what he will do next.


  "So how does he do it? Does he turn invisible? Does he run through secret tunnels to sneak up and sneak away?"


  I have to reserve the how for now, Garrett. The hypothesis is insufficiently tested, based as it is on one assumption not yet validated. A bit more observation should confirm it, though, and you will be the first to know.


  "No doubt." He would crow like a herd of roosters watching three suns rising. If he was not already. "Why don't you—"


  "Mr. Garrett?" Dean had his head in the doorway. "Excuse me. There's a young woman here to see you."


  His nose was up and his choice of the word "woman" over "lady" told me he thought her a floozy and probably some playmate of mine not nearly as worthy of me as any one of a dozen of his nieces.


  "Who is she?"


  "She wouldn't say. She seemed perfectly familiar with you, though." Again with the nose up.


  I excused myself and headed for the door expecting Amiranda. They just can't stay away from you, Garrett. It was Amber. She gave me her big teasing smile as I let her in. Dean had instructions to let no one in without consulting me or the Dead Man first. I scanned the street as Amber brushed past. I didn't see Courter Slauce but assumed he was out there watching.


  Amber did some posing, showing off her best features, of which she had several. "Aren't you dressed for the kill today? What's the occasion?" I gave the street another scan. Nothing. But women from the Hill don't wander my end of town unchaperoned. Not unless they're so severely unaware of personal danger that the bad guys shy off as if they were holy madmen.


  "A hunt. Of sorts." She did have a promising smile.


  "I see. How old are you, Amber?"


  "Twenty." She lied. My immediate guess was eighteen going on thirty.


  "Uhm. This way." I stalled for time while I led her to my office. There is a side of me that is very fond of women. There is also a side that's wary of those who bring gifts without being asked. When they stand near a center of power and are as changeable and spoiled as this one probably was, I want to play it very carefully. I thought I saw a way.


  "I'm a charming scamp, I know. Hurt me to the quick though it does, I'm old enough, plain enough, and poor enough to suspect that maybe my profession has more to do with you being here."


  "Maybe." She went on trying to flirt. I had a bad feeling she might be one of those who couldn't deal with a man until she proved to herself she could lead him around by his hopes and fantasies. That kind regards consummation as something to avoid at all costs. She was young but she knew her men well enough to know actually giving in would dilute her power. I assumed she was playing that game, so I did my best to let her think she might get what she wanted without stretching her virtue.


  She did appeal. A whole damned lot. But I'll have to know a Stormwarden's daughter a lot better before I take the risks inherent in such a situation.


  "There is one thing you could do," she admitted. "But that can wait. Don't you feel crowded in here? Isn't there somewhere else? That old man could walk in anytime."


  At which point I made the mistake of sitting down. My sitter was barely in place when a hundred pounds of potential parked her sitter on my lap. So much for Garrett's infallible estimates of members of the female species. She had me going for a minute—until she giggled. I don't like my women to giggle. It makes me doubt their maturity. Still, when the culprit is sitting on your lap, wagging her tail. . . .


  "Mr. Garrett." It was that old man. "Mr. Dotes is here. He says it's important."


  Saved!


  Damn it.
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  "Do you have to, Garrett?"


  "You don't know Morley Dotes. If he comes here, it's important."


  I had Amber about half pried loose when Dotes blew in. He stopped and gawked, then that sparkle flashed in his eye. I'm going to throw pepper in there someday just to get tears to wash it out.


  "Down, boy. What's going on?"


  Amber made a show of neatening herself up. I guess she knew she had it and couldn't help flaunting it.


  "Your pal Saucerhead. He's in the Bledsoe carved up bad enough to kill a mammoth."


  "Bound to happen in his line of work." Which was pretty much the same as Morley's less public line, so he gave me a sour look when he could steal a second from appreciating Amber. "How did it happen?"


  "Don't have much yet. He staggered in from somewhere way the hell out in the country. They say he shouldn't have made it, but you know him. Too stubborn and stupid to die. They don't think he'll make it."


  "Who does, down there? What the hell was he doing out in the boondocks?"


  Morley gave me a funny look. "I thought you'd know. He left the place early last night because he had a job. Said you recommended him."


  "Me? I never. . . . Oh. Damn. I'd better get down there." I had butterflies the size of horses. Amiranda. Had to be.


  "I'll stroll along with you, then. I haven't had my exercise today." Far be it from Morley Dotes to admit he had a friend anywhere in the known universe. As he turned to leave, Amber whispered, "Wait, Garrett." The music was out of her voice.


  "Is it critical?"


  "To me it is."


  "Wait for me at the front door, Morley. So. Tell me."


  "My brother came home this morning. They let him go."


  "Good for him."


  "That means Domina paid the ransom."


  "Seems likely. So?"


  "So there's two hundred thousand gold marks out there somewhere that belong to my family, that somebody couldn't yell about if it got taken away. Do you think you could find it?"


  "Maybe. If I wanted to bad enough. A chunk like that, in the hands of amateurs, would leave a trail like a rogue mammoth. The trick would be getting to it before all the other sharpshooters in town."


  "Help me find it, Garrett. You can have half."


  "Whoa, girl. That's asking for big trouble with no guarantee of any—"


  "This may be my first, last, and only chance to make a hit big enough to get away from my mother. If I could get that money before she comes home, I could disappear so thoroughly she couldn't find me with an army. You could do pretty good with a hundred thousand, too."


  "That I could. That I could."


  She posed. "And there are ancillary benefits, too."


  "Yes. Yes indeed. I'll need some time to think about what I'd need and what I'd have to do. In the meantime, I've got a friend in the infirmary trying to die. I want to see him before he goes."


  "Sure." She didn't sound thrilled to hear about obligations imposed by friendship. "I'll come back tomorrow if I can get away from Courter and his bullies. Next day for sure. Maybe you could give that old man the day off." She turned on the smile.


  "Maybe I'll think about that too."


  She giggled. "You do that."


  I patted her fanny. "Come on. Off with you. My friend Morley will be getting impatient." I followed her to the front door. There is nothing I can say to disparage the view from that perspective.


  Dean was waiting to bolt up after me, which meant he had been eavesdropping again. I shot him an ugly glare, but it ricocheted like water off the proverbial duck.


  Morley was waiting outside. While I stood listening to Dean shoot the bolts, we appreciated Amber's departure.


  "Where do you find them, Garrett?"


  "I don't. They find me."


  "Bull feathers."


  "It's true. I just sit here like a big old trapdoor spider and nab them when they walk by. Then I turn on the Garrett charm and they swoon into my arms."


  "That one is no swooner, Garrett. The one the other night wasn't, either. High Hill fluff, both of them. Right?"


  "Off the Hill. I wouldn't call them fluff."


  "No. Probably not." He sighed. "Why doesn't something like that ever turn up at my place?"


  "You're doing all right from what I see. Don't get your heart set on this one. You'd be asking for a visit from the whirlwind. Her mother is a Stormwarden."


  "Another dream shattered by bitter reality. Still, it's a pity. A pity—that's sweet. Let's go see Saucerhead and find out which way to lay our bets."
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  The Bledsoe Infirmary is an imperial charity, meaning it's supposed to provide medical care for the indigent. If you're in the place, though, your chances improve a hell of a lot if you or a friend happen to come up with some cash. Human nature, I guess. I'm not always the biggest fan of my own species. They weren't going to let me near Saucerhead at first. He was supposedly in real bad shape and would be checking out very soon. Then somebody saw the flash of gold between my fingers and heard a hint or two about metal changing hands if the prognosis improved, and first thing you knew the whole infirmary had a new attitude. Zip! Morley and I were in Saucerhead's ward watching a gang of physicians and healers do their stuff.


  Saucerhead looked terrible when they started, paper pale after losing what appeared to be several gallons of blood. He didn't look much better when they finished, but his breathing was steadier, less inclined to the characteristic sighs. I scattered a few marks and showed that I had a few more that might want to keep the others company. Saucerhead didn't do anything but breathe for a couple of hours. Good enough by me. That put us a few points up on Death.


  Morley spoke only once the entire time we were waiting, in a tiny whisper. "If I ever get so desperate I come in here, you come cut my throat and put me out of my misery." The remark illuminated the side of Morley Dotes with a morbid dread of sickness. After this visit he would be on double rations, stoking up on green leafies and whatnot, for weeks.


  Not that the Bledsoe was anybody's idea of heaven. One look around was enough to curdle a vampire's bones. And this was just a ward to die in. The insane wards are supposed to be ripped straight out of the dungeons of hell. I couldn't figure why Saucerhead had picked the Bledsoe. He was no tycoon but he wasn't a pauper, either.


  We saw only one other vertical human being after the staff left, a priest who was probably the only decent human being working the Bledsoe. I knew him vaguely. He was one of the bigger names in one of the more obscure and bizarre of the several hundred cults hag-riding TunFaire. He came over and stared down at the huge slab of muscle that was Saucerhead Tharpe. There was a nobility about Tharpe even in his extremity. It recalled the nobility of the lion or the mammoth. A good guy to have on your side, a bad guy to have for an enemy, simple, trustworthy, and as tough as they make them.


  "Has he had his rites?"


  "I don't know, Father."


  "What gods did he have?"


  I put temptation aside. "None that I know about. But we don't need sacraments. This is a life watch, not a deathwatch. He's going to make it."


  The priest checked the name chalked on the wall above the head of Saucerhead's cot. "I'll say a prayer for him." Small smile. "It never hurts, even with a sure thing." He went on to those who needed him more, leaving me with the suspicion I had been one-upped.


  Saucerhead must have been awake awhile before he let us know. His first remark, a hoarse croak, was, "Garrett, remind me to stay the hell away from your women."


  I grunted and waited.


  "Getting that one out of the Cantard got me half killed. I thought this one did me all the way."


  "Yeah. What the hell did you come here for? If you had go-power enough to make it this far, you could have got yourself to somebody who could have done you some good."


  "I was born here, Garrett. I had it in my head I was done for and it seemed right it should end up where it started. I guess I wasn't thinking too good."


  "Yeah. You big dumb goof. Well, you're going to make it in spite of yourself and these jackals. You got enough energy to tell me what happened?"


  "Yeah." His face darkened.


  "So? What happened?"


  "She's dead, Garrett! They killed her. I got five or six of them but they was too many and they got past me and cut her. . . ." And he started by god getting up off that cot.


  "Hold him down, Morley. What the hell are you doing, Saucerhead?"


  "I got to go. I never blowed a job like that before, Garrett. Never."


  Morley put him back down with one hand. Saucerhead was running on spirit alone.


  There were tears in his eyes. "She was just a little bit of a thing, Garrett. Sweet as a sugar bun and cute as a button. They shouldn't ought to have done that to her."


  "You're right. They shouldn't have." Part of me had known the worst all along, but the part that wishes and hopes was just getting the word.


  Saucerhead tried getting up again. "I got to, Garrett."


  "You got to heal up. I'll take care of the rest. I've got an interest that came before yours. After you give me everything you've got, Morley is going to get you out of here and take you wherever you want to stay. And I'm going headhunting."


  Morley gave me a look. He didn't say anything. He didn't have to.


  "Don't you start playing devil's advocate, Morley Dotes, telling me there's no percentage in getting involved. You'd do the same damned thing even if you dressed it up as something else. Come on, Saucerhead. Give it to me. Start from the beginning, the first time you laid eyes on her."


  Saucerhead may not be speedy mentally, but his mind gets where it needs to go. And he sees what goes on around him and remembers it.


  "The first time I seen her was with you at Morley's Place. I thought to myself, How come a runt like Morley Dotes or a homely geek like Garrett always comes up with all the jewels?"


  "He isn't dying," I said. "A sick sense of humor is the first thing that comes back. Imagine. Calling me homely. Never mind that night, Saucerhead. When did you see her again?"


  "Yesterday afternoon. She tracked me down at my place."


  She found him there and told him that I'd recommended him for any bodyguarding she needed done. She had a thing she wanted to do that night but she was nervous and scared and even though she was sure there would be no trouble, she thought it wouldn't hurt to have somebody along. Just in case. Just to make her more comfortable. After Saucerhead agreed to stick with her until she felt she didn't need him anymore, she went away until shortly before dusk, when she came back with a small open carriage.


  "She have anything with her?"


  "Bunch of cases in the back. The kind women stuff with clothes and things. She wasn't planning on coming back."


  "Uhm. She say anything about what she was doing?"


  That was the only time he was a little uncertain about what he ought to tell. He decided I needed everything. "She never said what she was up to. But she was going to meet somebody. And she wasn't planning on coming back."


  "Then if you hadn't been along, she would've disappeared and nobody would've known what really happened." Gods. I blind myself with my own brilliance sometimes.


  "Yeah. You going to let me tell it? Or should I catch a nap while you're jacking your jaw?"


  "One more thing, then you can get on. Your payment. How and when?"


  "Up front. I always make them pay up front . . . well, I almost made an exception for her. I took every coin she had, and then she was still half a mark short. I forgave her that and told her she should hold out part of the fee so she wouldn't short herself. But she said there was no problem, and when we got where we were going, I'd get my other half mark and maybe a nice bonus for being such a sweetheart."


  "Yeah. That's Saucerhead Tharpe all over. A real sweetheart. All right. Go on."


  They had moved out in the twilight, Saucerhead on horseback behind the carriage. He was lightly armed, but that wasn't unusual. He preferred to rely on his strength and speed. I didn't have to ask if he had seen anyone watching or following. He was looking for that and saw nothing. They left the city after dark and headed north at a leisurely pace, not doing any fancy switch backing, not hurrying, and not drawing any special attention. Because he rode behind the buggy most of the way, they didn't talk much. But there was a three-quarter moon and a clear sky, and he was able to tell she was getting more worried and nervous as the night wore on. She was thoughtful of him and the animals, pausing for several rests.


  About three in the morning they came to a woodland crossroad a couple miles from the famous old battleground at Litchfield, where some say the old imperial bones still sometimes get up and stalk around in search of the man who betrayed their commander.


  As is customary at important crossroads, there was a central grass diamond with its tutelary obelisk. Amiranda stopped next to the obelisk where her team could crop grass. She told Saucerhead they would wait there. As soon as the person she was meeting showed, he could head back to TunFaire.


  Saucerhead dismounted. After working the kinks out he just stood leaning against the buggy, waiting. Amiranda had little to say. An hour dragged past. She became more worried by the minute. Saucerhead's feeble attempts to reassure her foundered on his ignorance. She believed her worst fears were coming true.The moon was about to depart the heavens and the east was lightening when Saucerhead realized they were no longer alone. An absence of the gossip of birds awakening tipped him off. He just had time to warn Amiranda before they charged out of the woods.The moment he saw them he knew they weren't just road agents.


  "There was at least fifteen of them, Garrett. Ogres. Some of them with the pure blood, like you don't hardly never see no more. They had knives and sharp sticks and clubs and big bones and you could tell they was bent on murder. They was cussing in ogre on account of me being there. They wasn't expecting me."


  Saucerhead wasn't clear himself on how it went after that, except that he got himself between the ogres and Amiranda, with his back against the buggy, and went to work with a knife and club of his own, and when he lost those, with bare hands and brute strength.


  "I killed five or six, but there just ain't a whole lot any one man can do when he's outnumbered so bad. They just kept piling on me and hitting and cutting me. That girl, she didn't have enough sense to run. She tried to fight, too. But they dragged her down and cut on her. . . . I thought I whipped them for a minute 'cause they all ran off. To the edge of the woods. But then I went down and couldn't get up again. Couldn't even move. They thought I was dead. They dragged me over and dumped me in the brush, then they dragged everyone else over, then they started going through the girl's stuff, cussing 'cause there wasn't nothing worth nothing, but they squabbled like sparrows over every piece anyway. And not once even thinking about helping their buddies that was hurt."


  Then they heard someone coming. They scurried around cleaning up after themselves, then took off down the road with the buggy and Saucerhead's horse. About that time Saucerhead got himself together enough to get on his feet. He found Amiranda, scooped her up, and headed out.


  "I wasn't thinking so good," he said. "I didn't want her to be dead so I didn't believe it. There's this witch I know that lives about three miles from there, back in the woods. I told myself if I could get the girl to her everything would be all right. And you know me. I get my mind set. . . ."


  Yeah. I tried to picture it. Saucerhead half dead, still bleeding, stumbling through the woods carrying a dead woman. And after that, he walked all the way back to TunFaire so he'd be in the right place when he died. I asked a lot of questions then, mostly about the ogres and what they'd said when they'd thought him dead. He hadn't heard anything I could use. I got directions to the witch's hut.


  Saucerhead was getting weaker then, but he was working himself up again. I told him, "You just relax. If I don't get it straightened out, you can take over when you're well again. Morley, I want you to get him out of here. Come on. Morley will be back to get you, Saucerhead."


  

  


  


  Morley finally spoke when we hit the street. "Nasty business."


  "You heard of anybody getting rich since yesterday?"


  "No." He gave me a look.


  "Got any contacts in Ogre Town?" If you aren't part ogre, you can't get the time of day down there. I had a couple of people I knew there but none I knew well enough to get any help on this.


  "A few. But not anybody who'll tell me anything about a deal that has Raver Styx on the other end of it."


  "That's my problem."


  "You going out there to look around?"


  "Maybe tomorrow. Got some loose ends to knot up around here first."


  "Use some company when you go? I'm way behind on my exercise."


  He pretended he was interested in anything but what interested him. "I don't think so. And somebody has to stay here and keep reminding Saucerhead that he's hurt."


  "It got personal, eh?"


  "Very."


  "You be careful out there."


  "Damned right I will. And you keep your ears open. I'm interested in news about ogres and news about anybody with a sudden pocketful of gold."


  We parted. I went home and wrapped myself around a couple gallons of beer.
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  The Dead Man's mood hadn't soured by the next morning. I got worried. Were we getting to the beginning of the end? I didn't know enough about the Loghyr to be sure what sort of symptom persistent good humor might be. I told him about Saucerhead, leaving out none of the details. "That give you any ideas?"


  Several. But you have not given me enough information to form more than one definite opinion.


  "A definite one? You? What is it?"


  Your little overnight treat was involved up to her cute little ears in the kidnapping of the Stormwarden's son. If not a part of the conspiracy itself, she did at least have guilty knowledge.


  I didn't argue. I had formed that suspicion myself. It was good to know I had a mind nearly as agile as his, if not so absolute in its decisions. But him being a genius exempts him from the doubts plaguing us mere mortals.


  "Would you care to run through your reasoning?"


  It would appear simple and obvious enough for even one of your narrow intellectual focus to unravel. I gave him a big grin. That was his way of zinging me for having dared entertain overnight in my own home. He couldn't shake his good humor completely, though. He added, Troublesome as females are when they step out of their proper roles as connivers, manipulators, gossips, backstabbers, and bearers and nurturers of the young, slaughtering them is not an acceptable form of chastisement. I urge you to persist in your inquiries, Garrett. With all due caution. I would not care to see you share the woman's fate. How would I attend the funeral?


  "You're just a sentimental fool, aren't you?"


  Too often too much so for my own welfare.


  "Ha! Dirty truth gets caught with its nose sticking out. If I get scrubbed, you might have to get off your mental duff and do some honest geniusing in order to keep a roof over your head."


  I am an artist, Garrett. I do not—


  "And I'm a frog prince under a witch's spell."


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  I turned. Dean was at the door. "What?"


  "That woman is here again."


  "The one who was here yesterday?"


  "The same." You would have thought he smelled spoiled onions in his pantry the way his face was puckered.


  "Take her into the office. Don't let her touch you. It might be communicable." I let him get out of hearing before adding, "You might carry it to your nieces and suddenly have them all turn desirable."


  You ride him too hard, Garrett. He is a sensitive man with an abiding concern for his loved ones.


  "I let him get out of hearing, didn't I?"


  I would not want to lose him.


  "Me neither. I'd have to go back to cleaning up after you myself." I got out then, ignoring him trying to come up with the last word. We could kill a whole day that way. Amber was looking her best and sensed that I saw and felt it. She tried starting up where she left off. I told her, "I've decided to find that money for you. I think we're going to have to stick to business and move damned fast if we want to catch the trail before it's cold. I did a lot of legwork yesterday, poking under rocks. I came up with a sack full of air. I'm starting to think the whole thing was an out-of-town operation."


  "Garrett!" She wanted to play. But she could accept two hundred thousand marks gold as a good reason for not, for the moment. I figured her for the type who could get hooked on the challenge. That might be my next problem.


  "What do you mean, out-of-town operation?"


  "Like I said yesterday, a thing involving two hundred thousand and snatching Raver Styx's kid is going to take big planning and leave big tracks, even when the best pros are working the job. One way to give the tracks a chance to disappear in the mud is to do your design work, recruiting, purchasing, and rehearsal somewhere far away. Then you might take the gold somewhere else, still. In fact, with so much gold involved, you might want to tie up loose ends by erasing any connection between yourself and the kidnap victim."


  "You mean kill off the people who helped you?"


  "Yes."


  "That's horrible. That's . . . that's terrible."


  "It's a terrible world. With a lot of terrible people in it. Not to mention things like ogres and ghouls. Or vampires and wolf men, who see the rest of us as prey, though they used to be human themselves."


  "It's horrible."


  "Of course. But it's the kind of thing we may run into. You still game? We're partners, you're going to have to carry your half of the load."


  "Me? How can I help?"


  "You can get me a chance to talk to your brother and Amiranda."


  She looked puzzled. Not too bright, my Amber? But decorative. Definitely decorative. "I haven't dug up but one clue yet, and it's not worth squat by itself."


  "What is it?"


  "Uh-uh. I keep my cards to my chest till I get a better picture."


  "Why do you need to talk to Karl and Amiranda?"


  "Karl because he's the only one who had any direct contact with the kidnappers—except maybe Domina Dount, when she delivered the ransom. Amiranda because she works for the Domina and might have picked up something useful. I can't go grill Willa Dount. She'd want the gold back herself if she knew we were looking for it. Wouldn't she?"


  "Yeah. But Karl would want a cut if he knew what we were doing. He wants out of that house as bad as I do. Amiranda, the same way."


  "You get me a chance to talk to them. I'll think of some reason for it."


  "All right. But you'd better be careful. Especially with Amiranda. She's a little witch."


  "You don't like her?"


  "Not very much. She's smarter than me and when she wants she can make herself almost as pretty. Even my own mother always treats her better than me. But I don't think I hate her. I just wish she'd go away."


  "And she wants to get away as badly as you and your brother do? When she gets better treatment?"


  "Better than awful is still bad, Garrett."


  "How soon can you fix it so I can see Karl?"


  "It'll be hard. He won't be able to sneak out right now. Domina has Courter watching him every minute. She says the kidnapping won't stay a secret and when the news gets out how much the ransom was, somebody else might try it again. Would they?"


  "That happens. There are a lot of lazy, stupid crooks who try to get by imitating success. Your family will be at risk till your mother takes some action to make it plain that folks who mess with her live short and awful lives."


  "She probably wouldn't even care."


  She would care even if she had no use or love for her offspring, but I had no inclination to illuminate Amber about the symbols and trappings of power and what the powerful have to do to keep them polished and frightening. "The next step has to be your brother. If he can't come to me, I'll go to him. You arrange something. I'll follow you home about a half hour behind you. I'll hang around outside somewhere. You give me a signal when it's all right to come in. Might as well set it for me to see Amiranda, too. What will the signal be?"


  I had chosen a conspiratorial tone. It worked. She got into the spirit of doings shadowed and sinister. "I'll flash a mirror out my window. Give me five minutes after that, then meet me at the postern."


  "Which window?"


  While she explained, I reflected that she had this gimmick too pat to have come up with it on the spur of the moment. I hoped it was a device she used to sneak lovers inside. If she had been getting away with that, the notion might be marginally workable. If she was setting me up. . . .


  But she had no reason that I could see. It was plain that her only interest was laying hands on her mother's gold. You get paranoid in this business. But maybe paranoids get that way because of all the people out to get them.


  "Better scoot along now," I told her. "Before they miss you up there and start wondering."


  "A half hour wouldn't make any difference, would it?"


  "A half hour might make all the difference."


  "I can get real stubborn when I really want something, Garrett."


  "I'll bet you can. I hope you're as stubborn about the gold if we find things getting tight." I guided her toward the front door.


  "Tight? How could it get dangerous?"


  "Are you kidding? Not to be melodramatic"—like hell! —"but it could get to be a long, dark, narrow valley between your mother and the kidnappers before we get that gold socked away."


  She looked at me with big eyes while that sank in. Then she turned on the smile. "Keep that golden carrot dangling out front and this mule won't even see the brooding hills."


  So. A little slow, maybe, but gutsy. Old Dean was watching from down the hall, exercising his disapproving scowl. I patted Amber on the fanny. "That's the spirit, kid. Remember. I'm half an hour behind you. Try not to leave me standing in the street too long."


  She spun around and laid a kiss on me that must have curled Dean's hair and toes. It did mine. She backed off, winked, and scooted.
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  I went back and got a big cold one to fortify myself for the coming campaign. I had to draw it myself. Dean had been stricken blind and could hear nothing but ghosts. He was exasperated with me. I downed the long one, drew another, lowered the keg, then went to tell the Dead Man the latest. He growled and snarled a little, just to make me feel at home. I asked if he was ready to reveal Glory Mooncalled's secrets. He told me no, and get out, and I left suspecting cracks had appeared in his hypothesis. A cracked hypothesis can be lethal to the Loghyr ego.


  After depositing my empty mug in the kitchen, I went upstairs and rooted through the closet that serves as the household arsenal, selected a few inconspicuous pieces of steel and a lead-weighted, leather-wrapped truncheon that had served me well in the past. With a warning to Dean to lock up after the ghosts left, I hit the street. It was a nice day if one doesn't mind an inconsistent hovering between mist and drizzle. Comes with the time of year. The grape growers like it except when they don't. If they had their way, every Stormwarden in the business would be employed full-time making fine adjustments in weather so they could maximize the premium of their vintages.


  I was moist and crabby by the time I reached the Hill and started looking for a place to lurk. But the neighborhood had been designed with the inconsiderate notion that lurkers should not be welcome, so I had to hoof it up and down and around, hanging out in one small area trying to look like I belonged there. I told myself I was a pavement inspector and went to work detecting every defect in the lay of those stones. After fifteen minutes that lasted a day and a half, I caught Amber's signal—a candle instead of a mirror—and started drifting toward the postern. A day later that opened and Amber peeked out.


  "Not a minute too soon, sweetheart. Here come the dragoons."


  The folks on the Hill all tip into a community pot to hire a band of thugs whose task is to spare the Hill folk the discomfitures and embarrassments of the banditry we who live closer to the river have to accept as a fact of life, like dismal weather.


  Not fooled for a minute by my romance with the cobblestones, a pair of those luggers were headed my way under full sail. They had been on the job too long. Their beams were as broad as their heights. But they meant business and I wasn't interested in getting into a head-knocking contest with guys who had merely to blow a whistle to conjure up more arguments for their side.


  I got through the postern and left them with their meat hooks clamped on nothing but a peel of Amber's laughter. "That's Meenie and Mo. They're brothers. Eenie and Minie must have been circling in on you from the other side. We used to tease them terribly when we were kids."


  A couple of remarks occurred to me, but with manly fortitude I kept them behind my teeth.


  Amber led me through a maze of servants' passages, chattering brightly about how she and Karl used the corridors to elude Willa Dount's vigilance. Again I restrained myself from commenting.


  We had to go up a flight and this way and that, part through passages no longer in use, or at least immune to cleaning. Then Amber shushed me while she peeked between hangings into a hallway for regular people with real blue blood in their veins. "Nobody around. Hurry." She dashed.


  I trotted along behind dutifully, appreciating the view. I've never understood those cultures where they make the women walk three paces behind the man. Or maybe I do. There are more of them around arranged like Willa Dount than there are like Amber.


  She swept me through a doorway into an empty room and rolled right around with her arms reaching. I caught her by the waist. "Tricked me, eh?"


  "No. He'll be here in a minute. He has to get away. Meantime, you know the old saying."


  "I live with a dead Loghyr. I hear a lot of old sayings, some of them so hoary the hills blush with embarrassment at his flair for cliché. Which old saying did you have in mind?"


  "The one about all work and no play makes Garrett a dull boy."


  I should have guessed.


  She was determined to wear me down. And she was getting the job done.


  Whump! The edge of the door got me as I was bending forward, contemplating yielding to temptation.


  The story of my life.


  I let my momentum carry me several steps out of orbit around Amber. She laughed.


  Karl came into the room spouting apologies and turning red. He might have gone into a hand-wringing act if he had not had them loaded.


  "I smell brew," I said. "The elixir of the gods."


  "I recalled you were drinking beer in that place the other day. I thought it would be only courteous to provide refreshments, and so I. . . ."


  A chatterer.


  I was amazed. Not only had he managed to come up with an idea of his own, he had managed to carry it out by himself, without so much as a servant to lug the tray. Maybe he did have a little of his grandfather in him after all. A thimbleful, or so.


  He presented me with a capacious mug. I went to work on it. He nibbled the foam on a smaller one, just to show me what a democratic fellow he was. "Why did you want to talk to me, Mr. Garrett? I couldn't make much sense out of what Amber told me."


  "I want to satisfy my professional curiosity. Your kidnapping was the most unusual one I've ever encountered. For my own benefit I want to study its ins and outs in case I ever get into a similar situation. The success of the kidnappers might encourage somebody to pull the same stunt again."


  Karl looked very uncomfortable. He planted himself on a chair and gripped his mug in both hands. He pressed it into his lap in hopes of steadying it so I wouldn't notice it was shaking. I let him think he had me fooled.


  "But what can I tell you that would be of any use, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Everything. From the beginning. Where and how they laid hands on you. All the way through to the end. Where and how they turned you loose. I'll try not to interrupt unless you lose me. All right?" I took a long swig. "Good stuff."


  Karl bobbed his head. He took a swig of his own. Amber sidled to the tray and discovered that Karl had brought wine, too, though he hadn't bothered to offer her any.


  Junior said, "It started five or six nights ago. Right, Amber?"


  "Don't look at me. I still wouldn't know about it if I didn't eavesdrop."


  "Six nights ago, I guess. I spent the evening with a friend." He thought about it before telling me, "At a place called Half the Moon."


  "That's a house of ill repute," Amber said, in case I didn't know.


  "I've heard of it. Go on. They got you there?"


  "As I was leaving. Going out the back way so nobody would see me."


  That didn't sound like the behavior of the hell-raiser he was supposed to be. "Why the sneak? I thought that wasn't your style."


  "So Domina wouldn't hear about it. I was supposed to be out working."


  That puzzled me. "The word is that she has everyone on a tight leash while your mother is in the Cantard. Yet you two seem to come and go when you want."


  "Not when we want," Amber said. "When we can. Courter and Domina can't be everywhere watching all the time."


  "I thought you said you wouldn't interrupt, Mr. Garrett."


  "So I did. Go on. When last seen you were making a getaway out the back door of Lettie Faren's place."


  "Yes. I stopped to say good night to someone, right in the doorway, with my back to the outside. Somebody put a leather sack over my head. It must have had a drawstring sort of thing on it because before I could yell I was being strangled. I was scared to death. I knew I was being murdered and there wasn't any way I could stop it. And then the lights went out." He shivered.


  I set my mug down. "Who were you saying good-bye to?" I tried to keep it casual but he wasn't a complete dummy. He didn't answer. I stared him straight in the eye. He looked away.


  "He doesn't want to believe it," Amber said.


  "What's that?"


  "That his favorite little tidbit was in on it. She had to be, didn't she? I mean, she would have seen whoever it was over his shoulder. Wouldn't she? And she would have had time to warn him if she wasn't part of it?"


  "That's certainly worth a few questions. Does the lady have a name?"


  Amber looked at Karl. He tried divining the future from the lees of his beer. Maybe he didn't like what he saw. He grabbed the pitcher off the tray and poured himself a refill, mumbling something as he did so. I collected the pitcher and pursued his fine example. "What was that?"


  "He said her name is Donni Pell." Put a point down for the kid. If she had wanted, she could have stuck it to him anytime, but she held back until he was ready to surrender the name himself.


  Karl started working himself up a case of the miseries. He said, "I can't believe Donni was in on what. . . . I've known her for four years. She just wouldn't. . . ."


  I reserved my opinion of what people in Donni's line would and would not do for money. "All right. Let's move on. You were strangled unconscious. When and where did you wake up?"


  "I'm not sure. It was nighttime and in the country. I think. From what sounds I could hear. I was bound hand and foot and still had the bag over my head. I think I was inside a closed coach of some kind but I can't be sure. That would make sense, though, wouldn't it?"


  "For them it would. What else?"


  "I had a bad headache."


  "That follows. Go on."


  "They got me where they were taking me, which turned out to be an abandoned farmhouse of some sort."


  I urged him to get very detailed. It was in moments of transfer when kidnappers were most at risk of betraying themselves.


  "They lifted me out of the coach. Somebody cut the ropes around my ankles. One got me by each arm and they walked me inside. There were at least four of them. Maybe five or six. After they got me inside, somebody cut the rope on my wrists. A door closed behind me. After a long time standing there I finally got up the nerve to take the bag off my head."


  He paused to unparch his throat. He could pour it down once he got started. Being a naturally courteous fellow, I matched him swallow for swallow, though I hadn't been working my throat nearly so hard. "A farmhouse, you say? How did you discover that?"


  "I'll get to it. Anyway, I took the bag off. I was in a room about twelve feet by twelve feet that hadn't been cleaned in years. There were some blankets to sleep on—all old and dirty and smelly—a chamber pot that never did get emptied, a rickety homemade chair, and a small table with one leg broken."


  He had his eyes closed. He was visualizing. "On the table was one of those earthenware pitcher-and-bowl sets with a rusty metal dipper to take a drink with. The pitcher was cracked so it leaked a little into the bowl. I drank about a quart of water right away. Then I went and looked out the window and tried to get myself together. I was scared to death. I didn't have any idea what was going on. Until I got back here and found out Domina had ransomed me, I had my mind made up that some of Mother's political enemies had grabbed me so they could twist her arm."


  "Tell me about that window. That sounds like a big lapse on their part."


  "Not really. It was closed with a shutter and the shutter was nailed from outside. But the place was old and there was a crack in the shutter big enough to see through. As it turned out, my seeing what was outside didn't matter."


  "How so?"


  "The way they let me go. They just walked off and left me there. I figured it out when they stopped feeding me."


  "Did you ever see any of them?"


  "No."


  "How did they get food to you, then?"


  "They made me stand facing the wall when they brought the food in and took the old platter out."


  "Then they talked to you?"


  "One did. But only from outside the door and then all he ever said was that it was time to get against the wall. But sometimes I could hear them talking. Not very often. They didn't have much to say to each other."


  "Not even about how they were going to spend their shares of the money?"


  "I never heard any mention of money at all. That was one of the reasons I decided the whole thing was political. That and the fact that, after the strangling, they treated me pretty gently. That isn't what I would have expected of kidnappers for profit."


  "It isn't customary."


  He had his eyes closed and his mind on the past. I don't think he heard me. "The only thing I ever heard that might have had anything to do with the situation was the last afternoon. Before they vanished. Someone came running into the place and yelled, ‘Hey, Skredli, it's coming through tonight.' I never heard what, though."


  "Skredli? You're sure?"


  "Yes."


  "You think it was a name?"


  "It sounded like one. You think it might have been?" I knew damned well it was. Skred is the ogre equivalent of Smith, only it is twice as common. Skredli compares with Smitty. Half the ogres in the world are called Skredli, it seems like. So much for the lucky break.


  We let it sit that way for a minute while we split the remaining contents of the pitcher. It was a good brew. I wish its like befell me more often. But I usually can't afford the price of a sniff on my own hooks.


  "So. We're almost to the end. What happened after Skredli got yelled at?"


  "Basically nothing. As far as I know, for those guys that was the end of it."


  I waited for him to expand upon that. "They didn't bring me any supper. By midnight I was hungry enough to bang on the door and complain. That didn't do any good. I tried to sleep. I did a little, then when breakfast didn't come, I got up and pitched a real fit. I pounded the door so hard I broke it open. Then I got so scared they would beat me that I hid in my blankets. But nothing happened. Eventually I worked up enough nerve to go look out the door, then to slip out and explore."


  "They were gone?"


  "Long gone. The ashes in the kitchen weren't even warm. I ate some scraps they left behind. After those hit bottom I felt braver and decided to do some exploring."


  Karl paused to look into his mug and curse because he could see the bottom and there were no reserves to rush into the fray.


  I waited.


  Karl told me, "That's why I know all about the farmhouse. A pretty substantial place before it was abandoned." He gave me an exhaustive description, not a peasant hovel but not a manor house either. "After I'd looked around awhile I finally got up enough nerve to follow the coach tracks through the woods. After a mile or so I came to a road. A passing tinker told me it was the Vorkuta-Lichfield road, a little over three miles west of the battlefield."


  Amazing. Karl had been sequestered within two miles of the place where Amiranda had bought hers and Saucerhead almost took a slice too many. I was so astonished I may have blinked. "So you just walked on home?"


  "Yes. I think I'll go fill this pitcher again. This is taking longer than I thought."


  "No need. I'm almost done. Just a couple questions more."


  "What do you think? Was it an unusual kidnapping?"


  "In some ways. But it went off smooth and you can't criticize success."


  "I don't know much about this kind of thing. I was so damned scared while it was happening I didn't study it or think about it. How was it remarkable?"


  He had a hook out and wanted to see if he could pull in the name of his friend Donni Pell. Amber had a similar notion. She was alert for the first time in half an hour. I disappointed them both because I had ideas of my own and wanted to save Donni for myself.


  "Two peculiarities pounce at you like ogres from ambush. The one that bothers me the least is that they locked you in a room you could break out of without bothering to keep you tied or blindfolded. But that could be explained several ways. No, the big croggle is the way Willa Dount handled her end. She turned over a lot of gold to proven crooks without doing anything to make sure the merchandise she was buying was in good condition. The custom is for the purchaser to insist on delivery at the point of sale. Otherwise there's nothing to keep the kidnappers honest."


  Karl mumbled something that sounded like, "I wondered about that, too."


  He was in a declining mood and getting restless. I supposed it was time to attack. I went after him hard about timing and movements, and when I noticed Amber looking at me odd and Karl frowning angrily as he stumbled over his answers, I decided I'd gotten too intense. "What the hell is this? I'm doing a professional exercise and I get going like it's the real thing. Thanks, Karl. You've been a lot more patient than I would have been if the roles had been reversed."


  "You're done?" He considered the bottom of his mug.


  "Yes. Thanks. Drink one for me and think a kind thought while you're at it."


  "Sure." He got up and out, trailing one curious glance at his sister.
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  "You got to pressing there at the end, Garrett. Were you on to something?"


  "Apparently not. Unless I missed something that was right under my nose, your brother was a waste of time."


  "Then why did you spend all that time on him?"


  "Because I didn't know what he could tell me. Because you never know what little thing will turn out to be the critical clue. I went hard on the timing because I want to have it pat when we see what Amiranda has to say so we can look at it from the Domina's side."


  "I couldn't find Amiranda."


  "What?"


  "I couldn't find her. She didn't answer her door. When I asked around, nobody had seen her. I finally sneaked into her rooms. She wasn't there. And most of her stuff was gone."


  I did me what I hoped was a convincing show of perplexity. "Did she have a maid? Did you talk to her? What did she say?"


  "I talked to her. She didn't know anything except that Amiranda is gone. Or so she said."


  "Damn! That knocks hell out of everything." I got up and stretched.


  "What are we going to do?"


  "Start somewhere else. You just keep picking till you pull a thread loose. You're the inside man here. You find out what you can about Willa Dount's end of things. The how, the where, and the when of the payoff in particular, but anything that sounds unusual or interesting. Keep trying to get a line on Amiranda. And while you're doing all that, try not to attract too much attention. We don't want anybody knowing what we're doing. There's two hundred thousand marks gold at stake and the price is going up. My resident genius says we're about to hear from Glory Mooncalled again."


  Her eyes glittered. Each time Glory Mooncalled acted, the Venageti position in the Cantard weakened, the Karentine flourished, the price of silver plunged and that of gold soared. "We're getting richer by the minute!"


  "Only in our imaginations. We have to find the gold."


  She started toward me with that look in her eye, ready to celebrate. "What will you be doing?"


  "The outside stuff. Picking at threads. Talking to this Donni."


  "I'll bet. I'm much prettier than she is, Garrett. And maybe just as talented."


  "Then I'm going to have my supper, consult the genius, and get on the road so I can be at that farm tomorrow morning. I'll have a whole day to poke around and pick up the trail."


  She had gotten in close enough to force a clinch. My resistance was going the way of the dodo. Suddenly, she stiffened and backed away.


  "What is it?"


  "I just had an awful thought. My mother is going to be home any day. If we don't have the gold found and me out of here before she does. . . ." She backed away. "We have to get to work."


  Poor little rich kid. Somehow, I couldn't work up a lot of sympathy. If she wasn't miserable enough to walk with nothing but the clothes on her back, she wasn't miserable enough.The sparkle came back to her eyes. "But once we do, look out, Garrett."


  There is a limit to how much you can kid people and still live with yourself, but also a limit to how much you can kid yourself. "I admire your confidence. If we find it."


  "When,Garrett."


  "All right. When we find it, look out, Amber."


  We exchanged idiot grins.


  "Do I go out the same way I got in?"


  "That would be best. Don't let the servants see you. And watch out for the dragoons."


  I gave her a kiss meant to be a businesslike sealing of our compact. She turned it into a promise of things to come. I finally peeled her off and fled. . . .


  

  


  


  I was distracted. The little witches do that to you. I zipped around a corner and almost plowed into Karl Senior and Domina Dount. Fortunately, they were distracted too. Very distracted. If they noted a third presence at all, they probably assumed it was a wayward servant. I backed up to consider alternate routes. Amber had it wrong. Willa Dount didn't freeze bathwater. Now I knew what hold she had on Daddy. If it turned out to matter.


  Reason didn't do me a bit of good trying to get out of there another way. In two minutes I knew I would get lost if I kept on. I found a place where I could look into the real people's world between curtains. I recognized the hallway. Nothing for it but to march and look like I was about honest business. It worked fine until I started hiking across the front court headed for the main gate.


  Pudgy Courter came in from the street. He started to say something to the gateman, then spotted me. His eyes got big, his face got red, and he started to puff up like an old bullfrog about to sing. "What the hell are you doing in here?"


  "Hell, I might ask the same of you. Little out of your class here, aren't you? Guy like you ought to be slicing vegetables—"


  I was close enough. He took a swing. I'm not sure why. I don't think I trampled him hard enough to set him off. I caught his wrist and kept on walking, pulling him along in a stumble. "Tsk-tsk. We should be more friendly to our betters."


  I let him go as I stepped outside. He was past the flash point now. He retreated, cursing under his breath, while I glanced around for the four clowns who had been stalking me before Amber let me inside. They were gone.


  It was a piece of bad luck, getting spotted like that. I could only hope it would balance out and not get things all stirred up inside. Amber could deal with Willa Dount, especially motivated by visions of gold, but I had my doubts about Junior. He had no strong reason to hide having talked to me. I figured I'd best get down to Lettie Faren's place rightaway.
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  I didn't get there as quickly as I'd planned, though the delay lasted only a few seconds. Going down the Hill, I realized that I'd picked up a tail. It didn't take long to discover it was my friend Bruno from the tavern.


  Why was he on me?


  Five minutes later I knew he was alone. It was personal. I had hurt his feelings and now he felt a need to hurt mine. I stepped into an alleyway when I came to one I knew would suit my purpose. I found a shadow and got into it. He came charging in a few seconds later, apparently wanting to take advantage of my stupidity. But when he got there, he saw nothing. He started cursing.


  "But you mustn't blame the gods. All is not lost, Bruno. I'm right here." I stepped out of the shadows. He was too mad for preliminaries. He tucked in his chin and came after me.


  I was in no mood for ego games myself. His first swing I tapped his wrist with my weighted stick. Then I whacked an elbow, putting one arm out of commission. Then I let him set himself up and dropped a couple of good thumps on his noggin. After he was down I put him in the shadows so the street kids wouldn't find and strip him before he woke up. I doubted he would appreciate the courtesy. I hoped he wasn't so stubbornly stupid one of us would have to get killed to end whatever was going on.


  Lettie's place was into the lull that comes between the businesslike gentlemen of the afternoon and the revelers of night. I got past the thug at the door without trouble. He didn't know me.


  I found Lettie where you always find her, in the back room counting the take. She was a grotesquely obese female of mixed but uncertain antecedents who made the Dead Man look slim, trim, and able to run like a deer.


  "Garrett. You son of a bitch. How the hell did you get in here?"


  "The sorcery of feet. I put on my magic boots and walked. You're looking as lovely as ever, Lettie."


  "And you're just as full of camel guano. What the hell do you want?"


  I tried to look hurt by her remarks. "All right," she snarled. "Out you go."


  I clinked coins and showed the face of a dead king on a gold double mark. "I thought the motto of the house was no paying customer is ever turned away."


  Gold was talking big talk in TunFaire these days. She eyed the coin. "What do you want?"


  "Not what. Who. Her name is Donni Pell."


  Lettie's eyes narrowed, hardened. "Shit. You would. You can't have her."


  "I know you don't like me, and we'll never run off to become shopkeepers and raise babies together, but when did you ever let personal feelings get in the way of making money?"


  "When I was thirteen years old and in the middle of my first big love affair. That's got nothing to do with it, Garrett. I can't sell you merchandise that I don't have in stock."


  "She's not here?"


  "You figured it out. With a brain like yours, why do you keep that heap of blubber in your front room?"


  "Sentiment. And it keeps him off the streets. Where did Donni go?"


  "You want her bad, don't you?"


  "I want to see her. Don't try to hold me up, Lettie. You've got employees who'll tell me for silver."


  "Goddamned human nature. You would, wouldn't you? Give me one good reason why I shouldn't have Leo come in here and twist your face around so you're looking out the back of your head."


  "This little crumb that fell from the sun." I flashed the double mark.


  "All right. You win, Garrett. What do you want?"


  "She's gone, so the why, the when, the how, and the where. Then tell me about Donni Pell the person."


  "The why is she got hold of a bunch of money. And that's the how, too. She came in here three, four nights ago and bought out her contract. Not that she was in very deep. She said a rich uncle up north died and left her a fortune. Bull. If you ask me, she got her hooks into some half-wit off the Hill. She had the looks and manners and style for it. She claimed she was off to take over managing the uncle's manor. More bull. She couldn't survive without platoons of men around."


  I raised the old eyebrow. Lettie liked me when I did my trick. I used it as often as I could.


  "That woman was a freak, Garrett. Ninety-nine out of a hundred of them hate men. She loved what she was doing. If she hadn't been selling it, she would have been giving as much away for free."


  "A working girl who enjoyed her work? Unusual. She must have brought the clients in."


  "In herds. I wish I had a hundred like her. Even if she was a pervert."


  I gave her a glimpse at the other eyebrow.


  "You know in this business you got to be tolerant and understanding, Garrett. But it stretches tolerance and surpasses understanding when a perfectly beautiful young human woman prefers ogres for playmates. Even ogre women don't want anything to do with those creeps. I'd let a vampire or wolfman in this place before I'd open my door to an ogre."


  She was going good so I let her rant, using up her hostility on a target other than me, just once throwing in, "Well, there are the sexual myths," just to make sure she got all the venom spent.


  "Bullshit. That's all bullshit, Garrett. You're talking to an expert, Garrett." And on she raved.


  She wound down. I placed the double mark squarely in front of her. "That about the ogres was worth this. Come up with something more and you might get to see some of the old king's ancestors."


  Her eyes narrowed. "It's murder, isn't it, Garrett? And a heavyweight client. I know that look. The paladin look. You're after somebody's head. You dumb boy, you keep playing with the life takers."


  "I'm after a hooker named Donni Pell who might be able to tell me something I need to know."


  "You got the works already, Garrett. All I can give you for your money now is a kiss for luck."


  "Background her. Her people. You know them all. How long was she here? Where did she come from?"


  "She don't have any people. They died in the plague four years ago. That's why I didn't believe the story about the uncle. She was here for about three years. Sometimes more trouble than she was worth on account of stunts she pulled on her Johns. She didn't tell a lot about herself but lies, like all the rest, but I usually get their real stories out of them on the bad nights."


  "I know you do."


  "Her people were country folk with a good-sized freehold up around Litchfield somewhere."


  I muttered, "I'll bet I could go right to it without missing a turn."


  "What?"


  "Nothing. That chip looks lonely sitting there by itself. What more can you tell me about Donni?"


  "You got the load, Garrett." She reached for the coin.


  "What about Raver Styx's menfolk? The two Karl's."


  Her eyes glazed. "Somebody killed one of them?"


  "Not yet." I saw she needed to see some color to keep her momentum. I showed her another double.


  "The kid was one of Donni's regulars. She said she felt sorry for him. I think she halfway liked him. He treated her like a lady and he wasn't bashful about being seen with her. The father visited her sometimes, too, but with him it was strictly business. I don't think I want to talk about that family anymore, Garrett. That woman is poison."


  "She's out of town, Lettie."


  "She'll be back. You got what you came for. Get out. Get out before I start remembering and yell for Leo."


  I put the second double mark down beside the first. "We wouldn't want to interrupt Leo's nap, would we?"


  "Out, Garrett. And don't show your ugly face around here anymore. You'll get it broke."


  She loved me, that fat old Lettie.
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  I went by Playmate's stable and smithy yard and told him to send a buggy to the house in a couple of hours, and to load it down with one of every kind of tool he had. He gave me a look but knew better than to ask. I might tell him something he wouldn't want to know. Old Dean thought he was going to bribe me. He still wasn't talking but he laid on the best spread I'd seen in months. I did right by it. When I went in to see the Dead Man, I was waddling. I didn't expect another decent meal for days.


  Garrett! Dismiss that creature at once! Get him out of my house.


  "Good to see you back to your normal cheerful self. What creature? Why?"


  That Dean. The fiend brought not one, not two, but three women in here. Get rid of him, Garrett. Throw him out. So. A fantasy meal explained. Dean wanted me to see what I didn't have to be missing. Him and me, we were going to have to have a little talk, man to man, and get things straight. Real soon now. I settled in my visiting chair, sipped some beer, then cut loose. The Dead Man sulked and pretended to ignore me, but he took in every word. He had to have something to distract himself while he waited for Glory Mooncalled to prove out his hypothesis. I talked for two hours nonstop, with good old Dean keeping my mug topped. He enjoyed a little vicarious adventure. And his coming and going showed just how little depth there was to the Dead Man's animosity. I finished my report, having spared no detail.


  There is something missing, Garrett.


  "I know that. Either that or I know too much and I'm getting distracted."


  You are not getting distracted.


  "I keep thinking I've got the kidnap side figured out. Three different times I've decided that Junior kidnapped himself. Then I find myself up to my ass in ogres again, with them perfect for the villains. And if the kid did kidnap himself, why did he come home? He and his sister want out of there so bad they can taste it. The way it went down, with no direct exchange, all he had to do was take the gold and hike and leave his mommy wearing weeds."


  The ransom money was paid?


  "Willa Dount scrounged two hundred thousand and delivered it to somebody. Junior came home next day. Amber is digging on that for me. The deep-down root thing that bugs me can be tied up in one bow. Why did Amiranda have to die? Real kidnapping or fake, with her in on it or not, why did she have to be killed?"


  I am certain you will unmask the reason. You have allowed yourself to become emotionally entangled. Again. I saw him sizing up one of his favorite hobbyhorses, getting ready to mount up and ride. Dean had gone to answer the door a minute before. I got up. "My transportation is here. You mull it over while you're killing time. Maybe you'll spot a connection I've missed."


  I didn't doubt that he had seen one or two already but didn't feel obligated to point them out. Neither of us had a real money interest here, and he had no emotional investment, so whether he saw something or not he would just let me exercise my own genius.


  I visited the armory. Unlike Saucerhead I don't figure my hands are my best defense. I tossed a bundle into the buggy, under the seat, and was about to flick the traces when Dean came stumbling out of the house with a hamper.


  "Mr. Garrett. Wait."


  "What's this?"


  "Provender. Victuals. Rations."


  "Leftovers?"


  "That too. A man has to eat something. What were you going to do out there?"


  Hell. I'm a city boy. I don't think about food. "I was going to borrow a page from Morley Dotes and live off roots and bark, but rather than injure your feelings I'll just park that hamper up here beside me and suffer."


  He smiled smugly as I pulled away. For however long I subjected myself to this rustication, every bite would remind me that I needed a feeder and a keeper, and the fodder would, for certain, be the best of the best cooked up by his nieces.


  The man was obsessed. That is all I can say. He had worked for me long enough to know I wasn't the kind of catch you'd want your female relations stuck with. But he persisted.


  

  


  


  Karenta is a kingdom at war. You'd expect some sort of watch to be kept on the entrepôts to one of its most important cities, in case some enterprising Venageti commander decided to try something imaginative. But the war has been going on since my generation were kids, seldom spilling out of the Cantard and the adjoining seas. Any guards who were awake when I left were too busy playing cards to step out and check my bona fides. But our lords from the Hill want the ordinary folk to seethe with fervor against the enemy.


  It's a lot easier to seethe against Raver Styx and her ilk. They profit no matter how the fighting goes. I used the route Saucerhead and Amiranda had followed. The moon was now full. The team didn't mind night travel, even with me at the traces. And the nation of horses has been out to get me ever since I can remember. It was a smooth, quiet ride with very little to see. The only traffic I encountered was the night coach from Derry, half an hour ahead of schedule and just lumping along with its two or three somnolent passengers and load of mail. Guard and driver tossed me friendly greetings, which showed how worried they were about the night. I suppose, theoretically, that I should have had one hand on a silver blade at all times. There was a full moon. But there hadn't been a confirmed wolfman incident this close to the city since before I went into the Marines.


  Once I did unravel a murder that had been dressed up to look like a wolfman's work. It's a hell of a way to make sure your old man doesn't get the chance to write you out of the will. I reached the dire crossroad about the same time Saucerhead had. I gave it a look around as it stood, considering the fact that there was more moon than there had been that night. I didn't see or get a feel for anything, so I loosened the horses' harnesses, made sure they couldn't run off, climbed onto the buggy's seat, and napped. I did a good job of snoozing, too. I thought first light would waken me, but the honor went to a ten-year-old who shook my shoulder and asked, "Are you all right, mister?"


  I counted my hands and feet and purse and discovered that I hadn't been murdered, mutilated, or robbed. "I am indeed, son. Except maybe for a case of premature senility."


  He looked at me funny and asked a few kidlike questions. I tried giving reasonable answers and asked him a few in turn. He was on his way somewhere to help somebody with farm chores, but he let me buy him breakfast. Which goes to show how tame it really is around TunFaire these days, for all we city people put down the country. No city boy would have risked hanging around with a stranger. The real monsters of today live in the city's shadows and cellars and drawing rooms.


  He didn't tell me one thing even remotely useful. Acting on the premise that it is never wise to put temptation into the path of an honest man, I led my team into the woods opposite the area I intended to explore. I made sure the beasts wouldn't have the pleasure of deserting me, returned to the diamond, and checked to make sure they and the rig were invisible, then went across and started looking through the bushes. It wasn't hard to find where the dead and wounded had been thrown into hurried concealment. The brush was torn and trampled. The corpses had been cleared away but their drippings had been ignored, at least by the cleanup crew. The flies and ants had come and gone. The bloodstains were now the province of a gray-black, whiskery mold that described perfectly every spot and spill. Which didn't tell me anything except that a lot of people had done a lot of bleeding.


  My woodcraft was no longer what it had been in my Marine days, but it took no forest genius to follow either of the trails leading deeper into the woods. The first I tried split after about a third of a mile, heavy traffic having turned eastward suddenly. It looked like four or five ogres had been on Saucerhead's trail when they were recalled by their buddies. The other trail ran down into the woods east of where I stood.


  I didn't need to follow Saucerhead to know where he'd gone. I turned east.


  Five hundred yards along I paused, planted the back of my lap on a fallen tree trunk, and told my brain to get to work. I knew what I would find if I went on a little farther. I could hear the flies buzzing and the wild dogs bickering with the vultures. Much closer and I would smell it, too. Did I have to look?


  Basically, there was no getting out of it. There was maybe one chance in a hundred that I was wrong and the centerpiece of that grisly feast was a woods bison. If I was right, chances were ten to one against me finding anything that would split things wide open. But you can't skimp and take shortcuts. The odds are always against you until you do stumble across that one in ten.


  Still, dead people who have been lying around in the woods for days aren't particularly appealing. So I spent a few minutes considering a spider web with dew gems still on it before I put my dogs on the ground and started hoofing it toward a case of upturned stomach.


  Five years in the Marines had brought me eyeball to eyeball with old death more times than I cared to remember, and my life since has provided its grisly encounters, but there are some things I can't get used to. Consciousness of my own mortality won't let me.


  The conclave of death was being held at the downhill end of an open, grassy area about twenty yards wide and fifty long. Patches of lichened granite peeked out of the soil. I collected a dozen loose chunks of throwing size and cut loose at the wild dogs. They snarled and growled but fled. They have grown very cautious around humans because bounty hunters are after them constantly. Especially farm kids who want to pick up a little change for the fair or whatever.


  The buzzards tried to bluff me. I didn't bluff. They got themselves airborne and began turning in patient circles, looking down and thinking, Someday, you too, man. In the pantheon of one of the minor cults of TunFaire, the god of time is a vulture.


  Maybe that's why I hate the damned things. Or maybe that's because they've become identified with my military service, when I saw so many circling the fields of futility where young Karentines died for their country.


  So there I stood, a great bull ape, master of the land of the dead. Instead of pounding my chest and maybe forcing myself to inhale some tainted air, I moved as upwind as I could and started looking at what I'd come to see.


  There wasn't a woods bison in that mess.


  I muttered, "I ought to remember Saucerhead's tendency to exaggerate."


  I counted up enough parts to make at least seven bodies. Four or five he said he'd taken. Even torn apart they remained ogre ugly. They'd been buried shallow beneath loose dirt, leaves, and stones. The lazy way, I might call it, but I look at comrades differently than ogres do. They don't form bonds the way humans do. For them a dead associate is a burden, not an obligation.


  No doubt they were in a hurry to quit the area, too.


  You do what you have to do. I got in and used a stick to poke around, looking for personals, but it took only a minute to figure out that the living hadn't been in too big a hurry not to loot the dead. Even their boots had been taken. That wasn't the behavior of a band expecting to be in the big money soon. But with ogres you never know. Maybe their mothers had taught them the old saw, "Waste not, want not."


  I circled the burial site three times but could find no sign of comings or goings other than by the route I'd followed, and that the second group had taken down from the road. In places the soil was very moist from groundwater seepage. Such places sometimes hold tracks. I started looking those over, trying to cut the trail of a guy on crutches or one who wore his feet backward; something that would stick out if I happened to be hanging around with a bunch of ogres and one of the bad guys showed up. I didn't expect to find anything, but luck doesn't play for the other side all the time. Got to keep looking for that ten to one.


  I found the nothing I expected, though not exactly because there was nothing to be found. It was one of those cases of suddenly deciding you ought to be investigating something somewhere else. I heard a stir in the woods behind me. Not much of one. Thinking some of the dogs had gotten brave, I turned with the stick I still carried.


  "Holy shit!"


  A woolly mammoth stood at the edge of the woods, and from where I was it looked about ninety-three hands high at the shoulder. How the hell it had come up so quietly is beyond me. I didn't ask. When it cocked its head and made a curious grunting noise, I put the heels and toes to work according to the gods' design. The beast threw a trumpet roar after me. Laughing. I paused behind a two-foot-thick oak and gave it a stare. A mammoth. Here. No mammoth had come this close to TunFaire in the past dozen generations. The nearest herds were four hundred miles north of us, up along the borders of thunder-lizard country.


  The mammoth ambled out of the woods, laughed at me again, cropped some grass a couple of bales at a time while keeping one eye on me. Finally convinced that I was no fearless mammoth poacher, it eyeballed the vultures, checked the dead ogres, snorted in disgust, and marched off through the woods as quietly as it had come. And last night I'd been unconcerned because no wolfman had been seen since I was a kid.


  Like I said, luck is not always with the bad guys.


  It was time to stop tempting it with the one out of ten and hike on back to my rig before the horses got wind of that monster and decided they would feel more comfortable back in the city. Too bad Garrett had to ride shank's mare.
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  I sat on the buggy seat, beside the crossroads obelisk, and watched a parade of farm families and donkey carts head up the Derry Road. I didn't see them. I was trying to pick between Karl Junior's farm prison and Saucerhead's witch. The decision had actually been made. I was putting the thumbscrews on myself trying to figure if I was going to the farm first just to delay the pain skulking around the other place. No matter that I had to head the same direction to reach both and the farm was nearer. You don't alter the past, turn the tide, or change yourself by brooding about your hidden motives. You will surprise yourself every time, anyway. Nobody ever figures out why.


  "Hell with it! Get up."


  One of the team looked over her shoulder. She had that glint in her eye. The tribe of horses was about to amuse itself at Garrett's expense.


  Why do they do this to me? Horses and women. I'll never understand either species.


  "Don't even think about it, horse. I have friends in the glue business. Get up."


  They got. Unlike women, you can show horses who is boss. The bout with introspection rekindled my desire to lay hands on the people responsible for the human equivalent of sending Amiranda to the glue works. The exit to the farm was up on a ridgeline where the ground was too dry to hold tracks, and hidden by undergrowth. I passed it twice. The third time I got down and led the team, giving the bushes a closer look, and that did the trick. Two young mulberry trees, which grow as fast as weeds, leaned together over the track. Once past them the way was easy to follow, though it hadn't been cleared since Donni's departure. I had to go through a half mile of woods, not a mile. It was dense in there, dark, quiet, and humid. The deerflies and horseflies were out at play, and every few feet I got a faceful of spider silk. I sweated and slapped and muttered and picked ticks off my pants. Why doesn't everybody live in the city?


  I ran into a blackberry patch where the berries were fat and sweet, and decided to lunch on the spot. Afterward I felt more disposed toward the country, until the chiggers off the blackberry canes started gnawing. The track through the woods showed evidence of recent use, including that of the passage of at least one heavy vehicle. I had a feeling that, no matter what suspicions haunted me, I wouldn't unearth one bit of physical evidence to impugn Junior's version of what had happened. I kicked up a doe and fawn near the edge of the wood. I watched them bound across what once had constituted considerably more than a one-family subsistence farm, though now the acreage was wild and heavily spotted with wild roses and young cedars. The grass was waist high and some of the weeds were taller. A trampled path led down slope to what had been a substantial house. There were no domestic animals in sight, no dogs barking, no smoke from either chimney, nor any other sign that the place was occupied.


  Still, I remained rooted, giving the wildlife time to grow accustomed to my presence and return to business.The Boga Hills loomed indigo in the distance. The most famous Karentine vineyards are up there. This country was close enough to have some of the magic rub off, but hadn't been turned into vineyards. I wondered if someone hadn't gotten that idea and had abandoned the place when they found out why. Then I recalled Donni Pell. A girl who came from some kind of money who went to work for Lettie, on contract, supposedly because she liked the job. A girl who now supposedly owned a place that, a few years ago, had been in satisfactory shape for a quick sale to TunFaire's land-hungry lords. I doubted it was part of the problem at hand, but it might be interesting to unravel the whys. Ten minutes of pretending I was scouting for the company left me impatient to get on with it. I tied the horses, got down low, and started my downhill sneak.


  The place was as empty as a dead shoe. I went for the buggy, turned the team loose to browse while I prowled.


  Junior's report was accurate down to the minutiae. The only things he hadn't mentioned were that the well was still good and his captors had equipped it with a new rope and bucket. The horses awarded me a temporary ceasefire after I drew them a few buckets.


  There was no doubt that a band of ogres—or a mob equally unfastidious —had spent several days hanging around. Days during which they must have eaten nothing but chicken to judge by the feathers, heads, and hooves scattered around. I wondered how they had managed to pilfer so many without arousing the ire of the entire countryside. I did a modestly thorough once-over, with special attention to Karl's lock-up. That room had the rickety furniture, cracked pitcher, filthy bedding, overburdened chamber pot reported. The chamber pot was significant. I concluded that its very existence meant I must surrender my suspicions of Junior or radically alter my estimate of his intelligence and acting ability. If he had put together a fake, he had done so with a marvelous eye for detail, meaning he had anticipated a thorough investigation despite his getting home healthy and happy, which meant. . . .


  I didn't know what the hell it meant, except maybe that I had my hat on backward.


  Why the hell did Amiranda have to die?


  The answer to that would probably bust the whole thing open. Conscious that I had a passing duty to Amber as a client, I went over the place again with all due professional care to overlook nothing, be that the tracks of a four-hundred-pound ogre with a peg leg or two hundred thousand marks gold hidden by throwing it down the well. Yes. I stripped down and shimmied down and floundered around in the icy water until I was sure there would be no gold strike. My curses should have brought the water to a simmer, but failed. I guess I just don't have the knack.


  Four hours and the risk of pneumonia turned up just one thing worth taking along, a silver tenth mark that had strayed in among the dust bunnies against the wall where Junior's blankets were heaped and hadn't been able to find its way home. It looked new but it was a temple coin and didn't use the royal dating. I'd have to visit the temple where it had been struck to find out when it was minted.


  But its very presence gave me an idea. It also gave me a bit of indigestion for not having thought to ask a few more questions while I'd had Junior on the griddle. Now I would have to get the answers the hard way—on the trip home. The hard way, but the answers I got were likely to be square. The sun was headed west. It wasn't going to rebound off the hills out there. I had a call to make, and if I wanted to get it handled before the wolfmen came out to stalk the wily mammoth, I had to get moving. The horses let the armistice stand. They didn't even play tag with me when I went to harness them up.
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  Saucerhead's directions to his witch friend's place hadn't included the information that there was nothing resembling a road near her home. In fact, any resemblance to a trail was coincidental. That was wicked-witch-of-the-woods territory and anybody who managed to stumble into her through that mess deserved whatever he got. I had to do most of it on the ground, leading the team. The armistice survived only because they realized they would need me to scout the way back. When we hit the road again all deals would be off.


  The last few hundred yards weren't bad. The ground leveled out. The undergrowth ceased to exist, as though somebody manicured the woods every day. The trees were big and old and the canopy above turned most of the remaining light. Lamplight pouring through an open doorway gave me my bearings. A rosy-cheeked, apple-dumpling-plump little old lady was waiting for me. She stood about four-feet-eight and was dressed like a peasant granny on a christening day, right down to the embroidered apron. She looked me over frankly. I couldn't tell what she thought of what she saw. "Are you Garrett?"


  Startled, I confessed.


  "Took you long enough to get here. I suppose you might as well come on inside. There's still a bit of water for tea and a scone or two if Shaggoth hasn't got into them. Shaggoth! You good-for-nothing lout! Get out here and take care of the man's horses."


  I started to ask how she knew I was coming, but only managed to get the old flycatcher open before Shaggoth came out. And came out. And came out. That doorway was a good seven feet high and he had to crouch to get through. He looked at me the way I'd look at a decomposing rat, snorted, and started unhitching the horses.


  "Come inside," the witch told me. I sidled in behind her, keeping one eye on friend Shaggoth. "Troll?" I squeaked.


  "Yes."


  "He's got jaws like a sober-toothed tiger. Siber-toothed tiger. The goddamned growly things with the fangs."


  She chuckled. "Shaggoth is of the pure blood. He's been with me a long time." She had me in the kitchen then and was dropping a tea egg into a giant mug that I wished was filled with beer. "The rest of his folk migrated because you pesky humans were overrunning everything, but he stayed on. Loyalty before common sense."


  I forbore observing that she was human herself.


  "They're not a very bright race. Come. By the by, you'll have noted that he isn't sensitive to sunlight."


  No. That hadn't registered. Teeth had registered. "How come you know my name?" Great straight line to a witch. "How did you know I was co—geek!"


  Amiranda was seated beside a small fire, hands folded in her lap, staring at something beyond my right shoulder. No. Not Amiranda. The essence of Amiranda had fled that flesh. That wasn't a person, it was a thing. The pain would be less if I thought that way.


  "Excuse me?" I glanced at the witch.


  "I said Waldo told me you would come. I expected you sooner."


  "Who's Waldo? Another pet like Shaggoth? He can see the future?"


  "Waldo Tharpe. He told me you were friends."


  "Waldo?" There must have been a little hysteria edging my giggle. She gave me a frown. "I didn't know he had a name. I've never heard him called anything but Saucerhead."


  "He's not enthusiastic about being Waldo," she admitted. "Sit and let's talk."


  I sat, musing. "So Saucerhead jobbed us. The big dope isn't as dumb as he lets on." I kept getting drawn back to the corpse. It did look very lifelike, very undamaged. Any moment now the chest would heave, the sparkle would come back to the eyes, and she would laugh at me for being taken in. The witch settled into a chair facing mine. "Waldo said you'd have questions." Her gaze followed mine. "I worked on her a little, making her look a little better, putting spells on to hold the corruption off till she can be given a decent funeral."


  "Thank you."


  "Questions, Garrett? I went to a good deal of trouble on Waldo's behalf. What will you need to know?"


  "Anything. Everything. I want to know why she was killed and who ordered it done."


  "I'm not omniscient, Garrett. I can't answer that sort of question. Though I can surmise—which may not stand scrutiny in the light of what you already know—why. She was about three months pregnant."


  "What? That's impossible."


  "The child would have been male had it seen the light of day."


  "But she spent the last six months practically imprisoned in the house where she lived."


  "There were no men in that house? Hers was a miraculous conception?"


  I opened my mouth to protest but a question popped out instead. "Who was the father?"


  "I'm no necromancer, Garrett. The name, if she knew it at all, expired with her."


  "She knew. She wasn't the type who wouldn't." I'd begun to get angry all over again.


  "You knew her? Waldo didn't. Nothing but her name and the fact that you sent her to him."


  "I knew her. Not well, but I did."


  "Tell me about her."


  I talked. It eased the pain a little, bringing her to life in words. I finished. "Did you get anything out of that?"


  "Only that you're working in a tight place. A Stormwarden's family, yet. Did Waldo tell you that the assassins were ogre breeds?"


  "Yes."


  "A curse on the beasts. Waldo hurt them, but not nearly enough. I sent Shaggoth to find them. He caught nothing but graves. There was nothing on the bodies to betray them."


  "I know. I saw them myself. Tell Shaggoth to watch his step in the woods. There's something out there that's bigger than he is."


  "You're making a joke?"


  "Sort of. A mammoth did sneak up on me while I was looking at those ogre bodies."


  "A mammoth! Here in this day. A wonder for certain." She rose and went to a cabinet while I sipped tea. She said, "I've been considering your situation since Waldo left. It seemed—and does more so now that I know who she was—that the best help I could offer would be a few charms you might use to surprise the villains."


  I looked at Amiranda's remains. "I appreciate that. I wonder why you'd commit yourself that way, though."


  "For Waldo. For the woman. Maybe for your sake, laddie. Maybe for my own. Certainly for the sake of justice. Whatever, the deed was cruel and should be repaid in coin equally vicious. The man responsible should be. . . . But your tea is getting cold. I'll put another pot of water on to boil."


  I got fresh tea, this time with fire-hardened flour briquets that must have been the scones mentioned earlier. I gave them a try. One should show one's hostess the utmost in courtesy, especially when she is a witch.


  Shaggoth stuck his head in and grumbled something in dialect that sounded suspiciously like, "Where the hell did my scones go?" He gave me a narrow-eyed look when the witch replied.


  "Don't you mind him," she told me. "He's just being playful."


  Right. Like a mongoose teases a cobra.


  She sat down and explained how I could use the tricks she'd prepared for me. When she finished, I thanked her and rose. "If you can get Shaggoth to help me without breaking any bones in his playfulness, I'll get out of your hair."


  She looked scandalized at first, then just amused. "You've heard too many stories about witches, Garrett. You'll be safer here than out in the moonlight. Shaggoth is the least malign of those creatures who haven't yet emigrated. Consider the moon. Consider her ways."


  Those who survive in this business develop an intuition for when to argue and when not to argue. Smart guys have figured out that you don't talk back to stormwardens, warlocks, sorcerers, and witches. The place for reservations is tucked neatly behind the teeth. "All right. Where do I bed down?"


  "Here. By the fire. The nights get chilly in the woods."


  I looked at what was left of Amiranda Crest.


  "She doesn't get up and walk at midnight, Garrett. She's all through with that."


  I have slept in the presence of corpses often enough, especially while I was in the Marines, but I've never liked it and never before had I had to share my quarters with a dead lover. That held no appeal at all.


  "Shaggoth will waken you at first light and help you get her into your buggy."


  I looked at the body and reflected that it would be a long, hard road home. And once I got there I'd have to face the question of what to do with the cadaver.


  "Good night, Mr. Garrett." The witch went around snuffing lights and collecting tea things, which she took to the kitchen. She started clattering around out there, leaving me to my own devices. I asked myself what the hell the point was of having nerve if I didn't use it, rounded up a small herd of pillows and cushions, and tried to convince myself they made a bed. I tossed a couple logs on the fire and lay down. I stared at the ceiling for a long time after the clatter in the kitchen died and the light went with it. The flicker of the fire kept making Amiranda appear to move there in the corner of my eye. I went over everything from the beginning, then went over it again. Somewhere there was some nagging little detail that, added to the maverick coin from the farm, had me feeling very suspicious about Junior again.


  Sometimes intuition isn't intuition at all, but rather unconscious memory. I finally got it. The shoes Willa Dount had shown me first time I went up the Hill. Those shoes. They deserved a lot of thought from several angles. In the meantime, I had to rest. Tomorrow was going to be another in a series of long days.
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  Breakfast with Shaggoth was an experience. He could eat. Three of him could lay waste to nations. No wonder the breed was so rare. If there were as many of them as there are of us, they would have to learn to eat rocks because there wouldn't be enough of anything else to go around.


  He brought the buggy around front and put the horses into harness with an ease that awakened my envy. Those beasts trotted out docilely and cooperatively and stood there smirking because they knew I would be irked by their easy acquiescence.


  Damn the whole equine tribe, anyway. The witch came out with a lunch she'd packed. I thanked her for that, for her hospitality, and for everything else. She ran through the instructions for using the spells she'd given me. Those instructions were as complicated and difficult to recall as instructions for dropping a rock. But specialists think the uninitiated incapable of falling without technical assistance.


  I offered to pay for the help again. "Don't start up, Garrett. Let me do my little piece for justice in an unjust world. Somewhere out there, there is somebody with the soul of a crocodile. Somebody who ordered the murder of a pregnant woman. Find him. Balance the scales. If you don't think you can handle him alone—for whatever reason—come see me again."


  She was quietly furious about Amiranda. And she hadn't even known the woman. It was curious that Amiranda could find so many allies by getting herself murdered. And a pity none of us had been around when she needed us most. Though Saucerhead had done everything he could.


  I didn't argue anymore. "I'll let you know how it comes out. Thanks for everything." I exchanged glares with the horses, putting on a good enough snarl to get my bluff in.


  "Watch yourself, Garrett. You're playing with rough people."


  "I know. But so are they."


  "They probably know who you are and might know you're poking around. You don't know who they are."


  "I've had plenty of practice being paranoid." I swung up onto the seat, glanced back at the bundle I'd be taking home, and hollered at the horses to get going. Good old Shaggoth trudged through the woods ahead of the horses, showing them the easy way to get back to the road—the way I'd completely missed coming in. The beasts kept glancing back, silently accusing me of being a moron. I started with the first farm beyond the road to the place where Junior had been held. No, nobody there had seen a young man on foot the day Karl claimed to have started home. Certainly no one of any breed had come there looking to rent or buy a buggy or mount. It was what I expected to hear. He wouldn't have done it so close, but the chance had to be covered. It was donkey-work time, grasping for straws. I had nothing concrete to affirm or deny my suspicions.


  I got the same response house after house. Some talked easily, some not, the way people will, but the end was always the same. Nobody had begged, bought, borrowed, rented, or stolen transportation of any sort. Lunch time came and went and I began to consider restructuring my assumptions.


  Maybe Karl Junior had walked home. Barefoot. Or maybe he'd hitched a ride or had flagged down one of the day coaches running into the city. Or the ogres might have left him some way to get home. That seemed damned unlikely. Walking, stealing, flagging a coach presented difficulties, too, for reasons of character and obvious traceability. Coachmen remember people they pick up along the road. Hitching looked like the best and most logical alternative. It's the way I'd have gotten myself to town. But I doubted that a resort to the charity of strangers would even occur to a spoiled child off the Hill. But had he gotten home that way, my chances of discovering the people who had helped were even more remote than they were by my present, most-favored course. So I stuck to what I was doing. I reasoned that if he had hitched, he would have mentioned it. He'd been careful to mention such details.


  I now had a strong attachment to the assumption that Junior had participated in his own kidnapping. I had to caution myself not to get so attached that I began discarding contrary evidence.


  

  


  


  The vision sent me back to wartime days. The farmer and his sons and a dozen other men were advancing through the hayfield in echelon, scythes rhythmically swinging. They looked like skirmishers cautiously advancing. I pulled up and watched for a few minutes. They saw me but pretended otherwise. The paterfamilias glanced at the sky, which was overcast, and decided to keep cutting.


  All right. I could play it their way. I slid down, walked to the edge of the field where the hay was down already—just to show how thoughtful a fellow I am—and approached the crowd from the flank. The women and kids raking the hay into piles and getting it onto the backs of several pathetic donkeys were much more curious than their men folk. I gave them a "howdy" as I passed, and nothing more. Anything more would have been considered a heavy pass by many farm husbands. I parked myself a cautious distance from the guy who looked like he was the boss ape in these parts and said "howdy" again. He grunted and went on swinging, which was all right by me. I was trying to be accommodating.


  "You might be able to help me."


  This time his grunt was filled with the gravest of doubts.


  "I'm looking for a man who passed this way four or five days back. He might have been looking to rent or buy a horse."


  "Why?"


  "On account of what he did to my woman."


  He turned his head in rhythm and gave me a look saying I had no business going around asking for help if I was not man enough to rule my woman.


  "He killed her. I just found out yesterday. Got her over in the buggy, taking her to her folks. Want to find that fellow when I get that done."


  The farmer stopped swinging his scythe. He stared at me with squinty eyes that had looked into too many sunrises and sunsets. The other scythes came to rest and the men leaned upon them exactly like tired soldiers lean on their spears. The women and kids stopped raking and loading. Everybody stared at me. The boss farmer nodded once, curtly, put his scythe down gently, hiked over to the buggy. He leaned against the side, lifted the cover off Amiranda.


  When he returned, he stood beside me instead of facing me. "Pretty little gal."


  "She was. We had a young one coming, too."


  "Looked like. Wadlow! Come here."


  One of the older farmers came to us. He planted his scythe and leaned. He looked even more laconic than the first one.


  "You sold that swayback mare to that smart-ass city boy what day?"


  The second farmer considered the sky as though he might find the answer written there. "Five days ago today. About noon." He eyed me like he was suspicious I might want the money back.


  I knew what I wanted to know but had to play the game out. "He say where he was headed?"


  Wadlow looked to my companion, who told him, "You tell him what he wants to know."


  "Said he was going into the city. Said his horse got stole. Didn't say much of nothing else."


  "Hope you took him good. Was he wearing shoes?" It was an off-the-wall question but about the only thing left I had to ask. Except, "Was he alone?"


  Wadlow said, "Didn't have no shoes. Boots. Pretty rich-boy boots. Wouldn't last a week out here. He was by his lonesome."


  "That's that, then," I said.


  The older farmer asked, "That tell you what you need?"


  "I reckon I know where to look now." And that was true. "Much obliged." I checked the sky. "Thank you, then." I turned to go.


  "Luck to you. She was a pretty little thing."


  My shoulders tightened and I shuddered in a sudden wash of emotion. I raised a hand and marched on. I had a man's work to do. Those farmers understood better than anybody I knew, except maybe Saucerhead Tharpe. By the time I settled on the buggy seat, the skirmishers were on the move again and the women and children were back to work. Maybe they would find the time to talk about me over supper.
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  It was late when I entered the city but a sliver of light still remained. I had a brainstorm. It was a long shot but it might stir something. I had Amiranda's body propped up beside me. The witch's spells were holding their own and the light helped with the illusion. Maybe somebody who knew she could not be alive would see her and think she was. To that end I made a few cautious forays into the outskirts of Ogre Town, then went up and circled Lettie Faren's place because a lot of the Bruno types from the Hill came there to waste their wages. The wages of sin is that you get cheated out of them. Then I headed home, going around to the back so no one would see me take the body inside. Dean was there despite the hour. He helped with the door and gawked. "What's the matter with her, Mr. Garrett?"


  I wasn't in one of my better humors. "She's dead. That's what's the matter with her. Murdered."


  He stammered, apologized, stammered some more, so I apologized back and added, "I don't know why. Maybe because she was pregnant. Maybe because she knew too much. Let's take her in to his nibs. He might be able to sort it out."


  The Dead Man isn't always as hard and insensitive as he pretends. He read my mood and saved the usual act. That is the one who spent the night. It was the first he admitted knowing about that.


  "The same. Let me tell it while I'm in the mood."


  He let me run through it up to the moment I carried her in there. Dean ran me mug after mug and hovered solicitously in between. I knew I was doing a good job reporting and had done a good one poking around because he didn't interrupt once and his only questions afterward were about the mammoth. Purely personal curiosity.


  Let me mull it, Garrett. You go get drunk. Watch out for him, Dean.


  "Watch out for me? Why?"


  You are working yourself up toward a quixotic gesture. You are unreasonable and irrational when you fall into such moods. I caution you to restraint. The information you have gathered is mainly circumstantial and there is not enough to point an accusing finger accurately. Tomorrow I will suggest some courses that may, possibly, produce evidence more concrete.


  "More concrete? It's plenty hard enough for me."


  You expect to tackle the favorite and only son of the Stormwarden Raver Styx on the basis of a pair of shoes and a horse? When you know there is a high probability that she would shield him even if he were caught cutting the hearts out of babies in the public streets? Further, you may have chosen the wrong villain to be the target of your wrath.


  "Who else?"


  That is what you will have to discover. It is true, I believe, that there is a reasonable probability that the young daPena and the dead woman were involved in a contrived kidnapping. But that is not a certainty. One simple fact could explain away all the evidence you have adduced as indicting the younger Karl.


  "Here you go playing games with my mind again. How are you going to explain everything away?"


  Two hundred thousand marks gold. A payoff of that magnitude could waken charity in the heart of a beast as foul as an ogre, perhaps. Perhaps they saw no need to plunder their hostage of pocket money.


  Damn him. He could be right. The problem with this thing was that there were too many answers instead of not enough. "I don't believe it," I insisted.


  Take this and reflect upon it in your cups, then. What became of the gold?


  "Huh?"


  Insofar as you know, the gold was turned over. Correct? By the woman Amber's direct statement, and by implication from others, all the young people wanted out of the Stormwarden's household. But the younger daPena returned. Would he have done so if it had been he who had received the gold? Or would he have run? You may have to attack it through the money after all. Or, possibly, through the entertaining girl Donni Pell, who looks like the candidate for the connection with the ogre community.


  This time I said it aloud. "Damn you."


  He let me have a dose of the mental noise that passes as his chuckle. Come back in the morning, Garrett. I will suggest an approach.


  I started to go, but there was the thing that used to be Amiranda staring at me with empty eyes. "What about this?"


  Leave it. We will commune.


  "What's this? Are you a necromancer as well as a mental prodigy? Have you been hiding some of your lights under a bushel?"


  No. I expressed myself figuratively only. Go away, Garrett. Even my boundless tolerance has its limits, and you are pressing them.


  I went off and got myself rather sloppily wrapped around a few gallons of beer. Faithful to his orders, old Dean hung around and shoveled the pieces into my bed when it was time.


  Damn the Dead Man, anyhow. Why did he have to complicate things?
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  Old Dean knew how to get me going on the morning after. He bullied me into eating a good breakfast. When he thought I was slackening, he started banging pots and pans until I yielded to the lesser evil and resumed eating. A good big breakfast with plenty of apple juice and sweets really knocks the edge off my hangover, but food always looks and smells so ghastly I just can't believe it will do any good. Once I'd stoked up to Dean's satisfaction, he presented me with a huge steaming mug of a smoky-flavored herb tea that had come to us courtesy of Morley Dotes sometime back. It had a mildly analgesic nature. "His nibs is ready anytime you are, Mr. Garrett. You may take the mug along with you."


  He was going to trust me carrying something out of the kitchen myself? I gave him a look that he interpreted correctly. He grumbled, "That room was creepy enough with one corpse in it. He can clean up after himself if he's going to keep the other one in there with him."


  I rose. From the kitchen doorway I said, "Maybe they'll get married." Feeble, but it wasn't my best time of day. Dean gave me a black look and reached for the biggest pot he could find.


  The Dead Man was trying to sleep when I stepped into his room. He was long overdue for one of his three-week naps, but now wasn't the time. "Wake it up, Old Bones. You're supposed to have some suggestions for me this morning."


  He had several, but none of the first few was fit to record. I observed, "I take it you're sure enough of your Glory Mooncalled theory that you can indulge in a little smug snoozing."


  The latest from the Cantard contains nothing contradictory.


  "You going to break down and tell me?"


  Not yet.


  "What about the suggested approach you promised me last night?"


  I would have thought that you would have seen the best chance already. You had the night to reflect on next moves.


  "I took the night off. Give."


  You are allowing yourself to become dependent upon my genius. You should be exercising your own, Garrett.


  "We human types are bone lazy. Come on. Pay the rent."


  Get the younger Karl. Bring him to me. He appears to be the weakest link in the chain of circumstance. If there is a tumor of guilt in him, I will open him up and expose it. One glimpse of that poor child there should be shock enough to leave him pliable.


  "That's all I have to do, eh? Just go drag him out of that fort he calls home and bully him into coming here where you can work him over."


  I cannot do your legwork for you, Garrett.


  "Bah!" He was getting a sarky tone on him, Old Bones was. Maybe he'd stub a toe on his Glory Mooncalled theory and get dragged down from the heights of conceit. Oh, how he loves to strut.


  There was a foreign object just inside the front door. "Dean!"


  He came at a run. "Yes, Mr. Garrett?"


  "What the hell is this?"


  Actually, I knew what this was. It was my old pal Bruno frozen in midstride two steps inside the front door and leaning against the wall. His expression was one of terror and one hand grasped the air before him. Dean had used that to hang up the sweater and knit cap he wears when he comes in early mornings. That showed me a side of him I hadn't suspected.


  "He came to the door while you were out in the country. When I answered he just busted in past me. His nibs must have heard the uproar."


  Better than a watchdog. "And nobody bothered to tell me."


  "You had things on your mind."


  "How'd he get against the wall?"


  "I pushed him out of the way. I have to get in and out to do the marketing."


  I stepped over in front of Bruno. "What am I going to do with you? You just keep coming back. Maybe drop you in the river to see how fast you swim? I'll have to think about it, because you're getting to be a nuisance." I turned to Dean. "Maybe we ought to get a chain so things like this don't happen."


  Dean admitted, "His nibs could have been asleep."


  The problem of Bruno's ego slipped my mind as I trudged up the Hill. I had a bigger problem. How the devil could I get to Junior, let alone pry him out? Considering the attitudes of some up there, I might not get close to the Stormwarden's place. The hired guards might be waiting for me.


  They weren't. Not obviously. I tramped around the daPena place three times, hoping maybe Amber would spot me before Eenie, Meenie, Meinie and Moe started closing in and I had to show the Hill the flash of departing heels. It didn't work. I had to go. I decided to take a long walk. Sometimes getting the blood moving vanquishes the gloomier humors and the brain will come up with a thought.


  The best I could manage in three hours of marching was the notion of sending Junior a letter saying I knew where the gold was and if he would come down to my place we could talk it over. The trouble with that was it might take a lot of time I didn't have. He might dither a couple of days. Or he might not be able to slip his leash. Or the letter might not get to him at all, with highly unpredictable results. And Amiranda's body wasn't going to keep forever. For want of something more constructive to do, I went around to Saucerhead's place to see how he was mending. A girlfriend I didn't know said he was keeping just fine and I should get the hell away before I got my eyes clawed out. She was no bigger than a minute but she had her back up and looked like she would give it a damned good shot.


  So much for Saucerhead. Maybe something had fallen into Morley's lap. Besides somebody's wife or an eggplant steak dinner. Morley wasn't anxious to accept visitors that early in the day but he was awake so I was allowed to go upstairs. He greeted me with a scowl and no banter.


  I said, "You look like a guy who isn't getting enough fiber in his diet. What's the matter? Was there a crop failure in the okra forests?"


  He grumbled something that sounded like, "Goddim fraggle jigginitz."


  "Would you want your virgin daughters to hear language like that?"


  "Snacken schtereograk!"


  Aha! He was cussing, all right, but in one of the Low Elvish dialects. I've learned that when he goes to grumbling in Elvish he's usually having money troubles. "Been playing the water spiders again, have we?"


  "Garrett, are you a curse upon my house?" He actually used a dwarfish idiom equally capable of being translated as "mother-in-law." But I'm such a nice fellow nobody would ever accuse me of mother-in-lawing. "You're the reverse blackbird, you know that? The backward harbinger. Every time I have some bad luck, I have some more because you turn up right afterward. I can count on it."


  "You don't want me hanging around, stop betting on the bugs. There's a simple cause-and-effect relationship there—very much like the one between betting on the bugs and losing your boots."


  He repeated his curse-upon-the-house remark. "What do you want, Garrett?"


  "I want to know if you've heard any news I might find useful."


  "No. Ogre Town is as quiet as a crypt. Those guys came from somewhere else. And they took the gold with them when they went back. There hasn't been a whiff of gold around town. If there was a hint of a pile that size, you know the hard boys would be as busy as maggots. Saucerhead is doing all right."


  "I know. I found out the hard way. He's got some little she-devil standing gate guard. I thought I was going to get gutted before I got out of there. Who the hell is she?"


  He gave me the first flash of teeth of the visit. "His sister, maybe?"


  "Horse pucky. Nobody's sister carries on like that."


  He grinned. "Actually, I did hear one thing you might want to know, but I don't see how it would be much use."


  "Well?"


  "A drunken sailor off a night boat staggered in here right before we closed this morning. The gods know why he came here."


  "I was just thinking that myself. Only they know why anybody does."


  "Night boat" is a euphemism for smuggler. Smugglers account for a third of TunFaire's river trade.


  "You want to hear this or do you want to wisecrack your way to ignorance?"


  "Speak to me, Oracle of the Lettuce."


  "He mentioned that Raver Styx's ship entered the harbor at Leifmold the afternoon they left for TunFaire. She's on her way home, Garrett. She'll be here in a few days. If that will make any difference in the way you do what you think you have to do."


  "It might. I figure Junior deserves special attention because of Saucerhead and Amiranda. Having Mom around might present difficulties."


  "That's the whole barrel, then. Go away so I can feel sorry for myself."


  "Right. Next time you got to bet on the bugs, let me know so I can get down the other way and clean up."


  "There won't be a next time, Garrett."


  "Good for you, Morley." I left the room thinking I had heard it before. He might hang in there awhile, but sooner or later he'd hear about a sure thing and the fever would get him. I told the barman downstairs, "Send him a couple of turnip tenderloins smothered in onions and a double shot of your high-proof celery juice, straight up. On me."


  He didn't crack a smile. I headed home, my head filled with visions of a steak so rare Morley would die to look at it.
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  Dean had the place sealed up tight. Good for him. Sometimes he forgets. I pounded away. He came and peeked through the peephole. He made a production out of checking to see if I was there under duress. Then he started clinking and clunking as he unlatched latches. He flung the door open.


  "Am I glad you're finally here, Mr. Garrett." He did sound glad. He retreated. I went in after him, started to pull the door shut.


  "What the hell? What's this?"


  We had gained another hall ornament. This one went by the name Courter Slauce when it wasn't in the home-furnishings racket.


  "Dean!"


  But he was headed for the kitchen at a high-speed shuffle and dared not battle the momentum he had developed. He tossed an answer over his shoulder but it didn't have enough oomph behind it. It fell on the floor before it got to me. I paused beside Slauce. "Finances take a turn for the worse? You'll never make ends meet housebreaking."


  Funny. He didn't answer. He could hear well enough, though. And I could almost hear the nasty thoughts slithering round inside his head. I told him, "You'll make great company for Bruno. He's been dying for a shoulder to cry on."


  I stepped past Bruno. Such a quandary. Drop in on the Dead Man and let him know I hadn't yet found a way to lure Junior into his lair? Or track Dean down and find out why we had another statue in the hall?


  Dean won the toss. He was closer to the beer. As I pushed through the door I heard Dean saying, "There. There, now. It'll be all right. Mr. Garrett is here now. He'll take care of everything."


  Sure he would. He stepped on in to get a better idea of where to start. Dean had his arms around an Amber who was shaking and looked like eighteen going on a terrified ten instead of thirty. Dean was patting her back and trying to still her tears. The same Dean who had stamped her with his scarlet seal of disapproval. Something had shaken her badly. And the soft heart inside the old crab's shell had melted to her terror.


  "Well?" I asked, sidling to the cold well. "Somebody want to give me an idea what's going on?"


  Amber let out a growl, tore herself away from Dean, charged into me, opening the floodgates as she came. So much for having a beer. Dean had the grace to look embarrassed as he drifted to the cold well. I let Amber get the tears out. There is no point interrupting a woman when she is crying. If you don't get it over in one big chunk, you have to take it in a lot of little ones that come at unexpected and inopportune times. Meantime, Dean got me a mug. When Amber was down to the sniffs and quivers, I set her in a chair and told Dean to break out the brandy we keep for special occasions. I settled opposite her, in hand-touching range, and went to work on my mug. The first half went down quick and easy.


  When I thought she was ready, I asked, "Can you talk about it now?"


  She took a big bite out of her brandy before she nodded. "I have it under control. It was just . . . the circumstances, I guess. Domina and my father having a screaming argument that had everybody running for cover. Then the news about Karl. Then when I finally managed to sneak out so I could come talk to you, Courter caught up with me down the street, and when I wouldn't go back home, the look he got made me think he wanted to kill me, too. I went kind of crazy and ran away screaming. But if the whole world has gone crazy, don't I have the right to get a little crazy myself?"


  The words tumbled out of her, tripping over one another in their haste to dance in the open air.


  "Hold it! Halt! Stop! Good girl. Now take a deep breath. Hold it. Count to ten, slowly. Good. Now tell me what happened. Start from the beginning so it makes sense."


  Dean took my mug, which needed filling, and at the same time interrupted. "If you'll pardon me, Mr. Garrett, the most important point comes out of order. Her brother is dead."


  I stared at Amber. She shivered, nodded. She was counting well past ten. "How?"


  "They say he committed suicide."


  That caught me flat-footed. I didn't know what to say. Before I got my mind in order, my permanent motionless houseguest broke all precedent and reached out beyond the bounds of his demesne.


  Garrett. Bring them in here.


  Dean caught it, too. He looked to me for instructions. "Do what he says, I guess. Amber, come with me. My associate wants us to talk it over in his presence."


  "Do I have to?"


  "Keep thinking two hundred thousand marks gold."


  "I'm not sure I want to keep on. . . . Of course I do. I want out of that place more than ever, now. I'll never feel safe there again."


  "Let's go, then. Don't worry about him. He's harmless to those who intend him no harm."


  I'd forgotten one thing.
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  Amber let out a squeal that was half pain, half horror. I thought she would faint. But she was made of tougher stuff than I suspected. She hung on to my arm a bit while she stared at Amiranda, then got hold of herself, stepped back, looked at me. "What's going on, Garrett?"


  "That's what I found instead of the gold." She stepped over to the corpse.


  Bring Mr. Slauce, Garrett. It may be helpful to present him with the same shock.


  "What about the other one?"


  Dispose of him once we are done here. He should have learned his lesson.


  "Want to give me a hand, Dean?" I didn't doubt that I could manage Slauce by myself. If nothing else, I could tip him over and roll him. But why strain myself?


  We dragged him inside and per instructions set him down facing Amiranda. Amber seemed in control again. She said, "You have some things to tell me."


  "I'll tell you my story if you'll tell me yours." About then the Dead Man loosed his hold on Courter Slauce. I went to the door to make sure he didn't use it before we were done with him. He shook all over. There wasn't much bluff in him when he looked around. He didn't say anything. That disappointed me. I'd expected some bluster and the invocation of the Stormwarden.


  "I want to know some things," I told him. "I think Miss daPena has a few questions, too. It's even possible Miss Crest might want to know why she was killed."


  His eyes darted to the corpse. "I don't know nothing about that. Were did that come from? I thought she run off. Domina has been chewing my butt for days because she managed to get out of the house with her stuff. Never mind that I was halfway across town delivering a letter to one of the Baronet's girlfriends when she did it. That wouldn't have done for an excuse anyway, since I couldn't tell her."


  He is telling the truth he believes, Garrett.


  "Then he wasn't in on it?"


  Not wittingly, though I did not say that, Garrett.


  "All right. Slauce. Who kidnapped Junior?"


  "What the hell? How should I know? What the hell are you doing sticking your nose in, anyway? You got paid. You're out of it."


  "That supposes nobody but Willa Dount would hire me. Slauce, I think you know the answer to the question. Just in case, though, I'll tell you the answer. Nobody kidnapped him. Unless a man can kidnap himself. My main interest, though, is why did Amiranda have to be killed? And who said the word that made it happen?"


  Amber opened her mouth. I raised a hand, cautioned her to silence. Slauce didn't need to know her angle.


  You are getting ahead of yourself, Garrett. No interrogation or manipulation of this man can be soundly founded—until we have heard everything Miss daPena has to tell us. Have you forgotten what brought her here? Or is her brother's demise too trivial for consideration?


  I hadn't forgotten. I was stalling, having to deal with Amber's grief and hysteria and hoping for a breakthrough with Slauce that would give me the answer to my own dilemma. But I wasn't thinking soundly. Not to hear Amber out would be stupid. Since I'm one of the smartest guys around, it wouldn't do for me to tarnish my image by doing something dumb.


  "You win, Old Bones. But upon your head be the rainfall."


  It was not I who felt compelled to charge off to the rescue.


  It is possible, with great concentration, to shut him out—if he has other things on his minds. He always has to have the last word. There are times he has all the disadvantages of a wife, with none of the advantages.


  "Amber. You feel up to telling me what you came to tell? All settled down now?"


  Slauce started snarling. "Girl, you don't talk to this guy about nothing. You don't do nothing but march yourself straight home."


  I scowled at the Dead Man and said, "You had to let him get his second wind."


  Amber told Slauce, "Shove your elbow up your nose, Courter. You don't scare me anymore. In a couple of days you and Domina are going to be hanging out in the wind. Aren't you? Maybe you could bull-smoke your way around Karl, but not Karl and Amiranda. And I'm sure not going back there and give you guys a chance to explain to Mother about Karl and Amiranda and me!"


  "What kind of crazy talk is that, girl? Your brother killed himself."


  "Just like Amiranda ran away. Give me credit for knowing my brother. You're not going to sell me that. My mother isn't going to buy it, either. And I'm not going anywhere near any of you people. Not when two out of the three family heirs suddenly turned up murdered."


  "Three out of four," I tossed in, just to see how high the water would splash. "Amiranda was pregnant. Three months. The child would have been male."


  That was a surprise to both Amber and Slauce. It silenced them. But if it wakened any suspicions, they concealed them well. I faced the Dead Man, indicated Slauce. "Shut him off, will you? I don't need him shoving his oar in while the lady is talking."


  What lady?


  Slauce went stiff as a corpse. Timely revelation, Garrett. You have him rattled and reflective. But you may have cost yourself your credibility with the girl. She has begun to suspect that you have not been candid about your own motives.


  Yeah.
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  I said, "I think the best way would be for you to start right after the last time we talked."


  Amber balked. "You aren't interested in anything but Ami."


  "Oh?" I admitted an interest. "And I want whoever did this to her. I don't like people who waste attractive young women. But if you think I'm immune to the charms of a share of two hundred thousand marks gold, then you're a lot sillier than I think you are. Listen here. I'd be on this trail just as hot if that was you over there and Amiranda was standing where you are. I want the guy behind it. And I'll bet your mother will, too, once she gets here."


  "There'll be hell to pay."


  She is going to buy it, Garrett. You slick talker.


  I gave the Dead Man the look he deserved. "Amber, right now all I have to work with is what you can tell me."


  She stalled long enough to satisfy her ego, then got to it. "Courter saw you when you were leaving. He ran right to Domina. Naturally. And she flew into one of her rages. Only more so. I've seen her angry before but I never ever saw her lose control. She screamed and threatened and threw things and scared Karl so bad he told her everything we said. So it's good we didn't say anything about the gold. He would have told her about that, too. I didn't tell her anything. That made her mad all over again, so she had Courter give me a beating and lock me in my room. They didn't let me out till this morning."


  She pirouetted, pranced over to Slauce, slapped him, and danced back. "There."


  "They," it turned out, had been Karl, who had come to her while the house was asleep, unlocking her door. He had seemed severely troubled but had refused to explain except to say that he'd had all that he could take and was going away now and wouldn't be back.


  "But that didn't mean he was going to kill himself."


  I didn't believe he was the type, either. Not enough guts. "You'd better go over what he said. There might be some hint there. Try to recall his exact words and actions."


  "I don't know how I could get his words more exact. Except that he asked me to go with him. I told him I wasn't miserable enough yet to give up and run without any prospects. But he was. Really. Something had shaken him badly. He was pale. He couldn't stand still. He was sweating."


  "In othere words, he was scared."


  "Terrified."


  "Like he had seen a ghost?"


  "That's funny."


  "What is?"


  "That's exactly what I thought then. That he must have seen a ghost."


  "Maybe he did. At least secondhand. Go on. He left?"


  "As soon as he knew I wasn't going with him."


  "Any hint where?"


  "A safe place with an old friend is what he told me when I asked."


  "Donni Pell?"


  "Maybe. That's what I thought when he said it. The way he said it. Donni Pell or Ami. I just figured he knew where Ami went."


  "Why Amiranda?"


  "They grew up together. They were close. They always had their heads together. If she ran away, he had to know where she went. She wouldn't go without leaving him a message somehow. Even if he was kidnapped when she went."


  The more I saw of them, the more the workings and relationships of the daPena family baffled me. "All right. It could have been Amiranda but it wasn't because she was dead. We have to assume it was Donni Pell. That might not be true but anything else seems unlikely. Given his nature, it would have been a woman. Correct? Who else did he know? No one you or I know about. I guess I'll have to go there and see."


  This business was all legwork. Morley would approve of the exercise I was getting. "Go on with the story. Your brother decamped, headed for parts unknown, frightened. Then what?"


  "Twenty minutes later, Courter came. They knew Karl was out. They wanted me to tell them where he went."


  "They?"


  "Courter. It wasn't really they till later. But Courter didn't come on his own. They sent him."


  "I assume you gave him valuable advice on the placement of his elbow."


  "Yes. So my father took his place. He was as pale and sweaty as Karl had been. And he had a wild look that scared me. Like he was so terrified he was capable of anything. He didn't get anywhere either. He did a lot of yelling. My father yells a lot. I mostly just stayed out of his reach till Domina came in. She tried to keep me from hearing what she said, but I heard part of it. She'd heard from one of the staff that Karl had heard that Mother was in Leifmold. Meaning Mother could show up anytime because she could get to TunFaire almost as fast as the news that she was coming. Father really got excited then."


  "And?"


  Amber seemed ashamed. "I want you to know, I love my father. Even when he does irrational things."


  I tried my raised-eyebrow trick. I hadn't been practicing lately. She wasn't impressed.


  "He screamed at Domina to get Courter. They'd beat it out of me. She couldn't calm him down, so she went out, I guess to get Courter. Father came after me. And he actually did hit me. He never did that before. Not himself."


  "And?"


  "I picked up a shoe and bopped him over the head. He went away. And he didn't come back. A couple hours later I heard him and Domina having a screaming match all the way from her side of the house. But I couldn't tell what it was about. I thought about sneaking over and eavesdropping but I didn't. I was scared to go out of my room. Everybody was going crazy. And then a little while after that, I decided I had to get out of that house. Forever. No matter what. Even if you can't find the gold."


  "Why?"


  "Because one of the servants told me that Karl had committed suicide. When I heard that, I knew I had to get away. Far away, where nobody could find me. Or I might be dead, too. Only I didn't run fast enough, I guess. Because Courter caught up with me just before I got here. He even tried to come in and drag me back out when your man let me in."


  I considered Courter, then the Dead Man. He would be monitoring Slauce's reactions as closely as he could.


  The man is a villain for certain, Garrett, but he appears to have no guilty knowledge concerning the death of Karl Junior or his supposed kidnapping. Much of what he has heard here has been news to him. He appears to be slow of wit and it could be that he is considered too stupid to be trusted.


  I faced Amber. "You're convinced your brother was incapable of taking his own life?"


  "Yes. I told you that already."


  "All right. That gives me a new line of attack. Where, when, and how did it happen?"


  "I don't know."


  "You don't know? You mean you just—"


  "Don't you start yelling at me too!" She lifted a foot, snatched off a shoe, and brandished it.


  Three seconds later we were shaking with laughter. I got hold of myself, gave Slauce a look, shifted it to the Dead Man.


  He knows.


  "Dean, take Miss daPena to the guest room and get her settled. While you're at it, you might as well fix yourself up for a few more nights. We're going to need you here."


  "Yes sir." He sounded excited. At least he was in on this thing. "Miss? If you'll come with me?"


  She went reluctantly.
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  "Ithink I have to revise my strategy," I said. "I was going to let Slauce have the works so he could go home and get things stirred up."


  I assumed as much. I believe it is time you approached Mr. Dotes on a purely business basis, instead of favor for favor. You need more eyes.


  "Right. Things are stirred up enough without me sticking my hand in. Can you make him forget what he's seen and heard here?"


  I think so.


  "Then let's see what he has to tell about Junior checking out."


  The Dead Man released his hold on Slauce. Friend Courter was vulnerable. When I asked, he answered, and didn't start toughening up for several minutes. He gave me an address and an approximate time of death only two hours after Karl had fled his home.


  "How did he do it?" I asked, for Courter's sake going with the suicide fiction.


  "He slashed his wrists."


  That was the clincher. "Aw, come on! And you believed that? You knew the kid. If you'd said he'd hanged himself, I might have thought it was just barely possible. But even I knew him well enough to know he couldn't cut on himself. He was probably the kind of guy who couldn't shave because he was afraid he might see a speck of blood."


  Do not press, Garrett. You will get him to thinking. For him that might prove to be a dangerous new experience. He just wanted his own job made easier. You go see Mr. Dotes now. By the time you return, Mr. Slauce will have forgotten this episode entirely. He will be a bit intoxicated. Take that into consideration when you are planning how you will remove him from the premises. And you might as well consider doing the other one while you are at it.


  Right. Grumble. I left him to his fun.


  

  


  


  Morley rented me five thugs. His discount to the trade left their price only semi-usurious. I assigned one man to keep an eye on my place just in case something happened that the Dead Man couldn't handle alone. The world is filled with unpredictable people.


  One man got the job of keeping track of Courter Slauce. The remaining three got the unenviable task of trying to keep tabs on the denizens of the Stormwarden's house. I told them they should report to Morley. Dotes would have a better chance of tracking me down if there was something I needed to know. Five men weren't enough to do the job the way it ought to be done, but this one was out of my own pocket. The only client I had was one who had retained me on a contingency basis, and while I was willing to grab off a chunk of that ransom, I had a pessimistic view of my chances. I made a mental note to quiz Amber about what she had learned regarding Domina Dount's handling and delivery of all that gold.


  Disposing of Bruno and Slauce was an easy half hour's work with a borrowed buggy. An unconscious Bruno got dumped into an alley where he'd soon waken hungry enough to go into the cannibal business. Courter wasn't all the way out. He was just roaring drunk. I don't know how the Dead Man managed that. He never said. I just walked Slauce into a tavern, sat him down with a pitcher, then took the buggy back where it belonged. Then it was time to go see what could be seen at the scene of Junior's suicide.
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  The wooden tenements, three and four stories tall, leaned against one another like wounded soldiers after the battle. But the war never ended down here. Time was the enemy never to be conquered and there were no reserves to help stay the tide. It was night and the only light in the street fell from doors and windows open in hopes the day's heat would sneak away. That was a hope only slightly less vain than the hope that poverty would take to its heels. The street was full of serious-faced, gaunt children and the tenements were filled with quarreling adults. The corners, though, lacked their prides of narrow-eyed young men looking for a chance under the guise of cool indifference. No dares issued or taken.They were all in the Cantard, burning youth's energy in futility and fear, soldiering.The war had that one positive spin off. When you wanted to talk about your crime, you had to go find senior citizens who remembered the good old days before the war.


  I still had to watch my step—for reasons evoking no romance at all. There were as many dogs in the street as kids. And at any moment the sky might open and spit out a cloudburst of refuse. There were sanitary laws, but who paid attention? There was no one to enforce them. The place I sought was one more crippled soldier in the host, three stories that had seen their youth spent before the turn of the century. I planted myself across the way and considered it. Assumption: Junior had run to his friend Donni Pell when he felt the heat. Assumption: Donni Pell had been in on and had helped stage Junior's kidnapping. The nature of the place where young Karl had died implied that there was something wrong with one or both assumptions. Having collected possibly the biggest ransom ever paid in TunFaire, why would she hole up in such a dump?


  If he hadn't run to Donni, then who? No other name had come up. Junior didn't have friends.


  Not even one, apparently. Death had sniffed out his hiding place in under two hours. All the excitement was over, and had been for many hours. In that part of town even the most grotesque death was a wonder only until the blood dried. I began to be an object of interest myself, standing there doing nothing but look. I moved. There are no locks or bolts on the street doors of those places. Such would only inconvenience the comings and goings of the masses packed inside. I went in, stepped over a sleeping drunk sprawled on the battered floor. The treads of the stair creaked and groaned as I went up. There was no point in sneaking. Sneakery would have been useless anyway. Getting to the right room on the third floor took me past two others that had no doors. Families fell silent, stared as I passed.The death room had a door, but not one that would close tightly. It skidded against the floor as I pushed. It was the sort of place I had pictured—one room, eight-by-twelve, no furnishings, one window with a shutter but no glass. A bunch of blankets were thrown against a wall for a bed, and odds and ends were scattered around. One corner had walls and floor spattered with patches and brown spots. It had been messy. But those things always are. There is a lot of juice in the human fruit.


  They must have fastened him down somehow. You don't carve on someone without them putting up a fuss. I kicked around the place but found no ropes or straps or anything that might have bound him. I guess even ogre breeds have sense enough to pick up after themselves sometimes.


  Or did they?


  Mixed in with the tangle of bedding was a familiar item, from Karl's description. It was a doeskin bag with a heavy, long drawstring. Just the thing to pop over a guy's head and choke him unconscious. It was stained with dried vomit. I pictured some fastidious thug hurling it aside in disgust. You might not need to tie a guy if you strangle him before you cut. He could bleed to death before he woke up.


  "It's a half-mark silver a week, as is. You want furnishings, you bring your own."


  I gave the woman in the doorway my innocent look. "What about the mess?"


  "You want cleanup, that's a mark right now. You want fix-up, take care of it yourself."


  "Come off the rent?"


  She looked at me like I was crazy. "You pay up front, every week. You show me you're reliable, after a few months I might understand if you're one or two days late. Three days and out you go. Got that?"


  She was a charmer in every respect. Had she not possessed the winning personality of a lizard, a guy might have been tempted to have her hair and clothes washed. She couldn't have been much past thirty, only the inside had gone completely to seed. But the rest wouldn't be far behind.


  "You're staring like you think the place comes with entertainment." She tried a cautious smile from which a few teeth were missing. "That costs you extra, too."


  I had a thought. An inspiration, perhaps. What do hookers do when they get too old or too slovenly to compete? Not all can become Lettie Farens. Maybe this was someone Donni had known before she had become a landlady.


  "I'm not so much interested in the room as I am in the tenant." I palmed a gold piece, let her see a flash. Her eyes popped. Then her face closed down, became all suspicious frowns framed by wild, filthy hair.


  "The tenant?"


  "The tenant. The person who lived in the room. Also the person who paid for it, if they weren't the same."


  Still the suspicious eyes. "Who wants to know?"


  I looked at the coin. "Dister Greteke." Old Dister was a dead king, of which we in TunFaire are blessed with a lot. We could use a live one—if he'd do something worthwhile.


  "A double?"


  "Looks like one to me."


  "It was a kid named Donny Pell. I don't know where he went. He paid his own rent." She reached.


  "You're kidding. Donny Pell, eh? Did you meet him while you were still in the trade?" I put the coin on the windowsill, drifted away. She licked her lips, took one step. She wasn't stupid. She saw the trap taking shape. But she couldn't shake the greed, and maybe she thought she could bluff me. She took another step. In moments she was at the window and I was at the door. "You going to tell me?"


  "What do you need to know?"


  "Donni Pell. But female. From Lettie Faren's place. Came here to hide out maybe a week ago. Right?"


  She nodded. She had a little shame left.


  "You knew her before?"


  "I was there when she first came to the place. She was different than the other girls. Ambitious. But kind of decent then. If you know what I mean. Maybe she got too ambitious." The knuckles of her right hand whitened as she squeezed the coin. She'd been out of the trade awhile. It had been awhile since she'd seen that kind of money. Doubtless when it had been easy come she hadn't thought to put any aside. Her gaze strayed to the bloodstains. "She developed weird tastes in friends."


  "Ogre breeds?"


  That surprised her. "Yeah. How did you—"


  "I know some things. Some things I don't. You know some things and you don't know what I don't know." I borrowed a trick from Morley Dotes by getting my knife out and going to work on my nails. "So why don't you just tell me everything you do know about her and the people who visited her here."


  Her bluff was a feeble bolt and she knew it. But she tried. "I yell and the whole place will be in here in half a minute."


  "I'll bet the fellow in the corner thought the same thing."


  She looked at the bloodstain again. "Fair is fair. I was just seeing if you'd pay a little more. All right? What do you want to know?"


  "I told you. Everything. Especially who else was here this morning and where she is now." To forestall the next round of delays I added, "I don't mean her any harm. I'm looking for some of her playmates. She's gotten herself caught in the middle of a big and deadly game."


  Maybe very deadly for her. If there was to be a next victim in this mess, I'd put all my money on Donni Pell. If I had any chance, I wanted to find her before the villains eliminated the next link in their chain of vulnerability.


  "I don't know where she went. I didn't know she was gone till somebody found the mess. That's the gods' honest truth, mister."


  She sounded like she was telling the truth. I must have had a ferocious look in my eye. She was getting nervous. But with a hooker you never know. Their whole lives are lies and some of the falsehoods run so deep they don't know the difference.


  "Look, mister. . . ."


  "Just keep talking, sweetheart. I'll let you know when I've gotten my money's worth."


  "Only three people ever visited her here that I know about. The one who killed himself here this morning." If she wanted to keep up the pretense on that, it was all right by me. "That was the only time he ever came that I know of. Another one came twice. Both times he was all covered up in one of them hooded cloaks rich guys wear when they go out at night. I never saw his face. I never heard his name."


  Inconvenient for me, that, but she was doing all right, considering. "How tall?"


  "Shorter than you. I think. I never was very good judging how tall people are."


  "How old?"


  "I told you, he wore one of them cloaks."


  "What about his voice?"


  "I never heard him talk."


  "When did he come here?" I was determined to get something.


  "Last night was the first time. He stayed about two hours. I guess you can figure what they were doing. Then he came back this morning."


  I was all over her then, trying to pin down the order of events. But she couldn't get straight who had come when. "I think the cloaked man was first. Maybe not. Maybe it was the one who killed himself. The other one came last,though, I'm pretty sure. Two of them was here at the same time, I think, but I don't know which two."


  She wasn't very bright, this woman. Also, she had been very scared. Donni's third visitor, who, it developed, had visited almost every night, had spooked her.


  She was sure, almost, that the cloaked man had been the first to leave. Maybe.


  "Tell me about this third man. This regular visitor. This guy who scared you so bad. He sounds interesting."


  He wasn't interesting to her. She didn't want to talk about him at all. He was bad mojo. I took that as a good sign. She knew something here. With a little sweet talk. . . . "I'm badder mojo, lover. I'm here." A little deft work with the knife. . . .


  "All right, Bruno. All right. You don't have to get mean. He can take care of you himself. The guys he ran with him called him Gorgeous. If you ever saw him, you'd know why. He was meaner than a wolfman on weed."


  "Ugly?" Part ogre, I thought. What else? There had to be an ogre in it somewhere.


  "Ugly! So ugly you couldn't tell if he was a breed or not. He came with different guys different times, some of them breeds, some of them not. But always with this one breed he called Skredli."


  My eyes must have lit up, and not entirely with joy. She backed away a step, threw up a hand, looked for some place to hide. "Easy, woman. Skredli? Now that's a name I've been wanting to hear. Are you sure?"


  "Sure I'm sure."


  "You told me only three men ever came here. But now you've got this Gorgeous visiting with a crowd."


  "The ones who came with him never came inside. They were like bodyguards or something. Except that Skredli guy did come inside this morning, I think, and maybe one other time. Yeah. That's right. I think he even come here one other time, too, by himself, and stayed with her a couple hours. I forgot about that. Ick." She shuddered. "Doing it with an ogre."


  "I want this Skredli. Where do I find him?"


  She shrugged. "I don't know. Ogre Town, I guess. But when you find him, you're going to find Gorgeous, too. And maybe the girl. Only she'll probably be dressed like a boy again. Using Donny Pell. Why don't you get out of here? Why don't you leave me the hell alone?"


  "Do you know anything else?"


  "No."


  "Of course you do. Who came for the body? What were they going to do with it?"


  "I guess they were his family. Or from his family. Fancy people off the Hill with their own private soldiers and no charity in them for poor people. They talked like they were going to have him cremated."


  I grunted. That was the thing to do if you didn't want anybody getting too close a look at the stiff. Like, say, the woman who had given life to the flesh. Or maybe I was too suspicious. This business can do that to you. You have to remember to keep it simple. You don't need to look for the great sinuous, complicated schemes reeking of subterfuge and malice when a little stupidity followed by desperate cover-up efforts will explain everything just as well. And you have to remember to keep an eye out for who stands to gain. That alone will flag your villain eight times out of ten. That, more than any other facet of the affair, baffled me this time. Not the gold side, of course. However that worked out, the gold was its own explanation. But who could profit from the death of Amiranda Crest? How and why?


  I stared at the woman. She wouldn't know. I doubted that she knew anything more worth digging out. "Step back into the corner, please. That's fine. Now sit yourself down."


  She grew pale. Her hands, clasped around her knees, were bone white as she fought to keep them from shaking.


  "You'll be all right," I promised. "I just want to know where you are while I go over this place again."


  I found exactly what I expected to find. Zip. I took the doeskin bag and headed out.


  As I passed through the doorway the woman called after me, "Mister, do you know anybody who wants to rent a room?"
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  I found myself a syrupy shadow and installed myself across from the tenement. The street was empty of people now, and of the more honest cats and dogs. The yelling and scuffling inside the buildings had died down. The slum was gathering its strength for tomorrow's frays. I waited. I waited some more. Then I waited. A band of pubescent marauders swept past, in search of trouble, but they didn't spot me. I waited. After two hours I gave up. Either the woman had no intention of running to Gorgeous and Skredli or she had left the building another way. I suspected she felt no need to take warning. I set myself for a long night. First, home to let the Dead Man know what I'd learned, then to Morley's place to find out what his people had reported and to learn what he knew about a thug named Gorgeous. Maybe more after that if anything interesting had turned up.


  The interesting stuff started before I got to the house. Despite the hour there were a bunch of guys hanging around out front. I held up and watched awhile. That is all they were doing. Hanging around. And not trying to hide the fact. I moved a little closer. I could then see that they wore livery. Closer still, I saw that the livery belonged to the Stormwarden Raver Styx. Not being inclined to cooperate if they were waiting around to do evil when I showed, I slid away and approached the house from the rear. We had no company back there. I rapped and tapped till I got Dean's attention. He let me in.


  "What have we got, Dean?"


  "Company from the Hill."


  "I suspected that. That's why I'm so good in this business. When I see fifteen guys hanging around in the street, I have a hunch that we've got company. What about our guest?"


  "Upstairs. Buttoned up tight and keeping quiet."


  "She knows?"


  "I warned her."


  "Good. Where is the company?"


  "In your office. Waiting impatiently."


  "She'll have to keep on waiting. I'm hungry and I want to let the old boy in on what I picked up. And I wouldn't mind guzzling about a gallon of beer before I face that harpy."


  That made two chances I'd given him to ask how I'd guessed that my company was Domina Dount and twice that he'd ignored the bait. He has his little ways of getting even.


  "Won't do no good to bother his nibs. He's gone to sleep."


  "With an outsider in the house?"


  "I suppose he trusts you to handle it." Dean's tone suggested he had a suspicion that the Dead Man's genius had lapsed, that maybe he'd rounded the last turn and was headed down that final stretch toward Loghyr heaven. It looked like I now had two of them who couldn't keep straight who owned the house and who was the guest or employee. I wouldn't be surprised if Dean wasn't thinking about moving in. He'd reached the occasional nag-about-money stage.


  "Be nice, Dean. Or I'll leave you standing at the altar and run off with Willa Dount."


  He didn't find that amusing.


  "I might as well be married the way things are going around here."


  He slapped a plate in front of me like an old wife in a snit. But the food was up to par.


  I permitted myself a satisfied smirk.
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  Up north along the edge of the thunder-lizard country there is a region called Hell's Reach. It's not wholly uninhabitable but nobody lives there by choice. Everywhere you turn there are hot geysers, steaming sulfur pits, and places where the raw earth lies there molten, quivering, occasionally humping up to belch out a big ka-bloop! of gas. The lava pools sprang to mind the instant I saw Willa Dount. All her considerable will was bent toward restraining a hot fury. She had an almost red glow about her, but was determined to give it no vent.


  "Good evening," I said. "Had I expected a caller, I wouldn't have stayed out so late." I settled myself and my mug. "I hope you haven't been inconvenienced too much." Before I'd left the kitchen Dean had reminded me about sugar, vinegar, and flies, and I'd taken his advice to heart.


  It's not smart to go out of your way to make enemies of the Hill, anyway.


  "It has been a wait, but my own fault," she replied. Amazing that she would admit the possibility of fault in anything she did. "But had I sent someone to make an appointment, I would have been delayed even longer—if you would have been willing to see me at all. I'm certain you would have refused to come to me again."


  "Yes."


  "I'm aware that you don't hold me in high regard, Mr. Garrett. Certainly your contacts with my charges have done nothing to elevate your opinion. Even so, that shouldn't interfere with a business relationship. In our contacts thus far you have remained, for the most part, professionally detached."


  "Thank you. I try." I do. Sometimes.


  "Indeed. And I need you in your professional capacity once more. Not just for show this time."


  It was my turn to say, "Indeed?" But I fooled her. I showed her my talented eyebrow instead.


  "I'm desperate, Mr. Garrett. My world is falling into ruin around me and I seem to be incapable of halting the decay. I have come to my last resort—no. That's getting ahead of myself."


  I told my face it was supposed to look enrapt with anything she might say.


  "I have spent my entire adult life in the Stormwarden's employ, Mr. Garrett. Beginning before her father died. It's seldom been pleasant. There have been no holidays. The rewards have been questionable, perhaps. By being privy to inside information, I've managed to amass a small personal fortune, perhaps ten thousand marks. And I've developed an image of myself as a virtual partner in the Stormwarden's enterprises, able to be trusted with anything and capable of carrying any task through to the desired conclusion. In that spirit I've done things I wouldn't admit to my confessor, but with pride that I could be trusted to get them done and trusted not to talk about them later. Do you understand?"


  I nodded. No point slowing her down.


  "So a few months ago she was called to the Cantard because the course of the war seemed to be swinging our way and it was time to put on all the pressure we could. She left me to manage the household, as she has done a dozen times, and especially charged me with riding herd on her family, all of whom had been showing an increasing tendency toward getting involved in scandals."


  "The two Karls, you mean? They're the ones the rumor mill loved. I never heard of the daughter till the other day."


  "She was blind, the Stormwarden. Those girls were the ones who were deserving. Though Amber had begun to show signs of getting wild, just for the attention."


  I nodded as my contribution.


  She took a deep breath. "Since she's been gone this time, it's been like I've been under a curse. Father and son were determined to circumvent me at every turn. Then that kidnapping business had to come. I had to deplete the family treasury severely, selling silver at a discount, to get that much gold together. It was a disaster, but for a cause the Stormwarden could respect once her temper cooled. I might even have survived Amiranda's having taken flight during the confusion. The girl was restless for some time before she took off. The Stormwarden herself had remarked that it was coming. But putting out two hundred thousand marks gold to ransom Karl, only to have him take his own life, that's insupportable."


  Was I supposed to know about Junior or not? Instinct told me to play it cautious. "Did you say that Karl killed himself?"


  "This morning. He slashed his wrists and bled to death in a hole of a room in Fishwife's Close."


  "Why the hell would he do that?"


  "I don't know, Mr. Garrett. And to be perfectly frank, at this point I can't much care. He destroyed me by doing it. Maybe that was his motive. He was a strange boy and he hated me. But Karl isn't the reason I came here. I'm doomed when the Stormwarden returns, which she will very shortly. However, my pride—badly mauled but not yet dead—insists I go on, trying to salvage what I can on her behalf. Amber fled the house this morning. This is where you come in."


  I told my face to look interested.


  "Amiranda and Amber are at large and therefore at risk. If I can salvage that much for the Stormwarden, I will. I'm going to try. I have gone into my own funds to do so. I want you to find those girls. If you can."


  She plomped a sack down in front of me.


  "One hundred marks gold, to retain you. I'll pay a fee of one thousand marks gold each if you can return either of those girls before the Stormwarden comes home."


  "Your man Slauce can't handle—"


  "Courter Slauce is an incompetent imbecile. This morning I sent him after Amber. He turned up just before I left to come here, too drunk to recall where he'd been or what he'd been doing. I console myself with the certainty that he'll starve to death after the Stormwarden chucks the lot of us into the street. Will you look for my missing girls, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Give me a few minutes to think." I had to smooth out some dents in my ethics and reach an accommodation with my conscience. I considered myself to be working for three clients already: myself, Saucerhead, and Amber. Though Amber wasn't getting the first-class production. And nobody was paying me. Willa Dount would be paying, though she wouldn't be getting her money's worth. Still, an experiment had occurred to me.


  "Suppose I had a notion where I could find one of the girls right now?"


  "Do you?"


  "Take it as a supposition. How can I be certain I'd get my fee?"


  She levered herself out of her chair, straining like a woman decades older. "I came prepared for that possibility." What might have been a smile tickled the corner of her mouth. She started digging sacks out of her clothing. In a minute there was a line of ten before me, each a twin of the one offered me as a retainer. I checked the contents of one at random.


  It was good. Eleven hundred marks gold. More than I'd ever had a chance at before. With prospects for another thousand, which I could collect easily. Certainly a temptation to test the dark side of a man's soul. We all look for the big hit—hope for it, talk about it—but I don't believe we think about it. Not seriously. Because when it's suddenly there, a lot of thinking has to be done. Amiranda was dead. And what was Amber to me? Morley always says the supply of women is inexhaustible. And who would I have to explain to or make excuses to?


  Just to myself. With maybe the Dead Man smirking over my shoulder. Still, there was the possibility of a useful experiment. I rose and collected the gold in one big bear hug.


  "Come with me."


  Dean had turned down the lamps in the Dead Man's room. I don't know why he thinks that makes any difference. The Dead Man doesn't care about light one way or the other. When he wants to sleep, he'll sleep through sun, lightning, or earthquake. I hired me down and deposited the take beside his chair.


  Domina Dount asked, "Are you going to deliver something or not, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Turn around."


  For a moment she was human. She let out a little squeak and raised her hands to her cheeks. But she asserted control, taking a full minute to get the parts into the desired order. Then she murmured, "Will the disasters never end?"


  She faced me. "I presume you can explain?"


  "Explain what?"


  She took ten seconds, eyes closed.


  I prodded. "You engaged me to find and deliver to you, if possible, Amber daPena and Amiranda Crest. I've done half the job already."


  She stared at me and hated me through narrowed eyelids. Her voice remained neutral, though, as she remarked, "I had hoped that you would deliver them in better health. She is dead? Not in a trance or ensorcelled?"


  "Yes. Amiranda has been in poor health for some time now."


  "Your attempts at wit become tiresome, Garrett. I suppose I can assume that you weren't the agent of death. I want to know the who, what, when, where, why, and how."


  So did I.


  My experiment had flopped. Domina Dount wasn't about to be flustered into giving anything away. If there was anything in her that I didn't already have.


  "Well?" she demanded.


  Why not? I might still shake something loose. "The day you were supposed to make the ransom payoff, Amiranda hired a friend of mine as her bodyguard. That night he accompanied her into the countryside north of TunFaire. She took several travel cases with her. She went to a crossroad near Lichfield, where she stopped. My friend thought she expected to meet somebody there and that he was supposed to have been dismissed when that somebody showed."


  "Who?"


  "I don't know. He, she, or it never came. A band of ogre breeds did instead. My friend killed some of them but he couldn't drive them off or keep them from killing Amiranda. He couldn't even save himself, though the ogres thought he was dead enough to throw into the bushes with Amiranda and the other casualties. When they scattered to keep from being seen by travelers, my friend found the strength to pick Amiranda up and carry her three miles to someone he knew who, he hoped, could save her."


  "To no avail."


  "Of course. My friend isn't very smart. He'd failed. He was outraged and his pride was hurt. Somehow, he got back to Tunfaire, as far as the Bledsoe Infirmary, where I got his story in the deathwatch ward."


  Willa Dount frowned, uncertain why I'd told her what I had. "You've left something out, haven't you?"


  "Yes."


  "Why?"


  "Because you don't need to know. Because no one needs to know except my friend's friends—some of them are the kind of guys who eat ogres for breakfast—who figure there's some balancing due for what got done."


  You couldn't crack Willa Dount with a hammer. She looked at me straight in the eye and said, "That's why you've been digging around and poking your nose in."


  "Yes."


  "The Stormwarden resents people who pry into her family's affairs."


  "I'll bet she resents people killing her kids even more." Me and my big damned mouth! I'd blown a potful for free there. But she didn't seem to notice.


  "Maybe. But those who stick their noses in often become victims of deteriorating health."


  I chuckled. "I'll keep that in mind. I'm sure my friend's friends will, too. They might even be so disturbed they'll give the problem enough attention to handle it before she gets home."


  I'd abandoned the tactic of experimentation for the strategy of increasing the pressure on Willa Dount. Not that I had her fixed for anything, but she knew things I wanted to know. Maybe she would tell me some to get the heat off.


  "How about you tell me the how, where, and when of the ransom payment?"


  Domina Dount smiled a thin smile. "No, Mr. Garrett." She thought she was covered. If she had any need.


  I shrugged. "So be it. Do you need a way to transport the body? I could send my man—"


  "I came in a coach. That will do. I'll send my men in to get it."


  "No you won't. You have the coach brought. I'll carry it out."


  She smiled again. "Very well."


  As I looked away from the coach, Domina Dount told me, "You will try to deliver Amber in better condition, won't you?"


  I took a count of five, letting my irritation with her confidence in the power of her gold cool out. I kept reminding myself that it was just business. "I'll do my damnedest."


  She climbed into her coach smiling, sure she'd taken the round by getting to me more than I'd gotten to her. I wasn't so sure she was wrong.


  I went inside to see what the Dead Man thought of her.


  The fat dead son of a bitch had slept through the whole damned thing.
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  I finished a long, cold one and wiped my lips. "I feel like killing the keg, but the night has only just begun. Tell Miss daPena the Domina has gone, but if she has the least sense and regard for her life, she won't even peek out a window. We may have reached a stage where people are cleaning up loose ends, real and imagined. I'm going to see Mr. Dotes. I'll slide out the back in case somebody is watching. You lock up tight. Don't answer the door unless you look first and see that it's me."


  Dean scowled, but he'd been around long enough to have seen tight times before. He got out a meat cleaver and his favorite butcher knife, both sharp enough to take your leg off without you noticing. "Go on," he said. "I'll manage."


  I went out thinking that someday I'd come home and find the house littered with dismembered burglars. Dean was the sort who would handle an invasion neither calmly nor with the minimum necessary force. Bruno and Courter Slauce were lucky that he'd been surprised and unarmed.


  I didn't realize that I'd collected a tail until I was three-quarters of the way to Morley's place. It wasn't that I hadn't checked for one; he was that good. He was so good, in fact, that half a minute after I'd made him he knew it and didn't walk into either of the setups I laid to get a look at him.


  I might as well have had a signed confession.There are only three guys in TunFaire that good. Morley Dotes and I are two of them and Morley had no reason to skulk around behind me.


  The other guy's name is Pokey Pigotta and he might even be better than we are. I've heard him accused of being half ghost.


  Pokey is in the same line as me. Had Domina Dount hired him to keep an eye on her hired hand?


  That seemed unlikely.


  Who, then?


  By then Pokey would have realized that I'd read his signature. He'd start trying to outguess me.


  I resisted my impulse to play that game and call for him to join me. Silliness. Pokey Pigotta had conservative views of what constituted his obligations to a client.


  To hell with it, I figured. I headed for Morley's Place.


  I went in the front door and straight around the bar. The surprised night barman just gawked as I shoved through the door to the kitchen. The rutabaga butchers stopped work and stared. I strolled through like a royal prince assessing the provincials. "Very good, my man. Very good. You. Let's have a little more thought to portion control. That what-ever-it-is is sliced too thick."


  I made it to the storeroom before the peasants rose and lynched me. The storeroom led me directly to the back door, which I used. I did a quick sprint down the alley and up the side lane to the corner in time to watch the front door swing shut behind Pokey.


  Good.


  He had decided that since I wasn't going to play games, he wasn't going to either. He'd just trudge after me, not bothering to sneak. And that might suit his client fine, since it would inhibit my more surreptitious ventures.


  

  


  


  I watched the door close and grinned, recapturing a view of the customers as I trotted through. It couldn't have been choreographed more beautifully.


  "Suckered you, Pokey," I murmured, and ran for the door. He had scanned the lay and turned to leave. He was a tall guy, without much meat on him—all bones and angles and skin so pale you'd have thought the breed half of him was vampire. He tended to make strangers very nervous.


  "Sucked you in this time, Pokey." I peeked over his shoulder.


  Saucerhead Tharpe was up and coming, hiding his infirmities well. I had no idea what the hell he was doing there but I was glad to see him.


  Pokey shrugged. "I blew one."


  "What you up to, Pokey?"


  "You say something, Garrett? I been having trouble with my ears."


  Saucerhead arrived. "What's up, Garrett?" Every eye in the place was on our get-together.


  "Me and Pokey was just headed up to see Morley. I finally got a lead on those fellows you had the run-in with the other day. You're welcome to sit in." I gestured. Pokey surrendered to the inevitable, comfortably certain that I wanted nothing from him badly enough to make an enemy. I would have seen it the same if our roles had been reversed.


  I followed Pokey. Saucerhead followed me. All eyes followed us up the stairs. Morley, of course, was expecting us.


  "So what do you want to do with him?" Morley asked.


  "Since he won't want to say why he's dogging me or who's paying him, I don't know whether to let him tag along or not. So, better safe than sorry. He's got to go into storage."


  "How long?"


  "A day, maybe."


  "Pokey?"


  "Sitting or following, it all pays the same."


  Morley thought for half a minute, then told one of his boys, "Blood, you want to politely collect Mr. Pigotta's effects and put them on the table here?"


  Pokey endured it. I knew how he felt. I'd been through it several times myself.


  Morley stirred through the take, which included a lot of silver. He examined one piece. "Temple coinage."


  I took one. Private mintage, all right. The same as the tenth mark I found on that farm.


  "Tell you something?" Morley asked.


  "Yeah. Who he isn't working for." Domina Dount never had anything but gold.


  So who?


  "Put him away," I told Morley. "There's things to talk about and decide and maybe do, and it's late already."


  "Blood. The root cellar. Gently and politely. Consider him a guest under restraint."


  "Yes, Mr. Dotes."
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  Morley removed his troops from the room. With just two witnesses Saucerhead relaxed and betrayed how uncomfortable he really was. I spent a minute or two telling him what a dope he was. He didn't argue. He didn't go home to bed, either. Morley told me, "Only thing my boys have told me that you probably don't know is that Junior daPena's body got taken to the crematorium by the Dount woman on her way over to your place. I assume you know he did himself in?"


  "I know. Only he didn't kill himself. He had a lot of help from his friends."


  "You have that gleam in your eye, Garrett. Does that mean you know who did it?"


  "Yep. And one of them was an ogre breed named Skredli, and it just happened that a Skredli was involved in Junior's so-called kidnapping—and most likely in the attack on Saucerhead and Amiranda. And this Skredli runs with a character named Gorgeous, who sounds like he's some double-ugly. . . . What's up, Morley?"


  "Gorgeous? You did say Gorgeous?"


  "Yeah. You know him?"


  "Not personally. I know of him."


  "I don't like that look in your eye."


  "Then look at the wall or something while you tell us about it."


  While I talked, Saucerhead sat nodding to himself. I pretty much opened the bag and dumped it. Morley got out paper and pen and ink and started doodling. When I closed the sack up, Morley said, "The Donni Pell trick is like the hub of a wheel. You have connections between her and everyone but the Dount woman. You can't tell about the Crest woman, but you can assume she knew who Donni was since she was good friends with Junior. This Donni is the key. Let's see if we can't lay hands on her."


  I exchanged looks with Saucerhead. "The man is a genius, isn't he? Think he's figured out that she's the next one who'll come floating belly up? If the hard boys are nervous enough to cut the son of Raver Styx. . . ."


  Morley said, "I think the next casualty will be a guy called Gorgeous. Though maybe I'm wrong." He still had that look.


  "Why?" Saucerhead asked. Always direct, friend Waldo.


  "Tell me about Gorgeous. I've never heard of him."


  "You ought to keep up better, Garrett. He's important."


  "I'm trying. If you'll get to it."


  "Sure. He hasn't been around long. His real name is Conrad Staley. He came from HasefBro after the kingpin checked out, figuring it was a good time to cut himself a piece of the big city. He's human but he's so damned mean and ugly he ranks with ogres. He brought his own gang to start but I hear most have gone back since he's found local recruits. Keeping the old base secure. There was a hot feud for a while with Chodo Contague but they sorted it out. Gorgeous got Ogre Town. He pays a percentage to keep it in peace. Chodo doesn't want a war because he's having trouble keeping his own people in line."


  Chodo Contague was the thug who had taken over as kingpin after the old kingpin's demise. He was more powerful than most of the lords of the Hill, though he lived in the shadows.


  "Anything we do that involves Gorgeous, Chodo is going to have to approve." Morley was moving toward the door now. "It could mean war. You guys sit tight. If you need anything, tell them downstairs. I'll be back in a couple hours."


  "Where the hell are you going?" I asked.


  "To talk to Chodo." He was out.


  "You wondering what I'm wondering, Garrett?"


  "I'm not wondering, Saucerhead. I know."


  Chodo Contague was boss of the TunFaire underworld in part because a certain Morley Dotes had presented the old kingpin with a coffin containing a hungry vampire. The old kingpin had opened the box thinking the thing inside had been killed before delivery. Saucerhead and I had been pallbearers in that shenanigan. Our buddy Morley hadn't bothered to tell us what was going down beforehand. His reason for the oversight was sound. He had figured we wouldn't help if we knew. The perceptive little bastard had been right. I was going to collect favors on that scam for a long time.


  "He's in debt again, Saucerhead. The bug races again. But I don't want to try Ogre Town alone, so let him play his game. I'm not going to sit around here waiting for him, though. If I have to kill a couple hours, I'll do it getting something useful done."


  Saucerhead just looked at me, a big, tired guy who had been pushing himself too hard. I knew that if we ended up going after Gorgeous—as I would do, one way or another—Saucerhead would go along if he had to drag himself. "You might as well get some sleep. See you in a couple."


  I got scowls downstairs but nobody stopped me.
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  I went to Playmate's and pounded around until he got out of bed. He never stopped grumbling and cussing, but he got out the wagon and hitched up a team. He even managed the obligatory refusals when I tried to pay him, though he did end up accepting the money. As he always does. He needs it, no matter how much he pretends.


  The Larkin crematorium was one mile away. I pushed, though there was no real need. Junior's body had been delivered late, if I'd heard Morley right, so it wouldn't have been sent to the oven yet. That wasn't permitted at night. Religious and secular law both forbid cremation during the hours of darkness. A soul freed during that time would be condemned to walk the night forever. There are only three crematoriums in TunFaire. I was sure Junior was at the Larkin place because it was convenient for anyone coming to my home from the Stormwarden's. And the night porter wasn't an honest man. The world is cancerous with people possessed; some have to vent their sicknesses on the dead and others have to pander to them. I pulled the wagon into an alley near the crematorium and left the team bound in a spell woven of the direst threats I could conjure. At least I got their attention.


  I did it the way I'd heard it was done, going to the side entrance, tapping a code, and waiting while I was examined through some hidden peephole.


  The door opened. I had to grit my teeth to keep from laughing or groaning. The night porter was a character straight out of graveyard spook stories, a hunchback ratman so ugly I suspected his beauty would under shine that of the creature Gorgeous. Hopefully before the night was done I'd have the opportunity to compare. If there was a password I didn't know it and he didn't care. I showed him a gold piece and he showed me the room where the bodies were laid out. Like the old joke, people had been dying to get in. Seven of the ten slabs were occupied by the anxiously waiting dead. Ratman was a born salesman. He lifted a sheet. "This here's the best we got. And you're the only customer tonight." He snickered.


  The girl was about fourteen. There was no obvious cause of death.


  "She might even be a virgin."


  It was one of those times when you want to break bones, but for business reasons you put your feelings on ice and smile. I stepped past him and lifted a sheet at the head of a corpse that looked the right size. Not my man.


  Second time was the charm.


  "This one. How much to take him with me?"


  I've never been looked at like that before and hope never to be again. I saw he was going to argue, so I laid a ten-mark gold piece on an empty slab. I doubt he'd ever seen one before.


  Greed touched those hideous features. But caution was just a step behind. "That one came off the Hill, mister. You don't want to mess with it."


  "You're right. I don't want to mess with it. I want to buy it."


  "But . . . why?"


  "For a keepsake. I'm going to have the head shrunk and wear it for an earring."


  "Mister, I told you, that one's off the Hill. People are going to come for the ashes."


  "Give them ashes. How many of these are city projects?" TunFaire has a pork-barrel ordinance requiring unclaimed, found, and paupers' corpses to be distributed in rotation among the dozen mortuary businesses, paid for out of the public purse. It's a racket that accounts for the majority of each business's income. Most families just bury their dead in the nearest churchyard.


  "Four. But I'd have to bring the boss in—"


  "How much?" He wouldn't be doing his business without the silent approval of his employer. "Without being greedy. I could just take it and leave you in its place." It was a definite temptation.


  The ratman gulped. "Twenty marks."


  "There's ten. Ten more when I have it loaded. I'll be back in a minute." He might have taken his chances and locked me out, but that was unlikely while ten more marks were afloat. He gobbled some but I ignored him. Ten minutes later I had what was left of Junior daPena installed in the wagon. I faced the hunchback, gold in hand. "The same people will bring another one today. Unless they insist on watching the job, I want that one, too. It'll be female. The gods help you if it's touched. Do you understand?"


  He gulped.


  "Do you understand?"


  "Yes sir. Yes sir." Cautiously, he reached for the gold.


  I avoided his touch when I let him have it.


  

  


  


  Dean answered on the second knock. He was dressed. "Haven't you been to bed?"


  "Couldn't sleep. What is this? Are you collecting bodies now, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Just a few that might be useful. I'm taking it into the Dead Man's room. Get the doors for me. If he wakes up and wants to know about it, tell him it was Junior daPena and I'm saving him for his mother."


  Dean turned green but handled his part. The corpse settled, a little shaky. I returned to the kitchen and put away a couple quarts of beer before leaving.


  "You're off again, Mr. Garrett?"


  "The night's work isn't done."


  "Won't be night all that much longer."


  He was right. The light would soon make its presence known.
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  I beat Morley back to his place, but barely in time to waken Saucerhead. Then Dotes came with his men— Blood, Sarge, and the Puddle. He also had two other guys in tow. I didn't know them personally and didn't care to get acquainted. Because I knew who they were: Crask and Sadler, Chodo Contague's first-string lifetakers. They had been born human. Since then they'd been embalmed and turned into zombies without the nuisance of dying first.


  "What the hell are those guys doing here?" I snapped. It didn't help that they seemed equally pleased to see me and Saucerhead.


  Morley was up to his old tricks.


  "Calm down, Garrett. Unless you want to go after Gorgeous by your lonesome."


  I bit my tongue.


  Morley said, "This is the way it's got to be, Garrett. Gorgeous holes up in Ogre Town. He's got those people buffaloed down there. But they won't lift a finger if he suddenly turns up missing. Him and his number-one boy Skredli. You want him. Chodo wants him. Chodo will back your play as long as you're the face out front. But he wants first crack at them once they're rounded up. You give him a list of questions you want asked, he'll get the answers."


  "Wonderful. Thoroughly wonderful, Morley." I was hot. So hot I didn't trust myself to say anything else. Morley met my gaze evenly, shrugged. I got the message but I didn't have to like it.


  Saucerhead was steamed, too, but he covered it better. He rose, laced his fingers, and bent them back until the knuckles cracked. "You got to live with what you got to live with. Let's do it while they're still asleep." He headed for the door.


  "Wait!" Morley said. "This isn't a stroll in the woods with your girlfriend." He stepped behind his desk and fiddled with something. Part of the wall opened, exposing the biggest damned collection of deadly instruments I've seen since I parted with the Marines.


  Saucerhead looked at the arsenal and shook his head. It wasn't a shake of refusal, but of astonishment. He joined Morley's thugs in stocking up. Crask and Sadler had brought their own. I had, too, and thought I was adequately outfitted. Morley's scowl told me he saw it otherwise. I selected one knife long enough to be a baby sword and another prissy little thing of the sort ladies (who aren't) carry on their garters. Morley didn't stop scowling but didn't comment, either. I preferred my head-knocker for all but the most desperate situations. And for those I had what the witch had given me. We trooped downstairs, Morley's boys in the lead, Chodo's headhunters behind. Speculative eyes observed our descent and pursuit of the pathway I'd used on Pokey earlier. But at that hour there were few customers left and most of those were beholden to Morley. There should be no rumors born soon or messages run.


  The barman beckoned Morley as we passed. Dotes stopped to trade whispers. He caught up at the door to the alley. "That was the latest from the river. The Stormwarden's boat was spotted at dusk twenty miles down tying up for the night."


  "Then she'll be here tomorrow afternoon."


  "Late, I'd guess. The winds are unfavorable."


  It was something to think about. I didn't have enough to ruminate already.


  The alley was filled with the huge black hulk of a four-horse closed coach. And two gargantuan characters with shiny eyes and sparkly fangs grinned down from twenty feet. "Hi, guys."


  They were grolls—half troll, half giant, green by daylight, all mean, and tougher than a herd of thunder-lizards. I knew these two. They were two-thirds of triplets who had gone with me into the Cantard to bring out a woman who had inherited a bundle. Despite what we had been through together, I hadn't the slightest notion whether or not I dared trust them.


  They had been cursed with unlikely names, Doris and Marsha.


  "A little of what I call ally insurance," Morley told me. "You think I'm a raving moron for bringing Chodo in?"


  "No. I think you think it'll get you out from under your debts. I hope you're right."


  "You're a cynical and suspicious character, Garrett."


  "It's people like you who make me that way."


  Morley's troops were inside the coach and Saucerhead was clambering aboard. Crask and Sadler were up on the guard's and driver's seats, donning the traditional tall hats and dark cloaks. Each man had immediate access to a pair of powerful, ready crossbows. Such items are necessary on TunFaire's night streets if you're rich enough to use a coach but not powerful enough to have its doors blazoned with the arms of someone like a stormwarden.


  Most high-class folk travel with outriders. We made do with a pair of grolls toting their favorite toys, head-bashers twelve feet long and almost too heavy for a runt like me to lift. Morley followed me into the coach, then leaned out and told Crask to go. The vehicle jerked into motion.


  "I suppose you've made a plan?" I said.


  "It's all scoped out. That was one of the reasons I brought Chodo in. His boys know Gorgeous's place. I've never seen it. And neither have you."


  I grunted. The rest of the ride passed in silence.
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  Ogre Town was quieter than death at that hour. There seems to be a cultural imperative that sends them to bed very late and brings them out in the afternoon. We were going in soon after most ogres had sacked out. The streets weren't entirely deserted, but it made little difference. Those who were out were scavengers. They made a point of being blind to our presence. Twelve hours earlier or later we might have been in trouble. The streets would have featured a more treacherous cast. We swung into a passage between buildings just wide enough for the coach, then continued until we could open the doors. Crask told us to disembark. We tumbled out. He backed the coach into the passage again so we could gather in the shadows, off the street.


  "That's the place." Morley indicated a four-story vertical rectangle a hundred yards down the street. "The whole thing belongs to Gorgeous. He had the buildings on either side demolished so nobody could get to him that way. We're going after him that way."


  "Wonderful." Light still shone in a couple windows on the top two floors. "You're a genius."


  The buildings in Ogre Town are fifty to a hundred years older than the tenements in Fishwife's Close. In many cases that showed. But they had built in brick and stone in those days and Gorgeous's citadel had been kept up. It didn't need to lean on neighbors to remain standing.


  There was a ghost of a promise of dawn.


  Morley said, "Doris and Marsha are going to climb the buildings on either side. They'll drop ropes. Me, Crask, Blood, and Sarge will go up top the nearer one. The rest up the other. After we get our wind. . . ." He droned on with the plan.


  "It sucks," I told him.


  "You want to march in the front door and fight your way to the top?"


  "No. Hell, if I didn't have questions to ask, I'd just go start a fire on the ground floor. Ought to go up that thing like smoke up a chimney."


  "But you do want to ask questions. Ready? So let's go." Doris and Marsha were already gone, not bothering to wait out my protests.


  We were halfway there when the man came out the front door. His hands were shoved in his pockets and he was looking down. He was human, not ogre. He walked fifty feet toward us before he realized he wasn't alone. He halted, looked at us, and his eyes bugged.


  "Bruno," I hissed.


  He whirled and headed for the building.


  Sadler's crossbow twanged.


  It was a damned good try for a snap shot. I think it clipped Bruno's left arm. He veered right and headed up the street, concentrating on speed.


  "Let him go. I'll hunt him down later," I said. "He has some answers I need."


  While I talked, Crask sped a bolt that split Bruno's spine three inches below his neck. Sadler reached him seconds later and dragged the twitching body into the nearest shadows.


  "Thanks a bunch," I snarled.


  Crask didn't bother turning that embalmed face my way. Doris and Marsha reached the roofs of their respective structures. They anchored ropes and dropped them. Inside Gorgeous's place the lights were dying. Saucerhead and I stood at the foot of the rope. "You going to make it?" I asked.


  "You worry about yourself, Garrett. Ain't nothing going to stop me now." He started climbing. I held the rope taut. Saucerhead went up like he was seventeen and had never been hurt in his life. Sadler followed with not one but two crossbows slung on his back, then the Puddle. Lucky Garrett got to do it with no one to tauten the rope. When I reached the roof, I found that Marsha had already leaped to Gorgeous's roof. Saucerhead was tying off the rope the groll had tossed back. Sadler was leaning on the chimney that anchored both ropes, sighting one crossbow on the top-floor window. Light still leaked through its shutters. I wondered if Marsha's rooftop landing had been heard below. I didn't see how Gorgeous could help but be forewarned with nearly two tons of groll prancing over his head. Puddle joined Marsha. Saucerhead and I followed. I pretended the void below was really just water a foot beneath my dangling toes.


  The pretense didn't help.


  Sadler stayed where he was. He untied the rope so Marsha could haul it across and resumed his lethal posture. Marsha bent one end of the rope into a harness for me. As I got into it I wondered what was wrong with Gorgeous and his boys. Were they deaf? Or just chuckling as they got a little surprise ready for us?


  I was going to find out all too quickly. There was enough light now to see Morley getting into a similar rig. Doris hoisted him and dangled him over the side.


  The universe twisted. An abyss appeared beneath me. I turned at the end of the rope, glimpsing Sadler aiming too close for contentment. Marsha swung me in against the brick, then over to peek through the cracks in the shutter. At first I saw nothing. No ambush evidence, no excitement, nobody. Just an empty room. Then an ugly someone opened a door and shoved his face into the room and said something I couldn't hear to someone I couldn't see. The back of the other someone appeared momentarily as he followed the ugly someone out the door. The set of his shoulders said he was aggravated.


  I waved. Saucerhead tied the rope to something. They left me hanging.


  Evidently the report from the far side was favorable, too. Marsha leaned over the edge and let go a mighty bash with his club. A second later he lowered Saucerhead at the end of a mile of arm and flipped him through the window. Saucerhead grabbed me and dragged me inside. Puddle came through an instant later. The room was uninhabited except for the insect life infesting the stack of bunk beds. Saucerhead and Puddle headed for the door while I battled ropes like a moth in a spider web. There was one hell of a racket going on somewhere else.


  A guy came charging through the doorway just as Saucerhead got there. His nose and Saucerhead's fist collided. No contest. The ogre's eyes rolled up. Saucerhead thumped him again as he went down, just for spite. I got loose and charged after Saucerhead and Puddle, into a narrow hallway that dead-ended to our left. As we turned right a couple of breeds popped out of another bunk-room doorway. They were no more fortunate than their predecessor. Saucerhead was in one of those moods. In the meantime, heaven put on its dancing shoes and began hoofing it on the roof. The grolls were pounding away with their clubs.


  The racket elsewhere revealed itself as a lopsided battle between Morley's crew and Gorgeous and about ten breeds. Several more ogres were down, with quarrels in them, and as we came to the rescue yet another made the mistake of stepping in front of the window. He squealed like a throat-cut hog as he fell. The bolt had gotten the meat of his thigh. Poisoned? Probably.


  Being a nice guy, I just whapped a couple of heads with my stick instead of stabbing backs with Puddle. Saucerhead threw ogres around the way us ordinary mortals might work through a pack of house cats. Holes appeared in the ceiling as the grolls kept pounding away, their blows so powerful they smashed through two-by-ten oak ceiling joists.


  Our rear attack turned the tide. Suddenly, the numbers were ours.


  Gorgeous made a run for the stairs. I flung a foot out and got enough of his ankle to unbalance him. His momentum pitched him into the doorframe.The fight seemed over but it wasn't yet won. Ogres are tough and stubborn. A few were still upright. Morley's boys left them to us and went to work finishing the ones who were down. I yelled a complaint that got ignored.


  I'd gotten through the worst without a scratch. The others had a few dings and small cuts, except Sarge, who had collected a rib-deep slash across the chest and had taken himself out of the action to tend it.


  "Not that one!" Saucerhead roared at Puddle. "You save that one for me." He slammed the last upright ogre into unconsciousness, then explained, "That's the one that was in charge when they killed the girl."


  Panting, I asked, "You see any others that were there?"


  "Just him." He dragged his ogre out of the mess.


  Morley said, "That's the one called Skredli."


  I'd suspected as much. For several minutes there had been considerable racket downstairs. Now Gorgeous levered himself up and roared. Morley and I jumped on him, too late to shut him up.


  The stairs drummed to stamping feet.


  An ogre stampede arrived.


  There must have been twenty in the first rush. They pushed us across the room, into the far wall. Grolls hammering heads from above scarcely slowed them. And more kept coming. Sarge couldn't defend himself adequately. Puddle went down. I thought Morley was a goner. It looked grim for the rest of us. Gorgeous shrieked hysterical, bloodthirsty orders.


  It was time for something desperate.
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  I dropped the witch's gift and stomped on it. The crystal shattered. I followed instructions and covered my eyes, taking several vicious blows as a result. A thread of fire sliced the outside of my left upper arm. Hell called the proceedings to disorder. I opened my eyes. The mob bawled like cows in a panic, flailed wildly, purposelessly. Some howled and clung to the floor. I danced away from the nearer crazies and unlimbered my head-knocker. According to the witch, they were seeing three of everything and their universe was revolving. But that didn't make them easy meat. There were so many of them flailing around. . . .


  I watched Gorgeous bang into the wall three times trying to get to the stairs. I tried to reach him before he got away. My luck ran its usual taunting course. I was two ogres short of getting him when he made it out. He went tumbling downstairs, caterwauling in pain and fear. I wanted that man bad, but not bad enough to abandon friends to fate. I returned to my harvest. I took a few whacks myself getting the mob done, but lay them low I did. Morley, I saw, had survived after all. He leaned against a wall, pale as death. Saucerhead stood with feet widespread, grinning a big goofy grin. The grolls, who had caught just the edge of the spell, looked in through the ceiling and grinned too. They had helped with the head-knocking. Morley's man Blood sat in a corner puking his guts up. Sarge and Puddle were somewhere under the mess.


  We all needed patching up.


  I stumbled to the window.


  It was light out now. And there were sounds outside. People sounds. Ogre Town folks were awake and interested.


  It was time to pick up our toys and get out.


  "Shut your eyes, you dopes," I told everybody. "Get your hands on the wall and follow it around to the door to the stairwell. Wait for me there."


  "What the hell did you have up your sleeve this time, Garrett?" Morley asked in a voice pitched an octave too high. He gagged as he fought to avoid upchucking from the vertigo.


  "None of your damned business. Just be glad I had it, you tactical genius. Come on. Get over by the door while I find Puddle and Sarge and Skredli."


  An ogre groaned. I gave him a tap on the noggin. There would be plenty of headaches later.


  I found Skredli first, dragged him over, and gave him to Saucerhead. Sarge turned up next. "Morley, Sarge checked out. You want to take him home?"


  "What for? Hurry up. I smell smoke."


  So did I. I started digging for Puddle.


  "Oh, hell," Morley said. "What would I tell my guys if I left somebody behind? They'd tell me I was no better than these ogres." He babbled to the grolls in their tongue. They jabbered back. He told me, "Shove Sarge up where Doris can get a hold of him. And hurry. They say there's a mob shaping up. Crask and Sadler have been shooting the boys down when they run out the front door."


  I found Puddle. He was alive, and would make it with help. I got him to Morley. "I'm going down first. You guys come as fast as you can." I bounded down the stairs.


  Noises rose to greet me. It sounded like somebody dragging himself. . . .


  I overtook Gorgeous on the second-floor landing as he was getting ready to head down the last flight. But to catch him I had to jump the fire he had started halfway to the third floor.


  He had a broken leg. He wasn't seeing more than double now, and nearly stuck me before I bopped him. I checked for other enemies. The only ones left upright were down at the front door, three or four just inside, arguing about how they were going to get out. That door was the only ground-floor exit. Anybody who used it ran into a crossbow bolt. I hustled back to help the others past the fire. It was growing, but we managed. Only Morley got singed. I couldn't restrain a chuckle at his pathetic appearance. He's one of those guys who spends hours on his appearance.


  The problem of the ogres below solved itself. I went after them behind a bloodthirsty shriek, brandishing my knives, and they flushed like a covey of quail, hitting the street.


  Now we'd learn the value of Morley's ally insurance.


  I stuck my head out.


  No bolt greeted me.


  I stepped out carefully, looked around, frowned. What had become of the mob? I saw no one but the flying ogres and the grolls, who had clambered down the outside of the building. The coach came pounding out of its alley, swung in, and stopped. Crask growled, "Get them in here! There's soldiers coming."


  Troops? No wonder the streets were empty. We tumbled inside, piling on the coach floor. Crask and Sadler took off before we sorted ourselves out. The grolls loped ahead, scouting.


  I got myself seated. "This is weird, Morley. They don't call out the troops for squabbles in Ogre Town."


  The coach thundered through alleys that had to be too narrow, around corners that had to be too tight. Whatever faults the boys up top had, lack of guts was not among them.


  Morley grunted in response to my remark.


  "They only come out for riots. And there's maybe only eight or ten people who can deploy them."


  Morley grunted again. "You figure it out, Garrett. Right now I don't give a damn." He was in pain.


  If Bruno hadn't gone down. . . . Bruno was off the Hill. Bruno had been visiting Gorgeous. It took a lord from the Hill to order out the army. Maybe Bruno worked for somebody who thought enough of Gorgeous to call out the troops to save him.


  The whole affair began to tilt in my head. Maybe Bruno and a few facts I'd ignored needed re-examining. "I've got to find out who he worked for."


  Nobody bothered to ask what I was muttering about.


  A frightening notion had crept into my mind. Perhaps Junior daPena, his family, and his keeper, were innocent of bloodletting. The coach careened onto a major street, scattering pedestrians, drawing curses from the other drivers. Around another corner. Then a slowdown to become just another vehicle in the morning flow. I never saw a soldier. Five minutes later we halted behind Morley's place. Sadler growled at us to get the hell out.


  I was exhausted and hurt and about as tired as I could get of someone else taking control of what I had started.


  "Easy, Garrett," Morley said. "Keep your mouth shut and get inside."


  "Stuff it, Morley. I've had it."


  "Do what I tell you. It'll improve your long-term health picture." He grabbed me and, with help from Saucerhead, got me through the back door. I was more amenable once I noted that our ally insurance had vanished. Morley had Saucerhead help get his men inside. Sadler crawled into the coach to baby-sit Gorgeous and Skredli. The coach rolled.


  Morley suggested, "Why don't you go upstairs and make a list of questions you want asked? I'll have a messenger run it. Then go home and sleep. You'll feel more reasonable afterward."


  I supposed if Saucerhead could endure not getting first crack at Skredli, I could live without an immediate shot at Gorgeous. "All right." But I had a feeling I wasn't going to get a lot of rest.


  On the way upstairs I glanced out a window toward Ogre Town. A pillar of smoke stood like a gravestone over a ferocious fire. Maybe most of our grim handiwork would be erased, thanks to Gorgeous.


  The last thing I needed was to get labeled a tool of the kingpin.


  I made my list, pointless exercise that it was. The tricky part was wording questions about two hundred thousand marks gold so that my stand-in would not realize what he was asking and gleefully begin interrogating in his own cause. I solved the problem by mostly avoiding it and entering a plea for direct access to the boys, and maybe even possession of that trifle Skredli.


  That done, I went back downstairs, where the survivors were getting patched up and trying to eat breakfast. I was so far gone I didn't comment on the platter they brought me, I just gulped a quart of fruit juice and stuffed my face.


  I asked, "Saucerhead, you got anything left? I've got something I want you to do." After I finished with him I cornered Morley and talked him into turning the tables on Pokey Pigotta. If we let him go and shadowed him he might lead us to some interesting places—if he didn't lead us into deep trouble first.
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  Amber and Dean were in the kitchen when I got home. I went in and collapsed into a chair. Saucerhead thought my example so outstanding he copied it. Dean and Amber stared at us.


  "Was it a difficult night, Mr. Garrett?" Dean asked.


  "You might say. If you care to understate."


  "You look like hell," Amber said. "Whatever it was, I hope it was worth it."


  "Maybe. We caught up with the people who killed your brother and Amiranda."


  I watched her carefully. She responded the way I had hoped, with no sign of panic or guilt. "You got them? What did you do? Did you find out anything about the ransom?"


  "We got them. You don't want to know anything more. I didn't find out anything about the money, but I didn't have a chance. I'm still working on it. How well could you manage if you had a thousand marks to start your new life?"


  "Pretty damn good. My needs are simple. You're up to something, Garrett. Spill it."


  Dean muttered, "Been around him too long already. Starting to talk like him."


  "I love you too, Dean. Amber, Domina offered me a thousand marks if I could find you and turn you over to her before your mother gets home. I've had word that she'll get here this afternoon. If you want the money, I'll take you home around noon and my friend here will stay with you till you're convinced you're safe."


  She eyed me through narrowed lids. "What's your angle, Garrett?" The girl could think when she felt the urge.


  "Willa Dount. She knows things she won't tell me. There aren't any sanctions I can threaten to pry them out of her. All I can do is find ways to put the heat on and hope she does something interesting."


  "What about the ransom, Garrett? That's what we're supposed to be working on." Her eyes remained narrowed.


  "I don't think there's much chance of getting it. Do you? Really? With your mother home?"


  "Probably not. But you don't act like you're trying."


  Saucerhead began working on a breakfast Dean had offered him. I gawked. He was putting it away like he hadn't eaten in weeks, despite having just eaten at Morley's. But rabbit food will do that.


  "Domina offered you that money last night? And you didn't grab it?"


  "No." Dean was pouring apple juice. I realized I was dry all the way down to my corns. "Give me about a gallon." Nothing like a good tense situation to sweat you out.


  Saucerhead grunted agreement around a mouthful.


  "It isn't the money, is it, Garrett?" demanded Amber.


  Saucerhead tittered.


  "What's with you, oaf?"


  "She figured you out, Garrett." He chuckled. "You're right, little girl. With Garrett it's almost never the money."


  "You want to talk, Waldo? How rich do you figure on getting in this?"


  He gave the name a black look, then shrugged. "There's just some things you got to make right."


  Amber knew we meant much more than we said. She scowled. "If you can be noble, so can I. I'll go home. But cut it close. All right?"


  "All right."


  "What will you do now?"


  "Get some sleep. It's been awhile since I've had any."


  "Sleep? How can you sleep in the middle of everything?"


  "Easy. I lie down and close my eyes. If you want to stay busy and vent some nervous energy, remember everything you can about Karl's friend Donni Pell."


  "Why?"


  "Because she looks like the common denominator in every angle of what's been happening. Because I want to find her bad."


  I had a notion adding Donni Pell might even explain the marvelous appearance of troops in Ogre Town. My guess was that with Gorgeous and Skredli out of the equation, she stood a chance of surviving long enough to be found and questioned. I hoped she hadn't suffered a sudden and uncharacteristic seizure of smarts and wagged her manipulating tail out of town. I drank apple juice until I was bloated, then rose. "That's it. I'm putting myself on the shelf. Wake me up at noon, Dean. I've got to go rob a crypt before I sell Miss daPena into fetters. Saucerhead, you can sack out in the room Dean uses."


  Dean grumbled and muttered what sounded like threats to revive his interest in finding me a wife among his female kin. I ignored him. He wouldn't learn, and I was too tired to fight.
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  Dean didn't wake me as instructed. Amber pirated that chore with a half hour head start. The brief rest hadn't been enough to restore my resistance. I fear I succumbed. Amber wasn't a disappointment. When I ventured into the kitchen, I realized Dean had found his missing scowl mask. It was as ferocious as ever. He has pretensions to gentility, though, so he said nothing. I devoured a few sausages and hit the street. I listened to the talk around Playmate's place, where the old men hang out. They had a dozen theories about what had happened in Ogre Town. Some were as crazy as the truth, but none were correct. Collecting Amiranda's corpse was cut and dried. I paid, they delivered, I drove it home, and Dean helped me lug it into the Dead Man's room.


  Have you taken up a new hobby, Garrett?


  He was awake. I'd thought I might have to start a fire to get his attention.


  Or are you getting into a new line?


  "Once in a while I like to have somebody around who doesn't get temperamental."


  Dean tells me you have been having adventures.


  "Yes. And if you'd stay awake and do a little work, I'd have a lot fewer." I brought him up to date.


  At last you have begun to understand that several things are happening at once. I am proud of you, Garrett. You have begun to think. I wondered how long you would discount the repeated appearances of the Bruno person. Particularly in view of your first collected fact having been that the younger Karl left his house to investigate a pilferage problem that the Dount woman suggested might have another Hill family at its root.


  "You figured there might be a connection, eh?"


  Of course.


  "But you didn't bother to mention it."


  You have become too dependent upon me. You need to exercise your brain yourself.


  "The reason you're here at all is so I don't have to strain my brain. We humans are born bone lazy. Remember? With innate ambition and energy levels only slightly above those of a dead Loghyr."


  Do not make a special effort to irritate me, Garrett. You have done adequately with your collection of corpses and your parade of frenzied females. If you have a question you cannot handle yourself, spit it out. Otherwise, relocate yourself in some demesne where the mentality is sufficiently naive to appreciate your wit.


  "All right, genius. Answer me this. Who killed Amiranda Crest? Is that something else you've been holding back, waiting for me to get my head bashed in while I tried to find out the hard way?"


  I suppose you mean do I know who gave the order that resulted in Miss Crest's death at the hand of the ogre breed Skredli and his henchmen!


  "To be precise."


  We must be precise, Garrett. An intelligent mind is not ambiguous.


  I could have talked about that for hours, but I resisted. "Do you know who's responsible?"


  No.


  "Do you know why?"


  Chances are if we knew that, we would know who as well, Garrett. I can render at least three plausibilities immediately, though I will discount the pregnancy as motive till such time as you produce evidence that she told someone. She did not tell you except by the most ambiguous implication, and young women empty the darkest corners of their souls into your ears.


  "You know, with two marks and all the help you've given me I could buy a barrel of beer."


  Find Donni Pell. Bring her to me. Find out who Bruno's master was. Look for any connections with the daPena family. Look into the pilferage at the daPena warehouse. It might open new avenues. Now be gone. I cannot endure your vexatious importunities any longer.


  "Right. I'll just conjure the Pell woman out of thin air."


  You will not learn anything sitting here drinking beer.


  "You have a point, I admit. But before I fare forth to keep my date with destiny, how about you clue me in on how Glory Mooncalled manages his magic show. Or hasn't the hypothesis withstood the test of time?"


  The hypothesis has stood quite well, Garrett. But not enough time has passed to set it in concrete. I should not risk contradiction by events, but I will present you with the key. Glory Mooncalled has not found the secret of prolonged invisibility. He has invented invisibility by treaty. When you cannot escape the seeing eye, you convince the eye that blindness is in its own best interest. Be gone. Take your tart back to her family.


  "You ready to go?" I asked Saucerhead. I didn't have to ask Amber because I knew she wasn't—either emotionally or intellectually. She was scared to death. But for the thousand marks she would give it a shot.


  Saucerhead grunted and got to his feet slowly. His exertions of the night before were exacting their price. I hoped he hadn't drawn too heavily on his reserves. Even the most stubborn will has its final limit.


  "Let's do it, Garrett," Amber said.
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  Courter Slauce himself was on the daPena gate. He looked grim, still showing the effects of his carouse. I supposed he was being punished. He stared at me with a mixture of anger and uncertainty. I said, "Tell Domina Dount I'm out here with the other package she ordered."


  He eyed Amber and Saucerhead, frowned puzzledly, as if a memory ghost were slithering around somewhere behind his eyes, too elusive to catch.


  "You can go on in to her office. She left standing orders to the gate."


  "Uhn-uh. Not that I don't thrust her, but you know how it is. There's a payment due, and if she brings it down here, chances are a lot better that I'll actually get it."


  That look again. I had a feeling the Dead Man hadn't done as good a job as he thought. Some of Slauce's memories might return.


  "Have it your way." He called to somebody in the court, told them to get Willa Dount and why. When he turned to us again, he was frowning, straining after that fugitive memory. I figured I could distract him and find out something at the same time. I described Bruno and asked if he knew the man. Slauce was more cooperative than I expected. "The guy sounds vaguely familiar. But I can't pin a name on him. Why?"


  "I thought he might be connected with that pilferage problem you people were having at your warehouse. I don't know. Just something I heard. I don't know who he is, either, except he's supposed to be from up here somewhere. He had a job like yours, they say."


  Slauce shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs. Amber and Saucerhead both stared at me, wondering what the hell I was up to. Just stirring the pot, friends. With the Stormwarden on the horizon, looming like a grandmother tornado, anything was likely to panic somebody and break something loose. But not from Courter Slauce. He just stood there with a dumb look, trying to get both oars in the water. Domina Dount came stomping across the courtyard wearing that contrived and controlled face that had become so familiar. "Garrett comes through again," I told her.


  She glared at Amber so fiercely the girl stepped behind Saucerhead. "It's about time."


  "It took more doing than you think."


  "Get in here, Amber. Go to your suite."


  Amber didn't come out of hiding.


  I said, "There's a fee due."


  "Yes. Of course. You're a parasite, Garrett."


  "Absolutely. But unlike the ruling-class sort of parasite, I relieve pain instead of creating it." I winked, grinned. "Is the honeymoon over?"


  She almost smiled back. "In about a minute." She produced several fat doeskin bags. I let her plunk their weight into my folded arms, then turned. Amber came out of hiding, took a sack, counted out Saucerhead's fee, whispered, "You take care of this, Garrett. I'll pick it up as soon as I get away from my mother."


  I lent her only enough ear to follow what she said. I asked Domina Dount, "Just as a matter of personal curiosity, did you ever tie the knot on that warehouse trouble?"


  "Warehouse trouble?"


  "Back when you first called me out here, you told me the younger Karl disappeared after you sent him out to check on a pilferage problem. I just wondered if you'd put the wraps on that yet."


  "I haven't had time to worry about it, Mr. Garrett."


  Amber and Saucerhead pushed past us while we talked. The Domina realized that Saucerhead was going inside.


  "Hey! You! Come back here. You can't go in there."


  Saucerhead ignored her.


  "Who the hell is he, Garrett? What is he doing?"


  "He's Amber's bodyguard. DaPena youngsters have been dropping like flies. The reason she ran away was she was afraid she might be next. To get her to come back I had to fix her up with a bodyguard so mean and ugly and stubborn he'd take on the gods themselves. Also one who has a lot of friends willing to get revenge if anything happens to him."


  "I don't like your tone, Garrett. You sound like you're accusing me."


  "I'm accusing no one. Not yet. But somebody had Amiranda and Junior murdered. I'm just letting people know it's going to get gruesome if it's tried on Amber."


  "Karl took his own life, Mr. Garrett."


  "He was murdered, Domina. By a man named Gorgeous. I think at the instigation of a third party. I'm going to be talking to friend Gorgeous later. One of the questions I'm going to ask is who put him up to it. Thanks for this. Enjoy your day."


  I left her looking flustered and maybe—hopefully— frightened.


  The name of the game was Garrett opens his bag of little horrors and lets out some of what he knows, hoping that knowledge looks like a thick and deadly wall against which the onrushing Stormwarden might crush the guilty. Maybe somebody would panic. As I moved away, looking around to see if any of Morley's boys were lurking, I heard footsteps behind me. I looked back.


  Courter Slauce was hurrying my way, an odd expression on his fat face. All the color was gone. "Mr. Garrett. Wait up."


  Had my bolts pinked something in the bushes already? He obviously had something on his mind.


  "Courter! Where are you? Come here! Immediately!"


  Domina Dount sounded like a fishwife. I couldn't see her, so I assumed she couldn't see me. Slauce threw up his hands in despair and trotted back home.


  What had he wanted to tell me?


  Morley was waiting at the house when I got there. He hadn't been waiting long.
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  "What's up, Morley?"


  "Chodo wants to see you. Right away."


  "Now I'm not happy. What brought this on?"


  Morley shrugged. "I'm just relaying a message Crask left with me. I'll say this. He didn't look like he thought his boss was going to feed you to the fishes."


  "That's very reassuring, Morley."


  "Chodo is an honorable man, in his own way. He wouldn't chop somebody down without warning."


  "Like Gorgeous?"


  "Gorgeous had plenty of warnings. Anyway, he put himself on the bull's-eye. Then he stood there with his tongue out. He begged for it, Garrett."


  "What do you think? Should I go?"


  "Only if you don't want the kingpin pissed at you. A time might come when you'd want him to give you a little leeway."


  "You're right. Let's go. Lock it up, Dean."


  Dean grumbled, I told him it wouldn't last much longer.


  

  


  


  Chodo had set himself up in a manor house in the suburbs. The place beggared the Stormwarden's in size and ostentation, a commentary on the wages of sin if you're slick. Sadler was waiting at the gate, a commentary on the confidence Chodo had in the terror of his name, I suppose. He said nothing, just let us follow him across the professionally barbered grounds. Having that kind of eye, I couldn't help but study the security arrangements.


  "Don't step off the path," Morley cautioned. "You're only safe inside the enchantment."


  I then noticed that in addition to the expected and obvious armed guards and killer dogs, there were thunder-lizards lazing in the bushes. They were not the tenement-tall monsters we think of, but little guys four or five feet tall, bipedal, all tail, teeth, and hind legs built for running. They were the reason for the enchantment on the path. Unlike the dogs, those things were too stupid to train. All they understood was eating and mating.


  "Nice pets," I told Sadler. He didn't respond. Wonderful company, the kingpin's boys.


  But the grimness ended at the front door.


  Chodo knew how to do it up royal. I've been inside several places on the Hill. None could match Chodo's.


  "Don't gawk, Garrett. It's impolite."


  A platoon of nearly naked cuties were playing in and around a heated bath pool three times bigger than the ground area of my whole place. We passed through. I muttered, "Business must be good."


  "Looks like." The man who had cautioned me not to gawk was looking back, the gleam in his eyes a conflagration. "Never saw them before." He walked into a pillar.


  The part of the house where we met the kingpin was less luxurious. It was, in fact, your basic filthy, miserable dungeon—except it was located on the ground level. The kingpin himself was a pallid, doughy fat man in a wheelchair who didn't look like he could whip potatoes until you met his eyes. I had seen eyes like those only a few times, on some very old and hungry vampires. They were the eyes of Death.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  The voice went with the eyes, deep and dank and cold, with hints of awful things crawling around its underside.


  "Yes."


  "I believe I owe you a considerable debt."


  "Not at all. I—"


  "In your fumbling and poking after whatever it is you're seeking, you presented me with an opportunity to rid myself of a vicious pest. I seized the chance, trampling your interests in my rush, a presumption you'll have found close to intolerable. But you've been gracious about it. You participated in the operation which delivered me despite having little hope you would get what you were after. So I believe I am in your debt."


  Were it not for his voice from beyond the grave, I might have been amused by his pedantic manner. When I didn't respond, he continued, "Mr. Dotes didn't make much sense when he tried to explain what you're doing. If you can satisfy me that your interests don't conflict with mine, I'll do what I can to help you."


  I wanted to demur, quietly, still preferring to avoid any chance of becoming identified with him. But Morley gouged me gently, and the fact was, he had two of the people I most wanted to question. I explained as concisely as I could, carefully sliding around the matter of two hundred thousand marks gold floating free.


  Sadler continued, "One of Gorgeous's enterprises was the fencing of goods stolen from the warehouses along the waterfront, sir."


  "Yes. Continue, Mr. Garrett."


  "Basically, I need to question Gorgeous and Skredli so I can define their sector of the web of intrigue." Does that top you, you villainous slug? "I need to ask them who told them to kill Amiranda Crest and the younger Karl daPena."


  "I knew Molahlu Crest when I was a young man. You might say I was one of his protégés." He crooked a finger. Sadler went to him, bent down. They whispered. After Sadler backed off, Chodo asked, "The questions you want answered are the ones Raver Styx will ask with a great deal less delicacy?"


  "No doubt."


  "Then not only must I pay my debt to you, I must move to avert the attention of the mighty. But I have erred, and today I demonstrated my fallibility to myself in no uncertain fashion. I'm able to give you only the lesser part of what you want. I overestimated Mr. Staley's endurance and he's no longer with us. He couldn't take it."


  I sighed. I should have expected the grave to slam another door in my face. "He wasn't in very good shape the last time I saw him."


  "Perhaps his injuries were more extensive than they appeared. Whatever, I learned very little of value. But the other, the ogre breed, has survived and is amenable. The trouble is, he doesn't seem to know much."


  "He wouldn't."


  Morley gouged me. "Donni Pell, Garrett."


  "What?"


  Chodo raised a plump, almost white caterpillar of an eyebrow. He was as good at it as I was.


  "You said the hooker was the key, Garrett. And you don't even know where to start looking."


  "Who is Donni Pell?" Chodo asked.


  "The she-spider in this web." I gave Morley a dirty look. "She used to work for Lettie Faren, but ran out on her the day Junior was snatched. She could be related to Lettie. Human, but supposedly with a thing for ogres." I ran through the whole thing, how every way I turned the name Donni Pell popped up. I finished, "She could be masquerading as a boy but using the same name."


  Chodo grunted. He stared at the nails on one plump pink hand. "Mr. Sadler."


  "Yes sir?"


  "Find the whore. Deliver her to Mr. Garrett's residence."


  "Yes sir." Sadler left us.


  "If she's in the city, she'll be found, Mr. Garrett," Chodo told me. "Mr. Sadler and Mr. Crask are nothing if not efficient."


  "I've noticed."


  "I suppose it's time I took you to my ogrish houseguest. Come." He spun his wheelchair and rolled. Morley and I followed.
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  The first thought that entered my mind when I walked in on Skredli was drowned sparrow. He looked very small, very weak, very bedraggled, and like he'd never been dangerous to anything bigger than a bug. Curiously, I recognized him now. I hadn't during the excitement in Ogre Town or later in the coach. He was one of the gang who had waylaid me the afternoon of my date with Amiranda, while I was on my way to the chemist for some stink-pretty. Skredli was seated on a rumpled cot. He glanced up but showed no real interest. Ogres tend toward fatalism. Morley held the door for Chodo, then stepped aside. The kingpin backed his chair against the door.


  I studied Skredli, wondering how to get to him. A man has to have hope before he's vulnerable. This one had no hope left. He was deader than the Dead Man, but his traitorous heart kept pumping and his battered flesh kept aching.


  "The good times always come to an end, don't they, Skredli? And the better the times are, the bigger the fall when they end. Right?"


  He didn't respond. I didn't expect him to.


  "The chance for the good times doesn't have to be gone forever."


  His right cheek twitched, once. Ogres and ogre breeds may be indifferent to the fates of their comrades, but they aren't indifferent to their own.


  "Mr. Chodo has gotten what he wants from you. He doesn't have any outstanding grievance. Mine isn't with you at all. So there's no reason you shouldn't be let out of here if you give me what I need."


  I didn't bother checking to see how Chodo took me putting words into his mouth. It didn't matter. He would do what he wanted no matter what I said or promised. Skredli glanced up. He didn't believe me, but he wanted to.


  "The whole scheme is in the dump, Skredli. And you're down at the bottom. No way to go but up or out. The choice is yours." I had asked Chodo only one question coming to the cell: did Skredli know Gorgeous was out of it? He did. "Your boss is gone. No reason to stay loyal to him or be afraid of him. Your fate is in your own hands."


  Morley shifted his weight against the wall, gave me a look that said he thought I was laying it on too thick.


  Skredli grunted. I had no way of telling what that meant. I took it as a go-ahead.


  "I'm Garrett. We had a run-in once before."


  One bob of the head. I had him. For a moment, though, I feared it had been too easy. Then I reflected that it was the ogrish way. When you've got nothing you've got nothing to lose.


  "You recall the circumstances?"


  Grunt again.


  "Who put you up to that?"


  "Gorgeous." That in a dry-throated croak.


  "Why? What for? I'd never had anything to do with either of you."


  "Business. We had a thing going on in the daPena warehouse and they thought you were going to horn in and spoil it."


  "Who is they?"


  "Gorgeous."


  "You said they. Gorgeous and who?"


  He'd reached his next point of decision. He decided to tell a warped truth. "A guy named Donny something who set up the deal."


  "You mean a hooker named Donni Pell who worked for Lettie Faren and had a thing for ogres. Don't do that again, Skredli."


  His shoulders sagged.


  I took a moment to reflect. There was a question of timing that deserved it. Skredli had been in town, leading that pack, after Junior was snatched. But then he'd been at that farm the afternoon before Junior walked away, and the next morning he'd led the crew that did in Amiranda. I tabled that for the moment. "I'm interested in that warehouse scheme. All the petty little details."


  I'd caught him on Donni Pell, so now he was determined to spin me a good tale. "That was one of Donni's ideas. She was always bringing us things she'd dreamed up from stuff her Johns told her. Some of them we went with, and she got a cut. This one was real sweet. Raver Styx had left town and Donni had a foreman that would let us siphon off ten percent of everything that went through. We took it on a fifty-fifty split with Donni, on account of she was the one keeping the daPena side in line, but the foreman's cut and expenses had to come out of her half. We moved a lot of stuff. As much as we were doing from the rest of the waterfront, practically. But then Donni warned us that people were getting suspicious. Raver Styx's woman Dount sent the kid to nose around. Then there was you, starting to snoop just when we had decided to close the thing out by cleaning out the warehouse in one hit. So they had me try to discourage you."


  Interesting. Not worried about me and my reputation for getting into kidnap cases? "When we hit the place in Ogre Town, we saw a guy leaving. A Bruno off the Hill. Who was he?"


  "I never heard his name. A guy Donni knew. He worked for the guy who was taking the stuff from the warehouse. The guy was worried. He hired some other guy to keep track of you and you grabbed him, he thought. He wanted us to do something about you. There was a big panic about covering tracks because Raver Styx had been seen in Leifmold and could turn up anytime."


  I turned to Morley. "Pokey?"


  "Probably."


  "What became of him?"


  "I turned him loose. He went home and sat tight. He knew I was watching."


  "Uhm. Skredli. Who did the Bruno work for?"


  "I don't know. I don't even think Gorgeous knew. Donni or the Bruno delivered all the messages."


  "A cautious man. And wisely so, considering who he was stealing from. But the goods had to be transferred somehow."


  "We had our own warehouse, partly legit. The Bruno hired teamsters to pick up the stuff there."


  There was an opportunity for some legwork if I decided I really wanted to know where the Stormwarden's goods had gone. I wondered if I ought to ask what goods a Stormwarden dealt in that were so attractive to thieves, but decided ignorance might prove beneficial at a later date. I needed who's and whys but not many what's.


  "Let's talk about the younger Karl daPena. One night as he was going out the back door of Lettie Faren's place, somebody popped a bag over his head, choked him, and threw him into a carriage. And after that the story gets confusing."


  Skredli had come around to where I wanted him. He was able to volunteer information without upsetting whatever minuscule conscience resides in an ogrish heart.


  "That whole mess started out as a fake. The kid wanted to run out on his old lady and rip her off at the same time. He fixed it up with Donni to make it look like a snatch and he'd split the payoff with her and start traveling. Donni was going to split her half with us for making it look good. It wasn't the kind of thing Gorgeous usually got into, but it looked like money for nothing, so he sent for the old gang and we did it."


  "Only it didn't come off that way. What happened?"


  "I don't know. Honest. The same night after you and me go around in the street, Gorgeous calls me in and says there's a big change of plans. I seen Donni leaving, so I know where the change came from. Anyway, he told me I had to go out where the kid was hid out and turn it into the real thing. And when the payoff came through, we was supposed to be a whole lot better off than with the old plan. We was going to leave the kid twisting in the wind."


  "Uhm." I thought a moment. "What about Donni's cut of the fatter pot?"


  "We got that whole wad. All the kid's share." Something told me Donni Pell had gotten her share somewhere else.


  "So that's that? You just went out, got the money, and headed north?"


  My tone warned him. "No. You know that, don't you?"


  "You had to kill a girl to get that extra chunk."


  "Gorgeous said it had to be done. I didn't like it."


  "Why?"


  "I don't know. Look, no matter what you do, I'm going to tell you that a lot. Because I don't know. I wasn't his partner. Gorgeous told me to do things and I did them and he paid me good. And part of what he paid me for was not asking questions. You want to know who wanted something done and why, you got to find Donni Pell and ask her."


  "What you say is probably true, but you have eyes and ears and a brain. You saw things and heard things and you thought about them. Why do you think the girl had to die?"


  "Maybe she knew too much about something. She knew the kidnap was a fake because she was supposed to run off with the kid and the money. Maybe she found out the fake turned real. Maybe she just did something to make Donni want to get her. Maybe it was just because she was set to take the frame for the kidnapping and Gorgeous didn't want her turning up saying it wasn't so. I know we was supposed to make her disappear forever. Only when we showed up to do it she had some son of a bitch with her and he turned out to be a goddamned one-man army. And by the time we got him down, there was traffic coming and we had to throw them in the bushes and make it look like nothing happened. When we got back, we found out that big ape wasn't dead at all. He'd grabbed the girl and took off through the woods. I never thought he'd get far, cut like he was. And he left us with a lot of cleaning up to—"


  "That's enough of that. Tell me about the payoff. Where. When. How."


  "On the Chamberton Old Road four miles south of where it runs into the Vokuta-Lichfield road, just north of the bridge over Little Cedar Creek. Set for midnight the night before what we was just talking about, but the delivery was two hours late. I guess Gorgeous wasn't pissed because he never complained."


  I didn't know the place. On the map the Chamberton Old Coach Road cuts up through woody hill country four miles west of the route I'd taken when I'd gone out to explore. "Why that spot?"


  "The road runs straight for a mile either way from the bridge. There's never any traffic at night, but if there was, you'd spot it coming in plenty of time. And you can look off northeast and see the ridge the Lichfield road runs on. I was up there to watch in case there was any tricks. I was supposed to light one signal flare if everything was all right and two if it wasn't."


  "Did you expect trouble?"


  "No. We had them by the short hairs. But you don't take chances with those people."


  "And the delivery was late?"


  "Yeah. But I guess that was just because the damnfool woman didn't know what she was doing. Any idiot should know a covered wagon with a four-horse team won't make time like a buggy or carriage."


  Oh? "You weren't there for the actual payoff, then?"


  "No. But Gorgeous said it went down exactly the way it was supposed to."


  "Which was?"


  "The wagon came down and stopped in the road. Gorgeous and Donni had their coaches off to the side. Gorgeous and Donni had their drivers transfer the moneybags, half and half. The woman and her wagon headed on south. Donni stayed put for an hour, then headed south too. Gorgeous came up where I was and gave me my cut and enough to pay off the boys so they could go home after the business in the morning. We didn't want them coming to TunFaire, getting drunk, and shooting their mouths off."


  "They knew what was happening?"


  "Not the payoff. But they were in on a killing."


  "There was no concern about just following the woman?"


  "She wasn't told what to do about going back till she turned over the ransom."


  "I see." Not very bright, this Skredli. "She didn't have anything to say when she didn't get the kid after the payoff?"


  "I don't know. Maybe she did. Gorgeous never said."


  "I guess you came out pretty good on the deal personally, eh?"


  "Yeah. Look at me. Living like a lord. Yeah. I got my usual ten percent of Gorgeous's fifty percent. A big hit to you, maybe, but I did better on the warehouse business, even if it took longer to come in."


  "You stripped the warehouse, then?"


  "Yeah. I didn't think it was smart, but Gorgeous said we already had such a big investment we might as well finish it off."


  "Uhm." I began to pace, to think. We'd been at it a long time. He'd given me a lot to think about. We were almost there, but I needed that moment to reflect, to reorder my forces.


  "Where is Donni Pell, Skredli?"


  "I don't know."


  "She was there when we came after you, wasn't she?"


  He nodded.


  "And she ran out behind us and went for help."


  He shrugged.


  "It's going to be interesting, finding out who called out the troops. That was a stupid mistake. Very stupid. Panic thinking. Raver Styx will have his hide. Where's Donni Pell?"


  "How many times I got to tell you I don't know? If she's got the sense of a cockroach, she's done got her butt out of TunFaire."


  "If she had that much sense, she would have headed out of town as soon as she had her share of the money. She seems to have a certain low cunning, an ability to manipulate men, and complete confidence in her invulnerability, but no brains. I'll take your word. You don't know where she is. But where might she run? Who would hide her?"


  Skredli shrugged. "One of her Johns, maybe."


  I'd had that thought already. I suspected Skredli was mined out on the subject. And he was relaxed enough for the next stage.


  "Why did the Stormwarden's kid have to be killed?"


  "Huh? Killed? I heard he committed suicide."


  "We're getting along fine, Skredli. I'm starting to feel kindly toward you. Don't blow your chance. I know you and Gorgeous and Donni and somebody were in and out of the room where he died. And I knew him well enough to know he couldn't kill himself that way—if he could ever find guts enough to kill himself at all. I figure you used the choke sack on him and Gorgeous cut him himself. I think Donni—but what I think doesn't matter. The thing I can't figure is why he went within a mile of that woman after what she did to him."


  "You don't know Donni Pell."


  "No. But I intend to get acquainted. Go ahead. Tell me about that morning."


  "You aren't going to spread it around, are you? I don't need no Raver Styx breathing down my neck."


  "None of us do. But you don't worry about Raver Styx. You worry about me. I'm the only chance you've got to walk out of here. You've got to make me happy."


  He shrugged. He wasn't counting on me. But he did have new hopes that he hadn't had awhile ago.


  "All right. What started it was you parading around with that dead woman. Somebody seen you by Lettie Faren's place. They told Donni and Donni must have told everybody in town. She sent a messenger to us. Gorgeous had a fit, but he believed me when I said she had to be dead and you was just trying to stir something up.


  "But you did get Donni stirred. Like you said, she ain't too smart. She thought she had her handle on the daPena kid. She sent him a message that told him where to find her, that she had to see him. The dope went there. I don't know what she thought she was going to get him to do. He wasn't having none of her finger-wrapping no more. He'd figured some of it out, and like a dummy she told him the girl was dead.


  "That did it. He was going to hike out of there and blow the whole thing wide open. And he would have, too, only me and Gorgeous showed up. On account of Gorgeous was worried about Donni maybe getting too excited and doing something really stupid."


  "It wasn't planned, then?"


  "I gotta be careful with that. I don't think it was. I wasn't in on no planning, which I usually was because I was the guy who had to go out and do things. But it did have a funny feel. Like maybe Donni rigged it so it would come out the way it did."


  "You keep contradicting yourself. Is Donni Pell stupid or not?"


  "She's good at coming up with schemes and playing them out, long as she's got the reins in her hands. You catch her by surprise, she don't do so good. She thinks slow, she gets flustered, she does dumb things. So Gorgeous figured we better get over there and sit on her till she calmed down and whatever was bugging her blew away."


  "And Karl was there."


  "There and throwing a fit. He figured some of it out and he was going to tell the world. Donni even tried to buy him off, saying she'd give him his share after all. Dumb. After the way she screwed him over, and him just about sure what was going on. We didn't have no choice. He wouldn't back down. Even with me and Gorgeous there. It was our asses or his. I thought we made it look good."


  "You did. You just didn't know he was so chicken nobody would believe he did it himself. Who was the other guy who was there?"


  "What other guy?"


  "A man in a hooded black cloak."


  "I never saw one."


  "Uhm." I paced. There were more questions I wanted to ask, but most had to do with the money. I didn't want Chodo getting interested in that. And Skredli had given me plenty to untangle, anyway. Probably close to enough. Donni Pell would put the cap on it. She would throw some light into the hearts of some shadows. She would cast the bones of doom for somebody.


  "I played it straight for you," Skredli said. "Get me out of here."


  "I'll have to talk Mr. Chodo into it," I replied. "What will you do?"


  "Head north as fast as I can run. I don't want to be anywhere around when Raver Styx hits town. And there ain't nothing here for me anymore, anyway."


  "You'd keep your mouth shut?"


  "Are you kidding? Whose throat would the knife bite first?"


  "Good point." I wagged a hand at Morley, indicating the door. He moved to open it. Chodo rolled out of his way. Morley stepped aside. Chodo and I followed.


  "Where do you stand?" I asked the kingpin, indicating the door with a jerk of my head.


  "I got rid of the bloodsucker bothering me. That's just a hired hand. You can have him."


  "I don't know if I want him. Maybe he swung the knife but didn't give the order." We walked for a while. I said, "You know Saucerhead Tharpe?"


  "I've heard the name. I know the reputation. I've never had the pleasure."


  "Saucerhead Tharpe has a grievance against Skredli. It supersedes mine. I think he deserves first choice in deciding."


  We traveled through that vast room where the naked ladies played. Again Morley had trouble steering. To Chodo they were furniture. He said, "Tell Tharpe to come out if he wants a piece." And, "If I don't hear by this time tomorrow, I turn him loose." And, at the front door, "Sometimes you let one go so word gets around how it goes for those who don't get out."


  "Sure." Morley and I stepped outside and waited for an escort. We didn't speak until we were on the public road. Then I asked, "You think Chodo will let him go?"


  "No."


  "Me neither."


  "What now, Garrett?"


  "I don't know about you. I'm going home to sleep. I had a late night last night."


  "Sounds good to me. You let me know if anything comes of all this."


  "How's your financial position these days, Morley?"


  He gave me a dark look, but replied, "I'm doing all right."


  "Yeah. I figured you would be. Listen, knothead. Stay away from the damned water-spider races. I'm not getting killed in one of your harebrained schemes for getting out from under."


  "Hey, Garrett!"


  "You've done it to me twice, Morley. This time maybe not as hairy as last time, but that crap down in Ogre Town was too damned close. You hear what I'm saying?"


  He heard well enough to sulk.
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  I needed a sixteen-hour nap, but I devoured a roast chicken with trimmings and downed a couple quarts of beer instead. I went into the Dead Man's den, being careful not to trample on the bodies, and tiptoed over to the shelves on the short north wall. Among the clutter I found a fine collection of maps. I dug out several and settled in my reserved chair.


  I see you had a productive day.


  He startled me. I hadn't known he was awake. But that's the sort of game he likes to play—sneak and scare. Near my heart I nurture a suspicion that malicious and capricious spirits are dead Loghyr disembodied.


  I didn't answer immediately.


  A productive day indeed. You are smugly certain you have a handle on everything and no longer need badger me to do your thinking for you. Just to be contrary—though that's probably what he wanted—I gave him a blow-by-blow of everything that had happened since my last report. He seemed amused by my having chewed Morley out. While I talked, I ran my right forefinger along lines on one of the maps, trying to visualize points of interest barely noticed in the real world.


  Looking for a place someone unfamiliar with the territory might have felt safe squirreling a pile of gold when pressed for time?


  "I'm thinking about going for a ride in the country tomorrow, maybe stopping to go swimming under a few bridges."


  An interesting notion. Though you may never get to put it to the test.


  "Why not?"


  You still need me to explain to you the consequences of your actions? The Stormwarden Raver Styx was due home today. She should, in fact, have been home for some hours now. She should be howling at the moon. And who has had his nose deep into the thing, from several angles? Who is she going to drag in to answer questions right beside Domina Dount and the Baronet daPena?


  I suppose that had been lounging around in the back of my mind, overshadowed by the puzzle. And maybe by a touch of gold fever. "Dean!"


  He looked a bit exasperated when he stuck his head in. "Yes sir?"


  "Don't answer the door tonight. I'll do it. In fact, why don't you go on home and put yourself out of harm's way? You haven't left for days. Maybe a few of your nieces have roped some men."


  Dean smiled. "You aren't closing me out now, sir. I'll stay."


  "It's your funeral."


  As if conjured by the conversation, someone began pounding on the door. I went and peeked through the peephole. I didn't recognize any of the crowd, but they wore Raver Styx's colors. I shut the peephole and went for another beer.


  Her men? the Dead Man asked when I returned.


  "Yes." I turned to the maps again.


  You ignore her at your peril.


  Yours too, I thought. "I know what I'm doing."


  You usually think you do. Occasionally you are correct.


  I ignored him, too.


  It wasn't ten minutes before someone else knocked. This time when I peeped I found Sadler on the stoop.


  "Chodo said tell you what we come up with," he said when I opened the door, making no move to come inside. "We asked around, places. Somebody got word to her we were looking. She took off. Out of town. Nobody knows where she landed. We asked."


  I'll bet they did.


  "Chodo says tell you he still owes you the favor."


  "Tell him I said thank you very much."


  "I don't say much to civilians, Garrett. But you done all right down in Ogre Town. You maybe pulled us all out with your trick. So I'll tell you, don't waste that favor on nothing silly."


  "Right."


  He turned away and hiked. I shut the door and went back to the Dead Man.


  Good advice, Garrett. A favor due from the kingpin is like a pound of gold squirreled away.


  "I don't like it anyway. I just hope he stays alive long enough for me to collect." Kingpins have a habit of turning up dead almost as often as our kings do. It was quiet for an hour. So quiet I dozed off in my chair, the maps sliding out of my lap. The Dead Man awakened me with a sudden strong touch. Company again, Garrett. I heard the knocking as I tried to get the body parts moving in unison. When I peeked, I saw Morley on the stoop. He was alone. I opened up and he slipped inside.


  "I wake you?"


  "Sort of. I thought you were going to crap out. What's up?"


  "I just heard something I thought you should know. They found that guy Courter Slauce in an alley a couple streets from here. Somebody busted the back of his head in for him."


  "What?" I tried to shake the groggies. "He's dead?"


  "Like the proverbial wedge."


  "Who did it?"


  "How should I know?"


  "This don't make sense. I have to get some tea or something. Wash the cobwebs out."


  "For that you'll need the high water of the decade. Sometimes I think the only substance inside your head is the dust on the cobwebs."


  "Ain't nothing will perk you up like a vote of confidence from your friends. Dean. Tea."


  Dean had water on. He always does. He favors tea the way I favor beer. He brewed me a mug thick enough to slice. In the meantime, I asked Morley, "Did you keep anyone watching the Stormwarden's place?"


  "For all the good it did. Till today."


  "And?"


  "There's no way to do a decent job when you spend eighty percent of your time dodging security patrols."


  "They got nothing?"


  "Zippo. Zilch. Zero. Armies could have marched in and out and they would have missed them."


  "It was a long shot anyway. What about Pokey?"


  "What about him? Why keep on him?"


  "He might have trotted off to somebody interesting."


  "You're grasping, Garrett. Pokey Pigotta? You're kidding."


  "There's always a chance."


  "There's a chance the world will end tomorrow. I'll give you fifty-to-one odds it does before Pokey Pigotta does something unprofessional."


  "I don't want to hear bet or odds from you."


  He gave me a narrow-eyed look. "I laid off you and your poisonous diet, Garrett. I laid off your self-destructive knight errantry. You lay off me. I'll go to hell in my own way."


  "I don't care how you go to hell, Morley. That's your business. But every time you head out you throw a rope on me and try to drag me along."


  "You feel that way about it, quit pulling me into your quests."


  "I pay you to do a job. That's all I want done."


  "Somebody ought to profit. If you're so damned lily pure, you're willing to get paid off in self-satisfaction for righting deadly wrongs—"


  Dean interjected, "You kids want to whoop and holler and call each other names, why don't you take it out in the alley? Or at least get it out of my kitchen."


  I was about to patiently explain again who owned that kitchen and who just worked there, when someone else came pounding on my door and hollering for me. "Saucerhead," I said, and headed that way. Morley followed me. I asked, "Who killed Slauce?"


  "I told you I don't know. I heard he was dead. I came to tell you. I didn't go turn out his pockets to see if he left a note naming his killer."


  I peeked through the peephole, just in case. I was in one of those moods.


  Saucerhead, all right. And Amber. And several of the Stormwarden's men, including a couple who had been around before. I let Morley peek. "You want to be here for this?"


  "No. I'm done. With you, with them, with the whole damned mess."


  "Have it your way." I opened the door as Saucerhead wound up to start pounding again. Morley shoved out, grumbled a greeting. I said, "You two can come inside. The army stays where it is."
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  "What's'amatter with Morley?" Saucerhead asked. He had a glazed look, but I suppose even a statue would be numb after an exposure to the Stormwarden Raver Styx.


  "He tried to take a bite out of something that bit him back. Or maybe it was the other way around. What're you two up to, with your private army out there?"


  "Mother wants you," Amber said. "You should have seen Mr. Tharpe stand up to Domina and Mother. He was magnificent."


  "I've heard him called a lot of things but magnificent was never on the list."


  "I didn't do nothing but stand there and pretend I was deaf except when they absolutely had to have me say something. Then I just sounded stupid and said they had to talk to her on account of I was working for her."


  "And what was it all about?" I asked Amber.


  "They wanted him out. They really got mad because he wouldn't go and I wouldn't tell him to go."


  "It'll do them good. So your mother wants me to come running."


  "Yes."


  "Why did she send you?"


  "Because she sent Courter and he didn't even come back. Then she sent Dawson and you wouldn't open the door."


  Courter? She sent him to get me?


  "Dean! Come here a minute." He came in. "Did anybody come to the door today? Before I told you I would answer it myself?"


  "No. Just the boy who brought the letter."


  "What letter?"


  "I put it on your desk. I assumed you'd seen it."


  "Excuse me for a minute." I went to the office. The letter was there, all right. I gave it a read. It was from my friend Tinnie. Out of sight, she had slipped out of mind.


  "Anything important?" Saucerhead asked when I returned.


  "Nah. Red's headed for TunFaire."


  He looked at Amber sidelong, smirked. "That ought to put some life back in this town."


  "Amber, does your mother think I'll just hike out there because she crooked her finger?"


  "She's the Stormwarden Raver Styx, Garrett. She's used to getting what she wants."


  "She isn't getting it this time. I'm tired and I've been playing with thugs so much lately another one isn't going to bother me none. Tell her if she wants to see me, she knows where to find me. During normal business hours. If she comes down now, I won't answer the door."


  Amber said, "I'm not going to tell her anything, Garrett. I'm not going back. I forgot how bad it could get till she came storming in. As far as I'm concerned, she can take it out on Father and Domina from now on. She's seen the last of her unbeloved daughter. . . . You did mean it when you let me have that gold, didn't you?"


  I was tempted to say no just to see how quick she could turn in her tracks, but forbore. "Yes."


  "Then I'm going upstairs. You can go home, Mr. Tharpe."


  "Just a minute, girl. You're going to declare your independence, you're going to declare your independence. You can stay tonight because it's too late to do it now but tomorrow you go shopping for a place of your own."


  For a moment she was stunned. Then she looked hurt.


  I tried to soften it. "This is a dangerous place and I'm in a dangerous line."


  "And I have a dangerous family."


  "That, too. When you relay my message to the troops out there, tell them to tell your mother that Courter didn't run away after all. Somebody lured him into an alley and smashed his head in. She can sleep on that."


  Amber gawked. She opened and closed her mouth several times.


  "You look like a goldfish."


  "Really? Courter was murdered too?"


  "Yes."


  "Why would anyone do that?"


  "I assume because he was coming to see me."


  "Damn them!"


  As I hoped, the anger I'd aroused now became a white righteous fury. She stomped to the door.


  I raised a hand, delaying Saucerhead. "Chodo had me out to his place today. He still has that character that killed Amiranda. He offered him to me. I told him you had more claim. He said if you're interested, get your butt out there because tomorrow he's going to turn him loose."


  Saucerhead pursed his lips and touched himself a couple of places where he still hurt. He grunted.


  "I'd also like you to come back tomorrow. I'm figuring on taking a trip and I want you to keep on keeping an eye on Amber."


  He nodded. "Yeah. They ain't getting this one, Garrett."


  "Fine. I'll see you when you get—"


  Amber's yell sent us hustling out front, me unlimbering my skull buster. Saucerhead picked up a couple of the Stormwarden's men and cracked their heads together. I thumped two behind the ears. That left three and two of those had all they could handle with Amber. Saucerhead peeled them off while I held their leader at bay. "What the hell you trying to do, shithead?"


  "Take her home."


  "I'm not going to argue. I'm just going to tell you she said she don't want to go. She's old enough to make up her own mind. Pick up your buddies and leave."


  He looked at me like he wanted to tell me what it meant to get into the Stormwarden's way, then just shrugged. Saucerhead let go of the two he had. The bunch began getting themselves together. Amber started to say something. I told her to go inside. We would talk after the crowd thinned out. She went, and Raver Styx's thugs did the same, leaving me with a flock of promising black looks.


  "You're starting to catch on, Garrett. Talk after you kick ass. They're more inclined to hear what you have to say."


  That was Morley Dotes talking from a perch on the stoop next door. He got up and came down, stood with us watching the Stormwarden's boys stumble off. I said nothing, not knowing what might set him off. He offered me a folded piece of paper. I looked him in the eye for a moment. His expression remained bland.


  There was nothing on that paper but a name: Lyman Gameleon.


  "I've heard of him. Big bear on the Hill, and so forth. What's the significance?"


  "Just thought I'd save you some trouble, Garrett. That's the man who sent the soldiers into Ogre Town. A man who, coincidentally, happens to be your Stormwarden's next-door neighbor—and bitterest enemy, politically and personally. Not to mention being her husband's older half-brother."


  "Hey! Very interesting. Thanks, Morley."


  "No big deal, Garrett." He waved one hand as he marched away.


  The tidbit was Morley's way of extending the olive branch.


  Saucerhead said, "It's time I was going, too, Garrett. Take care of Miss daPena."


  I considered his broad back as he went. Had he said more than he had said? With Saucerhead it's hard to tell if he's just being a dumb goof or a mild cynic. I went inside and locked up. I looked around for Amber, didn't see her. "Amber?"


  "In your office."


  I went in. She had parked herself in my chair and seemed to be sulking.


  "Cheer up. You were marvelous."


  "You manipulated me."


  "Of course I did. Would you have stood up to those thugs if you weren't mad?"


  "Probably not."


  I settled on a corner of the desk. "One piece of news that might perk you up. I think there's a small chance we can lay hands on some of the gold."


  "You're stringing me along again, aren't you?"


  "No. It's a long shot but a real chance. I didn't think there was one before. It depends on how distracted your mother is by the emotional side of what's happened. I think I know what happened to some of the gold, but finding it is going to be like scratching through the proverbial haystack. We'll need time."


  "You mean it, don't you?"


  "Yes. Though I admit I'm riding a hunch." Dean brought beer and wine. We thanked him. I told Amber, "I can't stay awake much longer. I'm going to turn in. I'll see you in the morning." She flashed me a wicked smile.


  I understood the smile soon enough. I didn't latch my door. Who does, inside his own house? Amber took that as an invitation. Not only did I see her sooner than I expected, I got less sleep than I hoped. Repeated clamors at the front door, ignored by the entire household, also interrupted my rest.
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  I staggered out when the smell of breakfast overpowered my laziness. As I descended the stairs another hurrah broke out at the front door. I slipped over and peered through the peephole. An ugly face, bloated and red, bobbed outside. A mouth filled with bad teeth gaped and bellowed. I closed the peephole and went to breakfast. I leaned back and patted my belly. "Dean, of all the several geniuses infesting this place, I think you're the most valuable. Where the hell did you find strawberries?"


  "My niece May brought them. They've been in the cold well for three days."


  Nieces again? At that rate of regression the Dead Man would soon be interested in Glory Mooncalled again. "I'd better see if his nibs is awake." Sooner or later that front door was going to have to open. "Amber, your mother is bound to come. You going to want to be scarce?"


  "I can face her as long as I've got a place to run when it gets gruesome."


  "You're all right, then. Dean, I'll take a mug of tea while I rattle Old Bones."


  Dean scowled and grumbled, not at all inclined to let me take matters into my own hands. He prepared the tea with such care and deliberation I was ready to do without before he finished. Tea is tea. Making a religious ceremony of fixing it doesn't improve it a bit. There are those who would consider me a barbarian— the same ones who aren't civilized enough to appreciate good beer. The Dead Man was awake. He wasn't in a mood to be interrupted. He knew we'd have company soon and was working himself up for it. I believe he had visions of using the Stormwarden—who had been in the Cantard for months—as a chamois to buff up his Glory Mooncalled theory.


  I followed Amber's example and went to my room to groom myself for the hours ahead.


  That done, I settled at a window and watched the street. It wasn't quiet out there. The Stormwarden's men remained at their posts but weren't watching the house. Their carrying on had drawn a crowd. The lords of the Hill can get away with a lot. They usually remain above the laws that keep the rest of us from preying on each other. But the invasion of a home without the prior approval of the judges is something people won't tolerate. Had the Stormwarden's men tried to break in during the night, they might have gotten away with something— had the Dead Man allowed it. Now it was too late. If they tried, the crowd would tear them apart. Our overlords have to exercise a delicate touch when they violate the sanctity of the home. I hoped the uptown boys didn't get stupid. I had worked myself into a tight enough place already.


  They kept me there. And company, when it came, did so from an unexpected quarter. From the corner of my eye I caught a stir coming from downtown. What to my wondering eye should appear but Saucerhead Tharpe in convoy with Sadler and Crask. The bunch looked like they had breakfasted on bitterbark soup at Morley's place.


  I sighed. "I knew things were shaping up too damned well."


  I ran into Amber in the hallway. She asked, "Is she here?"


  "Not yet. It's Saucerhead and a couple guys you don't even want to know by sight. And I'm not going to be able to find out what they want if you don't let me get to the stairs."


  "Oh." She stepped aside. "Grouch."


  "You're probably right. You might warn Dean so he can get something ready. They look like they'll need it."


  I was three steps from the door when Saucerhead knocked. I glanced through the peephole and opened up. As my guests entered I gave the Stormwarden's red-faced boy a glare and said, "Don't even think about it." He got redder, but I didn't have to watch. I shut the door on him.


  I seated them in the small front room next to my office. Dean appeared with tea and sweetcakes just as though they were expected. I said, "Well? What is it? How bad is it?"


  Saucerhead glanced at the other two. They were willing to let him do the talking. I couldn't quite tell what the threesome were up to. There was no tension between them, just a commonality of undirected disgust. Tharpe said, "Skredli got away."


  "Skredli? Got? Away? What did he do? Sprout wings and fly? Was he some kind of werebuzzard?" I'd never heard of such a beast, but nothing in this world surprises me anymore. If a man can turn into a wolf, why not an ogre into a buzzard? Both transformations seem singularly fitting. Perhaps even symbolic.


  Prejudiced? Who? Me?


  The gods forefend.


  "No, he didn't fly, Garrett. He just took off running."


  I started to express my incredulity, but it struck me that I might learn a little more a lot faster with my mouth shut. I admit I don't often have these epiphanies. Saucerhead explained. "It was just getting light when I went out there. They took me up to the front porch and told me to wait. Then they went in and brought Skredli out. And all of a sudden, like that was all he was waiting for, he took off like a bat out of hell."


  Crask said, "It was chilly up there last night. The lizards get sluggish when their blood cools down."


  Sadler added, "Dogs won't run an ogre 'less they're specially trained. Anyway, Chodo's mutts are supposed to keep people from getting in, not from getting out."


  And Saucerhead, "It happened so sudden, and he was gone so fast, nobody had time to do nothing but gawk."


  No point in whining. It wasn't my problem, anyway. Or was it? "You didn't come down here just to let me in on that, did you?"


  Saucerhead hit me with the news. "Chodo thinks you're going to stick on what you're after till you find Donni Pell. He figures that when you find her, you'll find Skredli again, too."


  "That sounds plausible."


  "He wants Sadler and Crask to be there when you find them."


  "I see." I can't say I was disappointed. I foresaw any number of potentialities right down the path. Those three guys would be handy if the fur began to fly. "All right. I'm expecting heavyweight company sometime today. Raver Styx."


  "We know the game and the stakes, Garrett."


  "Indeed?" Had Amber been running her mouth? No. Saucerhead just thought he knew the stakes.


  Which alerted me to the fact that there would be no gold hunting until Skredli and Donni Pell turned up. Unless I decided I didn't mind Chodo's thugs hanging around when I turned it up.


  "Go about your routine," Sadler told me. "We'll stay out of your way."


  Sure they would. As long as it wasn't in their interest to do otherwise.
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  We killed time playing cards. Dean was in and out, laying scowls on me. I knew what he was thinking: I ought to whip all these bodies into a rehabilitation frenzy and get some work done on the house. He doesn't understand that characters like Saucerhead, Sadler, and Crask get no thrill out of domestic triumphs. Amber popped in once, decided she couldn't handle all the joviality, and retreated upstairs. The Dead Man remained alert in his quarters. My neck prickled each time his touch passed through the room. He would never admit he was nervous, though. Amber came back awhile later. "She's coming, Garrett. I thought she'd at least send Domina once first." She hesitated for a split second. "I think I'll stay upstairs."


  "I was sure you'd want to suggest she learn to pick her nose with her elbow."


  "I'm not quite ready for that yet."


  "And if she insists on seeing you?"


  "Tell her I'm not here. Say I ran off somewhere."


  "You know she won't believe that. She's a stormwarden. She'll know where you are."


  Amber shrugged. "If I have to face her, I will. Otherwise, just leave me out of it."


  "Whatever you say."


  The future began hammering on the door. Dean looked in to see if I wanted him to answer. I nodded. He headed out at a reluctant shuffle. I rose and went after him. Amber scurried up the stairs. Saucerhead and the boys folded their hands and strolled into the hallway. I was five feet behind Dean when he swung the door inward. The Dead Man's attention was so intense the air almost crackled. I had one hand in my pocket, gripping one of the potencies given me by Saucerhead's witch, knowing that if I employed it, Raver Styx would notice the spell about as much as she might notice the whine of a mosquito. She had come to the door alone, though she'd been accompanied on the journey from the Hill. A coach and small army cluttered the street behind her. My neighbors had made themselves scarce.


  She was a short woman, heavy and gnarly, like a dwarf. She'd never had anything like Amber's beauty, even at sixteen, when they all look good. Her face was grim and ugly. She had bright blue eyes that seemed to blaze in contrast with her tanned, leathery skin and graying hair. If she was angry, though, she concealed it very well. She seemed more relaxed than most people who come to my door. Dean had frozen. I moved forward. "Do come in, Stormwarden. I've been expecting you."


  She stepped past Dean, glancing at him as though she was puzzled by his rigidity. Could she be that naive?


  "Close the door, Dean."


  He finally moved.


  

  


  


  I led the Stormwarden into the room where we'd been playing cards. The office was not large enough for the crowd. As I seated my guest, I asked, "Can Dean get you anything? Tea?"


  "Brandy. Something of that sort. And not by the thimbleful. I want something to drink, not something to sniff at."


  Her voice was gravelly and as deep as ever I'd heard from a woman. It had a timbre that made her sound like she was used to being one of the boys. That was the way they talked about her. I had no direct knowledge. I'd never crossed paths with her before.


  "Dean, bring a bottle from that bunch the Bahgell brothers sent me."


  "Yes sir."


  I considered Raver Styx. That I might have grateful clients of the Baghell caliber didn't impress her.


  "Mr. Garrett. . . . You are Mr. Garrett?" she asked.


  "I am."


  "These others?"


  "Associates. They represent the interests of a former protégé of Molahlu Crest."


  If that news amazed or dismayed her or in any other way impressed her, she didn't show it. She said, "Very well. I've studied you briefly. I understand you carry on your business your own way or you don't do business. You get results, so you can't be faulted for your ways."


  I examined her again while Dean delivered her bottle and glass. I wasn't sure how to play her. She was disappointing my expectations. I'd been steeling myself for a storm of imperial rage. I said, "I did say I was expecting you, having been drawn into the periphery of your family's affairs. But I'm not quite certain why."


  "Don't be ingenuous, Mr. Garrett. It's wasted effort. You've been nearer the heart than the periphery. Maybe nearer than you know. My first question of you would be why."


  "Representing a client or clients, of course."


  She waited a moment. When I didn't add anything, she asked, "Who?" Then, "No, strike that. You won't tell me if you think it's to your advantage to reserve it. Let me think a moment."


  After she'd reflected a moment, she continued. "Disaster after disaster has trampled my family the past few weeks. My son kidnapped, to be redeemed for a ransom so huge the financial future of the family is in doubt. And my adopted daughter decided she had to fly the nest and for her trouble got herself slaughtered by bandits."


  I wagged a cautionary finger at Saucerhead.


  "My son, after being freed, killed himself. And my natural daughter, despite your efforts and those of Willa Dount, fled home not once but twice."


  "Not to mention trivia like Courter Slauce getting himself killed on his way down to see me last night, or the fact that thieves have stripped the daPena warehouse."


  Her face shaded with the faintest cloud of emotion, the first she'd shown. "Is that true?"


  "Which?"


  "About the warehouse."


  "Yes."


  "I hadn't heard."


  "Maybe Domina has been too distracted to keep track of what's happening on the commercial side."


  "Horse feathers. Domina is feeding me disasters in tidbits in hopes I won't have her flayed and use her hide for bookbinding."


  It was a sour, trite remark, not meant to be taken seriously. Witches and sorcerers had stood the accusation so long it had become a joke of the trade.


  Having done my dance to show off, I waited, leaving the next play in her hand.


  "I'd suspected you possessed knowledge not at my command, Mr. Garrett. Now you've told me as much, for whatever motives move you. All right. We both know I want the rest. You want something for yourself. Can we arrive at a peaceful middle ground?"


  "Probably. I doubt if our goals are too far apart."


  "Indeed? What do you want, then?"


  "The man or woman who gave the order that got Amiranda Crest murdered."


  I guess when you play for stakes as high as she had for so long, you learn to keep yourself controlled. That face would have made her a deadly card player. "Go on, Mr. Garrett."


  "I want the person no matter who it is. That's what I want."


  She surveyed my companions. Sadler and Crask were blanks, but Saucerhead had leaned a little toward us. "It's obvious you know a great deal that I don't."


  Saucerhead couldn't restrain himself. "Skredli and Donni Pell, Garrett. We get them, too."


  The Stormwarden looked at me. I said, "My friend was there when Amiranda was murdered. He tried to save her and failed. He feels obligated to restore a balance. He also has a personal score to settle. Show her."


  Saucerhead understood. He started stripping. The wounds he exposed still looked nasty. The deeper cuts wouldn't lose their purplish-red color for months.


  "I see," the Stormwarden said. "Would you care to tell me how it happened?"


  Saucerhead put his shirt back on. I said nothing. Raver Styx muttered, "So that's the way it's going to be."


  All the while I stared smoke and fire at Saucerhead. He had to mention Donni Pell in front of the wife! I'd wanted to reserve Donni Pell for the moment of maximum impact.


  She hadn't reacted to the name at all.


  "I suppose the thing to do is hire you, Mr. Garrett. Then you might be more responsive."


  "Maybe. Maybe not. I do my job my own way. Between the hiring and the results I don't put up with meddling from my principal. I'm the specialist. If I can't be trusted to do the job without interference, I shouldn't be hired in the first place." I don't think my voice squeaked. I sure hoped it didn't. "What did you want to hire me for, anyway?"


  She looked at me like I was a moron.


  "I don't mind having multiple clients, but I don't take them on when their goals conflict."


  She continued to stare. Serpents of temper had begun to stir beneath the surface of her calm. No more pushing permitted.


  "Before we go on there's something I've got to show you, Stormwarden. I warn you up front, you're not going to like it. You're going to be upset. But you need to see it so you don't walk into anything with the web of illusion across your eyes."


  The Dead Man brushed me with a touch of approval. The Stormwarden rose, her face carefully composed. I said, "You ought to finish that glass and pour yourself another before we go."


  "If it's that tough, I'll take the bottle along."


  Just one of the guys. "Come on, then."


  I crossed the hall to the Dead Man's room, stepped inside, stepped aside. The parade followed, the Stormwarden first. The boys lined up against the wall beside the door. Crask and Sadler stared at the Dead Man and went gray around the edges.


  Seeing is believing.


  "A dead Loghyr!" The Stormwarden enthused, sounding like she'd just spotted a cute fairy toddler peeking out of the bushes. "I didn't know there were any around anymore. What do you want for it?"


  "You wouldn't want this one. He's a social parasite. My personal charity project. He does nothing but sleep and amuse himself by playing with bugs."


  "Laziness is a Loghyr racial characteristic. But even the dead can be trained to harness when you use the right lash."


  "You'll have to explain that to me sometime. I can't get any work out of him. What you need to see is over here. Dean! Get some decent damned lamps in here!" He was supposed to have done that already. He came sidling in with the necessary and stammered apologies. He was shaking all over, and I didn't blame him. This was the moment that could explode.


  She stood there staring at the bodies, not a hairline cracking her composure. She raised a hand, beckoned Dean, took the lamp, knelt. She studied Karl for a long time, taking him in inch by inch. Finished, she took a long pull on the brandy bottle, then did it all over again with Amiranda. Amiranda didn't get a second's less attention. In fact, she got a moment more.


  The Stormwarden grunted, then set her bottle aside and rested the tips of two fingers on Amiranda's belly. After a minute she muttered, "So!" and reclaimed the bottle. She drew another healthy draft.


  She rose. "I owe you a debt of gratitude, Mr. Garrett." She returned the lamp to Dean. "Can we talk now? Seriously? The two of us?"


  "Yes. Dean, take these guys into the kitchen and feed them. Bring me a mug and a pitcher. In the office."


  "Yes sir. Gentlemen?"


  They didn't protest. I guess Chodo had given them orders to cooperate.
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  I settled behind my desk. The Stormwarden sat opposite me, devoting herself to her bottle and her inner landscape. Finally, she said, "Karl was murdered."


  "He was. By a man named Gorgeous and an ogre breed named Skredli. Gorgeous is dead. Skredli is on the loose but we intend to find him. He also led the gang that killed Amiranda. But he was just a hired hand. Someone paid for the blood."


  "You have a great deal to tell me."


  "If I take you as a client."


  She thought for a while. "Your task now is to find the person responsible for Amiranda's murder. Correct?"


  "Yes."


  "I have a great deal of power, as you're aware. But I don't know how to go about rooting out a killer. Suppose I hire you to find Karl's murderer?"


  "That might work. Assuming we agree on precedence of claims if the same hand directed the blades in both murders."


  "There'll be no problem of precedence if you meet one condition."


  "Which is?"


  "You may take precedence for yourself, your friends, and your client—if you'll permit me to be present when you handle your end of it. It won't matter what you do. Not even death will be an escape for whoever did that in there."


  I felt a surge of elation, wondered why, then realized that most of it came from the Dead Man. He knew something, or had something. "I think we can deal."


  "I'll stay out of your way, Mr. Garrett. I'll give you whatever aid and assistance you require."


  Dean brought the beer in. I poured my mug full, damned near drained it. The Stormwarden did likewise with a second mug Dean thoughtfully provided.


  The Stormwarden said, "I expect you're out of pocket considerably for the bodies. You wouldn't have gotten them cheaply."


  "That's true."


  "Add that to what you need for a deposit against your expenses and fee."


  "Let me make sure we understand one another. You're willing to take me on and turn me loose, without shoving your hand in, as long as you're there for the showdown?"


  "Yes."


  "And you'll lend me your authority along the way?"


  "If that's necessary."


  "It will be in a few cases."


  "I have one goal only, Mr. Garrett. Laying my hands on the person or persons responsible for what happened to my children. Cost is no obstacle. Neither is the emperor himself. Do you understand me?" Those ice-blue eyes were ablaze now. "You do what you have to do to deliver. I'll back you to the gates of hell itself."


  "Pact?"


  "You want a witch's oath, written in blood?"


  "The sworn word of the Stormwarden Raver Styx will do."


  She did the whole formal thing after allowing me to word the undertaking.


  "Settled," I said. "We're on. I owe you a story." And I began telling it from the moment it intruded upon my life. I gave her the crop, reserving only my personal interactions with Amber and Amiranda. I don't think she was fooled.


  I reserved a couple thoughts about the gold, too. I did have a client, after all.


  It took several hours. She didn't interrupt. Dean kept the pitcher full and brought in food when he felt it was time. She didn't immediately comment when I finished. I gave her a few minutes, then asked, "Am I still retained?"


  She gave me a don't-be-stupid look. "Of course." She thought awhile longer. "It doesn't make sense."


  "Not from where we stand now. It probably looked slick at the start. Before people started doing unto one another and things started going wrong. Before the terror set in."


  "It doesn't make much sense from that perspective, either. Not to me."


  "Don't go closing your mind now."


  She came into the real world for the first time in hours, fixing me with a basilisk's stare. "What?"


  "You're ignoring the centerpiece at this hell's feast. The shadow that falls upon it all. The Stormwarden Raver Styx."


  "Explain yourself, Mr. Garrett."


  "I will. By example. Suppose everyone involved was exactly who he or she is, but you, instead of being the dread Raver Styx, were the heiress to the Gallard wine fortune, that what's-her-name. Would anyone have done what they did if you were her and she'd gone out of town for six months? Would anyone have been tempted? Donni Pell and her gang, maybe, but they were motivated by greed going in. Who you were or weren't didn't matter till the double crosses and foul-ups started and asses had to be covered."


  She didn't like it a bit, though I'd barely skimmed the edges. But that woman had to be the most hardhearted damned realist ever to cross my trail. She swallowed her ego. "I see." She made Willa Dount look like a kitten. She took time out for more reflection. Then, "What do you plan to do, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I'd like to interview your husband and Willa Dount in circumstances where they can't evade questions or avoid answering them."


  "It can be arranged. When?"


  "The sooner the better. Today. Now. That old man with the black sword has been busy enough. Let's not give him time to sniff out anybody else." Old Death is supposed to be blind but I've noticed he never misses.


  "That's probably wisest. How do you want to set it up?"


  We talked about it for fifteen minutes. I said I'd play it by ear, making sure she understood I wanted to be given my head. Then she rose. "I'll have the bodies taken away now, Mr. Garrett."


  "Out the back would be best. They're supposed to have been cremated already. Nobody outside this house knows they haven't been."


  "I understand."


  I followed her to the front door, where she paused before she allowed me to let her out. "Take very good care of my daughter, Mr. Garrett. She may be all that I have left."


  "I intend to, Stormwarden."


  We locked gazes for a moment. We understood one another.


  It is a pitiful truth that people like Raver Styx cannot express their love in any way that their beloved will find meaningful.
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  The door shut. I leaned against it and let out a long, heartfelt sigh of relief. I shook for about a minute while the tension drained away. I wanted to let out a big old war whoop. Saucerhead leaned out of the kitchen. "She finally go?"


  "Finally."


  He counted my arms and legs. "Guess you worked something out."


  "Yeah. We'll see how it stays together."


  "What's the game?"


  "First thing is, some of her boys are going to come to the back door to pick up those bodies. You guys can hand them over. I'm going to set a fire under the Dead Man."


  Saucerhead gave me a dirty look, grumbling about "them that puts on aristocratic airs," but he went and got Sadler and Crask. I waited while they removed the corpses.


  There, now. That was not so bad after all, was it, Garrett?


  "A snap. So why the hell are you sweating?"


  That startled him. I could almost see him checking to see if, by some miracle, some of life's processes had resumed. Point for Garrett.


  "You had some kind of epiphany while I was talking to her. What was it?"


  I realized that by taking a short trip upcountry you could probably put the cap on the affair. He was all set to do some crowing about his genius.


  "You mean by going out to that farm and rounding up Donni Pell?"


  You reasoned it out!


  "You've been telling me I have to use my own head. Using yours is too much like work. All the kingpin's hounds and all the kingpin's men couldn't catch more than a few whiffs of old back trails. She'd used up her friends here in town. Where else would she go?"


  Very good. Though we do rely on the assumption that she has not taken the proceeds of her multifarious treacheries and gotten herself somewhere where she can become a new and possibly even respectable person.


  "I don't think she has the sense or character to make the clean break. If she did, she would've gotten out days ago."


  You are going to return to that farm?


  "I'm still formulating strategy," I fibbed. "Meanwhile I'll go up to the daPena place for a chat with the Stormwarden's old man and Willa Dount—maybe even her staff if it looks like that'll do any good. And in the back of my head I'll be trying to decide if Skredli is smart enough to have scoped it out himself."


  I had not thought of that.


  "Because you don't think like a thug. I guarantee you, the first thing Skredli did after he decided it was safe to stop running was start looking for somebody to blame for the fix he's in. It would be easy for him to get all righteous about Donni. And look what a great target she makes. She's got no friends left. No protector or avenger. And she's got buckets of money that can be taken without any comebacks. And on top of that, she's a woman."


  You pity her?


  "Not much. She's the one who decided to play with the hard boys."


  Saucerhead was in the doorway, waiting for me to stop talking. I beckoned him inside. "They off?"


  "Gone."


  "You know what I was saying?"


  "I heard your side."


  "You heard everything worth hearing." I got the maps I'd studied after my talk with Skredli and opened one. "You see this? That's the crossroads where you and the girl had your run-in with Skredli's gang. If you head west to about here, you come to two young mulberry trees hiding the end of an old road. About a half mile down that road is an abandoned farm. The place where they took Junior back when this mess was just a kidnapping. I think that's where we'll find Donni Pell."


  "You want me to go drag her back here?"


  "Oh, no. I want her right where she sits. I'm going to organize a family outing to convene out there. But when I get there, I want to know what I'm walking into."


  "You want me to go scout it out, then."


  "Can you handle it?"


  "No problem. When?"


  "Soon as you can. Don't come at the place down that road."


  He snorted. "Give me some credit, Garrett."


  "Meet me at the crossroads tomorrow. I'll try to be there as close to noon as I can. I'll have some stops to make along the way."


  Tharpe jerked his head in the general direction of the kitchen. "What about those guys?"


  "I don't care. Let them tag along if they want. Or they can stick with me. If they decide to go with you, make sure they don't start playing their own game. I've got to head up the Hill in a few minutes. Go find out what they want to do."


  What are you planning, Garrett? The Dead Man sounded suspicious.


  "I don't know. I'm making it up as I go along."


  It feels like you're setting something up.


  "I wish I was. There're tags and threads that're going to hang loose after this's over and they could cause problems."


  For instance, a certain Garrett getting caught in a collision between a young woman used to getting what she wants and a somewhat older, no-nonsense redhead who feels she has a certain proprietary interest in the man?


  "That one hadn't occurred to me. I was thinking more along the lines of the Stormwarden wanting to get me for my presumptions and disrespect after she no longer has any use for me. Amber won't have any interest in me if she gets her meat hooks in that ransom money."


  Garrett, you are, for the most part, an unusually sound-thinking representative of your species. But where members of the opposite sex are concerned, you are often a fool.


  "A congenital weakness. My father was subject to it too. I'm working on it."


  You will break your beer habit first, I am certain.


  "Speaking of Amber, I should let her know what's going on."


  One piece of advice, since you wish to avoid a prime position on the Stormwarden's get-even list.


  "What's that?"


  Try to restrain that part of you which insists on being sarcastic, abrasive, and confrontational.


  "I'm working on that, too. I think I'll clear that up right after I get straightened out about women."


  I went to the kitchen doorway and stuck my head in. Saucerhead said, "They decided to stick with me." His smirk said that was because they weren't interested in doing anything that would bring them to the attention of Raver Styx. I winked and headed upstairs.
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  I tapped on Amber's door. "You there?"


  "It's not locked."


  I went inside. She was seated on the edge of her bed, looking pale and tired. "Is she gone?"


  I settled into the room's sole chair. "She left. We managed to work something out."


  "How heavily did she outbid me?"


  "I don't like your mother, Amber."


  "What does that mean?"


  "People I don't like never outbid people I do like. Though sometimes I'll let them think they can."


  "Thanks." She didn't sound cheered.


  "What's the matter?"


  "It's almost over, isn't it?"


  "I expect to put the noose around somebody's neck tomorrow."


  "Do you know who?"


  "Not for certain. Not yet."


  "It's not going to make anybody happy, is it?"


  "No. Murder never does. Not for long."


  "Then I won't be seeing you. . . ."


  I had an impulse to trot down and give the Dead Man a swift kick. He was listening in and snickering, probably. Why is the old blubber boat always right?


  "Who knows? Look, I'm just about to go up to your mother's house to question your father and Domina Dount. How's your nerve? You want to go along and stand silent witness? Maybe pick up a change of clothes?"


  "Do I smell bad, or something?"


  "What?"


  "Never mind. What's a silent witness?"


  "Somebody who just stands there and makes people stick to the truth because they know the silent witness can contradict them."


  "Oh." She frowned. "I don't know if I'm up to that. My own father. . . ."


  "It'd be a chance to see Domina Dount pick her nose with her elbow."


  She rose immediately. "All right."


  "My god. What enthusiasm."


  "I don't want to hurt my father, Garrett. And I know you'll back him into a corner where things will come out that my mother won't be able to forgive."


  Something in her tone suggested she was ready to spill family secrets. "Maybe if I didn't ask certain questions, your mother wouldn't have to know. As long as the answers don't have any bearing on what—"


  "I don't know!" There was agony in that, and a plea for help.


  "Tell me."


  "Ami. . . . He has to the father of the baby she was carrying."


  "I'm not surprised to hear that, Amber. I even suspect that your mother already entertains the possibility too."


  "I guess she would. But even if she did, she wouldn't understand it." Pure misery, Amber. This was gnawing her good.


  "It isn't exactly incest."


  "It could've been."


  "What? How so?"


  "Ami. . . . She wasn't a willing partner."


  "He raped her?" I couldn't believe Amiranda would have tolerated that from anybody.


  "Yes. No. Not the way you're thinking. He didn't hold a knife at her throat. He just . . . coerced her, I guess. I don't know how he did it. She never told me about it. Only Karl. But Karl told me. It started when she was thirteen. When you're that young it's hard. . . . It's hard to know what to do."


  "Not you too?"


  "No. But. . . . But he tried. Twice. When I was fourteen. Almost fifteen. It was hard, Garrett. Maybe a man wouldn't even understand. The first time I just ran away when I realized what he wanted. The second time he made sure I didn't have anywhere to run. I. . . . He. . . . He wouldn't let me alone till I said I was going to tell mother."


  "And?"


  "He went into a panic. A psychotic panic. That's why. . . ."


  "Did he threaten you? Physically?"


  She nodded.


  "I see." I settled back to ruminate. I understood her fears. This didn't do Karl Senior any good at all. I already had him down as murder suspect number one, but I was still a little nebulous on motive.


  "They were both dumb, Ami and Father. They had to realize it would happen sooner or later. There's too much free-floating residual energy around any place used by someone like my mother not to interfere with the spells on a contraceptive amulet."


  "If she could see it coming—"


  "Don't start, Garrett. You don't know what it was like. You aren't a woman. You aren't a daughter. And you've never been in a squeeze anything like it."


  "You're right. All right, here's what I'll do. I'll talk to him without your mother being there. If it's not germane, she won't have to know."


  "She won't allow that."


  "I'll insist. I'll also insist that you be there with us."


  "Oh! Do I have to?"


  "I want him in a corner so tight he's got to think his only way out is the truth. He can't lie with you standing there ready to blurt, ‘Remember the time when you—' "


  "I don't like it."


  "Neither do I. But you have to use the tools at hand."


  "He couldn't do something like you're thinking."


  '"Amiranda would've begun to show soon. Your mother is inquisitive. And when she asks, she gets answers. How would she have reacted—"


  "I know what you're going to say, Garrett. He'd panic. He'd go crazy out of fear. But not that crazy."


  "Maybe you're right. If we get him deep enough into that corner, maybe we'll find out for sure." It seemed a good idea to forget that the Stormwarden had discovered Amiranda's pregnancy on her own.


  "Garrett. Do we have time. . . ?"


  I shook my head slowly.


  "It's a pity, really."


  "I'm sorry."


  As we started down the stairs, she said, "I'll bet you he doesn't even know she was pregnant. Ami wouldn't have told anybody but Karl."


  I responded with a noncommittal grunt. He knew now, though I was willing to grant the possibility that he hadn't known then. I paused to stick my head into the Dead Man's room. "We're going now."


  Take care of yourself, Garrett. And mind your manners with your betters.


  "The same to you, Chuckles. Want to tell me Glory Mooncalled's secret now? Just in case the worst happens? I'd hate to check out still mystified."


  With you entering a Stormwarden's lair? No. We'll consider it after this is done and the break is complete. He had a point. I gave Dean some unnecessary instructions about locking up behind me. Then we left.
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  I decided to make a brief detour to Lettie Faren's. Maybe it was wrong. There are times when ignorance is bliss. The man on the door knew me and knew my presence was considered undesirable, but he made only a token effort to keep us out. Inside, Amber gawked and whispered that she wouldn't have believed it if she hadn't seen it. I gawked myself, but not for the same reasons. The place wasn't open for business. Never, to my knowledge, had the house been closed before. Alarmed, I pushed past a barman and a swamper who made halfhearted efforts to stop us. I slammed into the pest hole Lettie calls home.


  It only took one look. "Stay out there," I instructed Amber.


  The mound of ruin that was Lettie Faren tried to glare with eyes blackened and swollen, and failed. She couldn't strike the spark. What remained was a feeble mask for fear.


  I asked, "Chodo's boys?"


  She croaked an affirmative.


  "You should've told me where to find Donni when you knew, before the hard boys decided they wanted her too."


  She just looked at me. Chances were she'd just looked at Chodo's boys too. For a while. She was damned near as tough as she thought.


  "I'm working for Raver Styx these days. That's a tight crack to get caught in, between the Stormwarden and the kingpin."


  "I didn't have nothing to tell them and I don't got nothing to tell you, Garrett. Bring on the old witch if you want."


  "The wicked flee when no man pursueth. I'll wish you a speedy recovery. Good-bye."


  As we headed for the exit, Amber asked, "Why didn't you want me to go in there?"


  I gave it to her straight. "I'm not the only one looking for Donni Pell. Those other guys beat her up trying to find out where Donni went."


  "Bad?"


  "Very. They aren't nice people. In fact, I'm about convinced that you're the only nice person anywhere in this mess."


  She laughed nervously and said, "You don't know me very well yet." Then, conversationally, "You're not so bad yourself, Garrett."


  Perhaps she didn't know me very well yet either.
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  The man at the Stormwarden's gate was a stranger. He had a competent, professional look. "How was the vacation in the sunny Cantard?"


  It bounced off. "Grim as usual, Mr. Garrett. The Stormwarden is expecting you and is waiting in her audience room. Miss daPena can show you the way."


  "Yeah. Thanks. You guys going to do anything for Slauce?"


  "Say what?"


  "You going in on flowers or anything? I thought I'd kick in if I could. It never would've happened if he hadn't been coming to see me."


  "We haven't decided what to do yet. We'll let you know. All right?"


  "Sure. Thanks."


  When we were out of earshot, Amber said, "See? I told you you weren't all bad."


  "A cynical, manipulative gesture meant to incite a sympathetic attitude among the troops."


  "Right, Garrett. Whatever you say."


  Raver Styx sat alone in the gloom of an unlighted room about the size of the Dead Man's. Her eyes were closed. She was so still and unresponsive I suffered a chill. Had we lost yet another daPena?


  No. Those supposedly terrible eyes opened and fixed on me. I saw nothing but a tired and beaten old lady. "Please have a seat, Mr. Garrett." Like a wolfman under a full moon, she began to change. "Amber, I believe you'd do better to isolate yourself here in the house, but if you feel more confident with Mr. Garrett and his associates, you have my blessing." She was becoming the Stormwarden Raver Styx—with a measure of concerned mother.


  Amber was within reach and my feet were out of the Stormwarden's line of sight. I nudged her ankle. She started, figured it out, said, "Thank you, Mother. I'd feel better with Mr. Garrett, I think. For now."


  That wasn't so hard. Often all we need to be civil with one another is the presence of a referee we don't want thinking us fools.


  "As you wish. Where would you like to begin, Mr. Garrett?"


  "With Domina Dount."


  "Willa Dount, Mr. Garrett. Loss of her position and title is a foregone penalty. Let's not extend any false hopes."


  "You're the boss. Whatever, I want to do her first. Then your husband. Then the staff—if that appears productive."


  "Wouldn't it be a bit trifling?"


  "Maybe. But a few trifles are all I need to fill the gaps in the picture I already have."


  "I'm tempted to invoke penalties on the lot and let the gods distinguish between the wicked and the merely incompetent."


  Sometimes I felt that way about our ruling class. I observed the Dead Man's advice, though, and kept my opinion to myself. "I know what you mean."


  "How do you want to work it? In my presence? In Amber's?"


  "In Willa Dount's case, with you present and Amber absent. To begin. I've already told Amber how long to stay away. After she comes in, I want you to find a reason to leave. Having dealt with Willa Dount, I doubt the footwork will do any good, but I want to try."


  "Very well."


  "I'll want to see all the documents she has. Especially the letters from the kidnappers. Have you seen those?"


  "Yes, I have."


  "Did you recognize the hand?"


  "No. It seemed feminine."


  "I thought so, too. So precise, what I saw. I feared the one-in-a-thousand chance that Amiranda had written them."


  "Amiranda had the penmanship of a drunken troll. There was no reading it, but no mistaking or disguising it, either."


  "Good. Now, with your husband I'd prefer to begin with you out of the room. As for the staff, I'll ask you and Amber person by person. If the intimidation factor inherent in your presence is counterproductive—"


  "I understand. Let's get to it."


  "Where is Willa Dount now?"


  "In her office, doing the job that will be hers for a few more hours."


  "Would you get her, Amber? Tell her she needs to bring the documents."


  "Yes, master." She gave me a wink that her mother caught.


  "I'd appreciate it if you'd hold off acting against Willa Dount or anyone else for another day, Stormwarden. Tomorrow I want to take everyone on a walk-through of what happened the night of the ransom payoff and the morning of Amiranda's death."


  "Is that necessary?"


  "Yes. Absolutely. Afterward there'll be no lingering doubts."


  She didn't press for details, a courtesy I appreciated. Maybe she wasn't such a bad old gal after all.


  We waited in silence.
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  Willa Dount marched in with a stack of papers. "You sent for me, madam?" She didn't seem surprised to see me—and shouldn't have since she had her agents among the staff.


  "I've hired Mr. Garrett to hunt down the person or people responsible for the deaths of Amiranda, Karl, and Courter Slauce. He wants to ask you questions, Willa. Answer completely and truthfully."


  I raised the eyebrow. Slauce too? Surprise, surprise. But certainly a point for her.


  "Give those papers to Mr. Garrett."


  She did so with ill grace. "You're a vulture circling this family, aren't you? You won't rest till you've picked its bones."


  "If you take a quick count of the number of noses on your face, you'll come up with more than the number of times I've approached the daPena family soliciting employment."


  "Your wit hasn't suffered any improvement."


  "Willa. Sit down and be quiet. Restrain your prejudices and speak only when you're spoken to."


  "Yes, madam."


  Did the whip crack there, or did it crack?


  Willa Dount planted herself in a chair, face blank and cool. If she was going to perch I was going to prowl. I rose, began moving, shuffling the papers. The kidnappers had gone to great lengths to make sure Domina Dount understood exactly what she was supposed to do. I slipped a finger behind the letters I'd met already, looked Willa Dount in the eye, and asked, "When did you first suspect that Karl's kidnapping was contrived?"


  "When Amiranda disappeared. She'd been odd for weeks, and had her head together with Karl for days before he vanished."


  Lie number one, straight out of the chute? Willa Dount should have been on the road to her payoff appointment before Amiranda made her break. Unless. . . .


  Unless she'd known beforehand what Amiranda planned.


  "When did you begin to suspect the game had become real?"


  "When I reached the place where I was supposed to hand the gold over. Those people weren't playing. They were deadly real. I'm afraid I almost lost my composure. I've never been that afraid."


  "Describe the people you met there."


  She frowned. I told her, "I've asked you before about the payoff. You wouldn't talk. It was your right at the time. But not now. So tell me about those people, and about that night." I thumbed the first letter I hadn't yet read.


  "There were two closed coaches and at least four people. Two coachmen of mixed parentage, probably ogre and human. The ugliest man I've ever seen. And a fairly attractive young woman. The ugly man was in charge."


  "You said at least four. What does that mean? Was there somebody else?"


  "There might have been someone inside the woman's coach. Twice I thought I saw movement in there, but they made me stay on the wagon. I wasn't close enough to be sure."


  "Uhm." I picked a spot near a good light and adjusted a chair. "From the beginning of that night. Every trivial detail."


  She began. And soon I was hearing what I expected, a tale with no significant deviations from the one Skredli had told me. I lent her both ears and one eye while I skimmed the letters. Then I went over a few again. Then again. And finally I thought I saw what I'd half expected to see, though I'm no expert on forgery. Willa Dount reached her departure from the bridge over Cedar Creek. I didn't figure anything interesting happened after that. "Hold it there."


  She stopped dead. And dead is the way I'd describe the voice she'd been using. She'd been under so much strain for so long she had very little fire left.


  "That payoff setup was as queer as a nine-foot pixie. No swap on the spot—though I admit there wasn't a lot you could do once you got there. You couldn't run away. But they let you see them. And then they let you go without killing you. Knowing who you worked for. At a time when at least one of them knew there'd be a murder within a few hours."


  "I can't explain that, Mr. Garrett. Death is all I expected when I realized that Karl wasn't there."


  Unless you took out some kind of insurance, I thought. Like maybe not delivering the whole ransom, and, maybe, refusing to let the balance go until you and Karl were safe. Maybe even not knowing where the rest was, or saying you didn't, so they wouldn't try anything rough. There was something or you wouldn't be here now. I thought it but didn't say it.


  "Did you hear any names mentioned? Did you get a good look at any of them?"


  "No names. There was moonlight. I saw all four well enough to recognize again, though the woman and the ugly man stayed back. I have excellent night vision. Maybe they didn't realize how clearly I saw them."


  "Maybe. It probably doesn't matter now, anyway. They're all dead but the woman."


  She just looked at me. You couldn't crack her with a sledgehammer. I had everything I wanted to get with the Stormwarden watching. I was wondering how I could stall just as Amber let herself in. Raver Styx made no pretenses and no excuses. She stood and left.


  Amber whispered, "I didn't find anything in her quarters. She doesn't keep a journal or—"


  "You don't have to talk behind my back in front of me, Amber. Spit it out."


  I nodded.


  "The accounts didn't look jiggered. The silver was sold for anywhere from seven to fifteen percent below market. I'm not sure, but I'd guess that would be reasonable in the circumstances. Whatever, the price of silver has fallen enough that now the buyers are the losers."


  That was my Amber, keeping up with the metals market despite everything.


  "Who did the buying?"


  She handed me a list.


  "Interesting. The top name here, Lyman Gameleon, is down for a hundred twenty thousand at the maximum discount. Gameleon is one of our big-three suspects."


  Even that didn't rock Willa Dount. She said only, "It was an emergency and I went where I had to go to get enough gold. The Stormwarden has examined the accounts of these transactions and expressed no disapproval."


  A thought. Maybe even an inspiration. "Do you recall the dates and times of the transactions, Amber?" She had not noted those.


  "No. Should I go get them?"


  Willa Dount said, "That won't be necessary. I remember." She rattled off every deal as though she was reading from the record. The timing made it conceivable that the deals themselves had initiated the chain of complications. Or, at least, could have led to intensive recomplication.


  "Did Gameleon know what the gold was for?"


  "Lord Gameleon, Garrett," Domina scolded.


  "Look, I don't care if you call him Pinky Porker. Just answer the question."


  "Yes. He had to be told before he'd deal."


  I'd already established, to my own satisfaction, a link between Gameleon and Donni Pell. "Was that wise?"


  "In retrospect, probably not. But at the time Lord Gameleon was a last resort."


  "Hardly. But let's not fight about it. That's it for tonight."


  "Tonight?"


  "I'll need you again tomorrow. Early. We're all going to walk this through."


  She gave me a puzzled look as she rose. What chicanery was I planning?


  "Find the Baronet and send him in," I said.


  I'd grown impatient and irritable by the time the door opened. And that opening didn't make anything better. Willa Dount and Raver Styx came in, the Stormwarden looking like one of the tempests she brewed. "Will you want to question the staff, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Where's your husband?"


  "I don't doubt the answer to that question would be quite interesting. He left the house shortly after you arrived. When last seen he was entering the house of Lord Gameleon, his half-brother, who lives across the street. Lord Gameleon admits that he was there earlier but denies that he is now. About the staff?"


  There was no juice left. My candle had begun to gutter. "The hell with them. I can tie the knot on it without them. I'm going home to get some sleep. Meet me at my place at eight, ready for a trek upcountry. Don't let anybody else wander off. Make a production of leaving so anyone interested will know something is up."


  "As you will, Mr. Garrett. That will be all for tonight, then, Willa."


  I asked, "Amber, are you coming or staying?"


  Staring at the floor, she replied, "I'll go with you. But I need to get some things first."


  I guess that was as close as she could come to telling her mother to pick her nose with her elbow. The Stormwarden developed a severe tick in her left cheek but she said nothing. She understood battles lost as well as battles won.


  

  


  


  The first thing I did when we got to the house was write a letter to Morley Dotes. I had one of the neighbor kids deliver it. Then I brought the Dead Man up to date and feigned an effort to pry a few secrets out of him just to keep him feeling wanted. I joined Amber in the kitchen, where we shared one of Dean's finer productions. Then I stashed myself away for the night. My dreams, which I usually don't recall, weren't the kind I'll treasure forever.
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  Dean rousted me out in plenty of time to get ready. We breakfasted well and packed our field rations. I took a look at my arsenal and picked a couple of lethal engines suitable for a lady. I made Amber practice with them until her mother's cavalcade arrived. A thoughtful woman, the Stormwarden. She had somehow ascertained that I didn't have transportation of my own. She rolled up with a coach, a carriage, and a spare horse. She was in the coach. Willa Dount was driving the carriage. Amber stepped up on the seat beside her. What a lighthearted and friendly drive that would be. I went around the front of the horse and looked him in the eye. He looked back. I saw none of the tribe's usual malice. He obviously hadn't heard of me. The Stormwarden had shown some sense in another direction. I had expected to have to nag her into sending her army home, but she'd brought only the two men atop her coach. I couldn't squawk about them.


  I suppose when you're a Stormwarden, you only need guards for show.


  "You lead the way," I told Domina Dount. Her face was old stone as she nodded and started her team. Amber settled facing backward when she saw that I would ride rearguard, though most of the time the Stormwarden's coach obscured our views of one another. Willa Dount set a brisk pace, occasionally slowing so her boss could catch up. I stayed fifty yards behind the coach. In the city I watched the citizenry watch it. In the country I watched farmers. And as we moved upcountry I kept mentally reviewing my maps. I didn't see a single place that looked suitable for what I suspected had happened. I thought about moving up beside Willa Dount. She might have given something away.


  Sure. Like stones flinch.


  But I had a reason for lying back.


  Morley overtook me two-thirds of the way to the deadly crossroads. At that point the road passed among trees and travelers couldn't be watched from afar. He dared rein in and talk.


  "They're back there," he told me. "Gameleon and six men. They won't be easy."


  "They trying to catch up?"


  "No."


  "Good. We'll put everybody in the sack at once."


  "You're crazy, Garrett. Seven of them and no telling what up ahead and you're talking like you've got them by the shorthairs?"


  "All they've got is numbers. I've got a stormwarden. Hustle on up and tell Saucerhead."


  Morley resumed his lone-rider act in a hurry. It was coming together beautifully. I just hoped I wouldn't be in the middle when it crunched.


  I wasn't the most pleased of men when we reached the crossroads. I hadn't spotted one place that fulfilled the criteria for my concept of what had become of most of the ransom gold—though I'd seen a few side roads and whatnot that would later bear further examination. If there was a later. If Amber wasn't more defeatist than I was becoming. I made the mistake, for a short time, of thinking I saw a chance for the big hit. You don't want to fall into that trap. It can shatter your perspective. It can narrow your focus until the rest of the world slides out of touch.


  "Hold up!" I yelled at Willa Dount. She had turned west without pausing. My fault. I hadn't told her we would be stopping. We got out of traffic's way. I dismounted. Where was Saucerhead? I'd expected him to be waiting. He stepped out of the woods on the south side of the road. From the corner of my eye I noted Willa Dount's surprise. I joined him. "What have we got?"


  "You were right. She's down there."


  "Alone?"


  "Nope. Company, and plenty of it. One guy by himself showed up about midnight last night. Then a mob of ogre breeds got there just before I left."


  "Skredli?"


  He nodded.


  "How many?"


  "Fifteen."


  "Crask and Sadler behaving?"


  "They aren't stupid, Garrett. They know their limitations."


  "I suppose. I'd better tell the Stormwarden. You scout out a workable approach?"


  "Sure. What about those guys behind you?"


  "They can take care of themselves." I waited while a string of goat carts trundled past, trotted to the Stormwarden's coach, and invited myself inside.


  "Why have we stopped, Mr. Garrett?"


  I explained. "I didn't expect it to turn into so large a party. Otherwise, everything's come together. Any suggestions?"


  "The man who arrived last night. My husband?"


  "Probably. My friend wouldn't know him by sight."


  "Does Lord Gameleon know where he's going?"


  "I don't know."


  "He may need someone to follow."


  "We can't sneak up on anybody going straight in."


  "I realize that, Mr. Garrett."


  "I've got a little help but not enough to handle four-to-one odds."


  "You have me."


  What was that worth? I didn't ask. "All right. My friend and I will sneak up through the woods. You be careful."


  "Take Amber. And you be careful, Mr. Garrett. I have to salvage something from this disaster."


  "She'll be all right." I left the coach. "Amber. You come with me."


  The Stormwarden left the coach on the other side. She said something to the men on top. The driver nodded. The other descended. He and Raver Styx boarded the carriage. It rolled away as Amber joined Saucerhead and me.


  "What are we doing?" she asked.


  "Going for a walk in the woods." I tied my mount's reins to the coach. We ducked into the trees. Just in time. Lord Gameleon and his boys trotted past. They weren't in livery and made a big deal of ignoring the coach. When they were gone Saucerhead asked, "She's going straight in?"


  "I guess. We'll have to hurry. Where's Morley? With Crask and Sadler?"


  "Right. Follow me. Miss daPena?"


  "Just lead, Mr. Tharpe. I'll keep up."
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  Our timing was perfect. We were near the edge of the clearing when Morley appeared out of nowhere. "Not bad for a city boy," I told him. Crask and Sadler popped up as suddenly. If we'd been unfriendly, we would have been in big trouble. "Anything happening over there?"


  "Lot of screaming."


  "What?"


  "Started right after I got here. Somebody's asking some questions. Somebody else isn't giving the answers they want to hear."


  I wasn't surprised.


  Crask said, "Something's happening."


  I joined him. From where he stood the farmhouse could be seen plainly. Ogre breeds boiled out, raced across the weedy field toward the gap where the road left the woods. "Their lookout must have spotted the Stormwarden."


  Someone grunted.


  "They been doing any patrols? Or just watching the road?"


  "Watching the road," Sadler said. "They're ogres."


  "Stupid. The Stormwarden may have overestimated herself. They might kill first and ask questions later."


  "They're distracted now," Saucerhead said. "Be a good time to move up. If we keep low along the downhill side of that swale there, we can get pretty close. Maybe up to the foundation stones where the barn used to be."


  I recalled a deer trail through the high grass that followed the route Saucerhead recommended. I looked but I couldn't see the stones. "You've been over there?"


  "Yeah. I had to look in and make sure."


  "Let's go."


  Saucerhead went first, then Crask, then Morley. I told Amber to keep down and sent her next. I followed her. Sadler brought up the rear. We were halfway across when the brouhaha broke out in the woods. We stopped. I said, "That doesn't sound like ogres running into surprise sorcery."


  "No."


  "Let's move."


  As we crouched among the stones, thirty yards from the rear of the house, Skredli's gang emerged from the woods uphill. They had five or six prisoners.


  "Gameleon," I said. "What happened to the Stormwarden?"


  "There are twelve breeds up there, Garrett," Morley said. "In a minute they won't be able to spot us behind the house. Why don't we make our move? Be waiting for them inside when they get there?"


  I didn't like it. But the odds weren't going to get any better. I checked the others. They all nodded. "Amber, stay put. I'll holler when it's safe."


  She had developed a case of deafness. When we moved toward the back door, she moved with us. I cursed under my breath but there was nothing I could do short of bopping her and laying her out. We reached the house unnoticed. Morley volunteered to lead. Nobody argued. He was the best. We moved. Inside there were three ogres, one woman and Karl daPena, Senior. Morley creamed two of the ogres before they knew they were in trouble. The third tried to yell and only got out a bark before Crask stuck a knife through his throat. Sadler finished the other two. Amber dumped her breakfast.


  "I told you to stay out." I ground my teeth and examined our prizes. Neither seemed particularly pleased to see us.


  "Frying pan into the fire, eh, Baronet?" Both were strapped into chairs. DaPena was gagged. The woman wasn't, but she was yelled out. Both had been tortured, and with little finesse.


  "You must be the marvelous Donni Pell. I've been anxious to meet you. Right now you don't look like something that men would kill for."


  "Cut the sweet talk, Garrett," Morley said. "They're coming."


  I peeked. "That clown Skredli must have raised an army."


  "We can take them. They have to keep hold of their prisoners."


  "I like a man with a positive attitude. Why don't I slide out the back way and you holler when you've got them?"


  "You going to mouth your way through the gates of hell or are you going to decide what to do?"


  "Crask, Sadler, you guys get out of sight down that hall. Saucerhead, wait behind the door. Let four or five get in, then slam it and bolt it. Morley and I will jump out from the kitchen. We ought to polish off the bunch before the rest bust in. Amber, you get out back."


  This time she did what I told her. Nothing like a good scare.


  "And you call me a tactical genius," Morley grumbled. But he ducked into the kitchen without offering a suggestion of his own.


  Even tactical geniuses stumble. When Saucerhead went to slam the door, Skredli and two other breeds were on the transom. He had the strength to bounce two of them back into the yard, but the third got caught between the edge of the door and the frame. He did a lot of yelling and flailing while Saucerhead grunted and strained, trying to shut the door right through him. And Tharpe did manage to hang on while we thumped the five he'd let in.


  Morley chuckled. "Seven to go. Let them in, Saucerhead."


  Tharpe jumped back. Skredli and the guys stomped in.


  We did expect them to have their cutlery out, ready for carving. We didn't expect Gameleon's brunos to help them. They did. "We been suckered, Garrett," Saucerhead said as he stumbled back past me. Long knife in one hand and head-thumper in the other, fending off two ogres and a man, I fell past a window and shot a quick look to see if help was coming. No stormwarden.


  Had the gang dealt with her already? Had they caught her in a pincer up in the woods?


  I kicked one guy in the groin but not good enough to slow him much. The three pushed me toward the kitchen, keeping me too busy staying alive to keep track of what was happening to everybody else. Win or lose, Skredli and his bunch would get hurt. They were up against the best TunFaire offered.


  Small consolation.


  I got in a solid thump to an ogre's head as I backed through the kitchen doorway. He reeled, stalling his companions. I whirled and dove through a window. I did not land well. The breath went out of me and didn't want to come back. But I got my feet under me in time to lay a whack on the skull of a guy trying to climb after me. It was no head-breaker, but it discouraged him.


  I limped to the front door, wound up and flung one of the witch's crystals. Then I held up a wall while my breath caught up with me and the crystal did its deed.


  The uproar inside died.


  When I went in, everybody was folded up puking. I shambled around thumping heads. When I had the bad guys down I scrounged what I could and tied them up. I got done just before the spell wore off. Sitting against a wall, Morley glared and croaked, "Thanks a bloody bunch, Garrett. I'm ruined."


  "Ingrate. You're alive."


  I don't dare describe the looks the ingrates Crask and Sadler gave me. It was a good thing they had stomachs and a few wounds to patch. I heard sounds outside. I went to the door.


  The Stormwarden was coming. Finally. She left the carriage and strode toward me. I stepped out of her way. She entered, scanned the battleground, sniffed, looked at me suspiciously. I said, "We're all here now. I'll get things sorted out and we'll start."


  "All right." She marched over to the Baronet. His chair had overturned during the struggle. She stared down at him briefly, then turned to Donni Pell. "Is this the infamous whore, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I didn't ask yet. I think so."


  "She doesn't look like much, does she?"


  "With females you never know. She might be a whole different act cleaned up and set down where she thought she could work her magic."


  That got me the darkest look she'd given yet. Meanwhile, Domina Dount just stood in the doorway, for the first time in our acquaintance, at a loss.


  "Saucerhead. Why don't you get Amber?"


  He gave me a look as loving as the Stormwarden's, but nodded and went out back. I said, "Stormwarden, I don't know if it's within your expertise, but if you can, we'd all appreciate a little healing magic here."


  "Everyone who faces the Warlords of Venageta must learn elementary field medicinal spells, Mr. Garrett."


  "Maybe everyone of a certain class." Amber came in. Her face went gray. I thought she was going to upchuck again. "It gets rough sometimes, Amber. Gut it out. You all right, Saucerhead?"


  "I'll live, Garrett. Why the hell don't you ever warn anybody when you're going to pull something out of your sleeve?" He winced and clapped one hand to his stomach.


  I didn't bother explaining that if I'd warned him I'd have warned the bad guys too.
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  We dumped the ogres and Brunos in the weeds, live or dead. The farmhouse was still as crowded as a rabbit warren. We found seats for everybody. Only Amber and I remained standing. She leaned against the doorframe, too nervous to sit. Though the Stormwarden's perch was no better than anyone else's, her manner turned it into a throne.


  She said, "Proceed, Mr. Garrett."


  "Let's start with my old buddy Skredli. Skredli, tell the nice people the story you told me at Chodo's place. Keep in mind that the lady there can make you hurt a lot worse than Chodo ever did."


  Skredli got fatalistic again. He told his story. The same story.


  Donni Pell was the villain of his piece. She was a wonder to watch as she tried working on him so he would cast her in a better light. Gameleon and daPena were worth watching, too. And Domina Dount, for that matter, as she learned that some things she'd heard but not gut-believed were true.


  When Skredli finished, I looked at Gameleon. "You think you can talk your way out of here?"


  "I'll have your head."


  Morley asked, "You want me to knock him around a little to improve his attitude, Garrett? I always wanted to see if blue-blood bones sound different when they break."


  "I don't think we'll need to."


  "Let me twist his arm a little. How about you, Saucerhead? We could hang him up by the ankles and break him like a wishbone."


  I snapped, "Knock it off!"


  Raver Styx lifted her left hand and extended it toward Gameleon, palm forward, fingers spread. Her face was bland. But lavender sparks danced between her fingers.


  Gameleon yelled, "No!" Then he screamed a long, chilly one. I wouldn't believe anybody had that much breath in him. He went slack.


  "So much for him. For now. Baronet? How about you? Want to sing your song?"


  Hell no, he didn't. His old lady was sitting right there. She'd have his nachos on a platter.


  She said, "Karl, whatever you're thinking, the alternative will be worse." She raised her left hand again. A few sparks flew. He flinched, whimpered. She dropped her hand into her lap, smiled a cruel smile. "I'd do it, too, you know." And she would. I was convinced.


  There were some bleak faces in that place.


  I looked at Gameleon, at daPena, at Domina Dount, at Amber, who sincerely regretted having come. Poor old Skredli was damning himself for not running instead of trying to make a last score.


  Donni Pell. . . . Well, I concentrated on the spider woman for the first time. I had avoided that because even I, a bit, was subject to whatever made her so dangerous.


  She didn't look dangerous. She was a small woman, fair, well into her twenties, but with one of those marvelous faces and complexions that make some small, fair women look adolescent for years beyond their time. She was pretty without being beautiful. Even ragged, filthy, and abused, she had a certain something that touched both the father and the lech in a man, a something that made a man want to protect and possess. I don't play with little girls, but I know the feeling a man can get looking at a ripening fifteen-year-old.


  In my time I have encountered several Donni Pells. They are conscious of what they do to men—manipulate it like hell. The sensual frenzy is balanced by manipulating the fatherly urge as well. Usually they come across as being empty between the ears, too. In desperate need of protection.


  Donni Pell, I suppose, was an artist, having turned an essentially patriarchal society's stereotype of a woman's role into a bludgeon with which she worked her will upon the male race. She was still trying to do it, bound and gagged. Under it all she was tough. As hard and heartless as a Morley Dotes, who might qualify as the male counterpart of a Donni Pell. Skredli and his boys hadn't broken through.


  The Stormwarden said, "Will you get on with it, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I'm trying to decide where to poke the hornet's nest. Right now these people have no incentives."


  "How about staying alive?" She rose and joined me. "Somebody here had Amiranda killed. Somebody here had my son killed. Somebody here is going to pay for that. Maybe a lot of somebody's if the innocent don't convince me of their lack of guilt. How's that for motivation, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Excellent. If you can convince a couple men who figure their place in the world entitles them to immunity from justice."


  "Justice has nothing to do with it. Stark, bloody, screaming, agonizing vengeance is what I'm talking about. I'm not concerned about political repercussions. I no longer care if I get pulled down."


  Her intensity convinced me. I looked at her husband and Gameleon. DaPena was convinced, too. But Gameleon was holding his own. Softly, I said, "Courter Slauce."


  Equally softly, the Stormwarden replied, "I haven't forgotten him. Continue."


  I scanned them all again—then turned on Domina Dount. "You feel like modifying anything you've said before?"


  She looked blankly at me.


  "I don't think you're directly responsible for any deaths, Domina. But you helped turn a scam into something deadly."


  She shivered. Willa Dount shivered! She was ready to break. The blood had reached her when she'd had to see it firsthand. Amber sensed it, too. Despite the state of her nerves, she glared at me. I winked.


  "Nobody wants to kick in?"


  Nobody volunteered to save himself.


  "All right. I'll reconstruct. Correct me if I get it wrong, or if you want somebody else to get the shaft."


  "Mr. Garrett."


  "Right, Stormwarden. So. It started a long time ago, in a house on the Hill, when a woman who shouldn't have had children did so."


  "Mr. Garrett!"


  "My contract is for a job done without interference, Stormwarden. I was going to walk lightly. But since you're impatient, I'll just spit it out. You made life such hell for them that your whole family was ready to do anything to get away. Nobody worked up the guts to try till you went to the Cantard, though. It's unlikely anybody would have then if your husband hadn't, in the course of continued unwanted attentions, gotten Amiranda pregnant."


  Amber glared daggers. Domina Dount squeaked. The Stormwarden glared, too, but only because I was making public something she already suspected. The Baronet fainted.


  "As soon as she knew, Amiranda went to the only friend she had, your son. They cooked up a scheme to save her from shame and get them both away from a house they loathed. Junior would get kidnapped. They would use the ransom to start a new life.


  "But they couldn't work it out by themselves. They wanted it to look so real the Stormwarden Raver Styx would believe that her son had been done in by dishonorable villains. Why? Because whatever else they felt, the daPena brats loved their father and didn't want him crucified. They wanted to cover for him."


  "Mr. Garrett—"


  "I'm going to do it my way, Stormwarden." I faced Donni Pell. "They couldn't pull it off without help. So Junior went to his girlfriend. She said she'd arrange everything. And things started going wrong right away, because Donni Pell can't do anything straight.


  "She told the guys she hired what was happening, figuring she could work it for a profit. She told the Baronet, figuring she could get something out of him. She told Lord Gameleon, maybe. Or maybe he got it from another direction. There are several ways he could have known.


  "Donni planned to do the stunt using ogres who were stealing from the daPena warehouse and selling to Gameleon. That was a big screw-up. Domina Dount already had Junior investigating shortages at the warehouse." I spoke directly to Donni. "And you knew it.


  "Meanwhile, Karl Senior let Domina Dount in on the news."


  Willa Dount registered an inarticulate protest.


  "Karl got grabbed on schedule and taken here, where Donni grew up. Then Willa Dount, to keep it looking good at her end, asked me to put my stamp of approval on what she was doing to get him back. The kidnappers thought I'd been hired to poke into the warehouse business. They tried to convince me to keep out.


  "Now it gets confusing as to who did what to who and why. None of the principals understood what they were doing because they were all being pulled in several directions. Everybody at the Stormwarden's house thought they had a chance for a big hit and a break with Raver Styx. Everybody outside saw the big hit. But the pregnancy and warehouse might come out if the kidnapping was investigated. Junior had to be sent home and kept quiet so the trails could get stale before the Stormwarden got back. But then I was suddenly in the middle of the thing. Nobody knew what I was doing, and I wouldn't go away.


  "So. The ransom demand was made. The delivery was set. Domina raised the money. And Amiranda, who sensed that it wasn't going according to plan, headed for her rendezvous with Junior.


  "But Donni had gotten other folks involved. And they fancied a hunk of ransom. The hell with the kid. What could he do? Go cry to his mother?


  "But Karl Senior, who figured to get half of Donni's half of the ransom, warned her that Ami was tough enough to blow the whole thing." I glared at the Baronet. He was awake now, and bone white. "So Donni arranged for Ami to do what she had planned: disappear forever. I guess Junior was supposed to think it was Ami who left him without his share."


  Donni Pell made noise and shook her head. The Stormwarden stared at her with the intensity of a snake sizing up supper. I didn't know if I had that part right. Amiranda's death, otherwise, benefited no one but the Baronet. But I couldn't figure him for the order. He wouldn't have done it for his piddling share of the ransom. Or maybe he never got it, because he hadn't made tracks when he should have had cash in hand.


  I glared into Donni's eyes. "You going to tell us who wanted the girl killed? Or are you just going to tell us it wasn't you?"


  She had a very dry throat. I don't think anybody heard her but me. "It was the kid. He said—"


  I don't bash women often. When I backhanded her I told myself it was because she wasn't one. Not in the lady sense. With her talent she might have sold the idea to somebody. But I'd been back and forth with it from the beginning, and if there was one thing I'd learned from it all, it was that the son wasn't guilty of that one. His big crime was stupidity compounded by gutlessness.


  "Better come up with a more likely sacrifice, kid. Or you're it."


  The trouble with Donni Pell was that she had no handles. She knew exactly where she stood and exactly what her chances were. She was the only person alive who really knew what had happened. I could guess, and spout, and maybe come close, but I couldn't get more than seventy-five percent.


  The Stormwarden said, "Mr. Garrett, I'm willing to be patient in the extreme, but this approach isn't unmasking anything. With what you've already given me I've reached several conclusions. One: that my brother-in-law, Lord Gameleon, for reasons he considered adequate, had my son killed. In his instance my only interest is to determine the extent to which my husband had knowledge of that and was involved in the effort to financially weaken me by siphoning my sources of income."


  She wasn't stupid. And just because she wasn't in the trade didn't mean she had to be blind. "All right. I would've gotten to that eventually. I was hoping friend Donni would nail it down when the flood started."


  "There won't be a flood with her, Mr. Garrett. You know that. The woman has the soul of a . . . a. . . ."


  At a loss for words? I would have suggested "Stormwarden" to fill her metaphor, but she was already unhappy with me. It was no time to press my luck.


  She said, "I'm also certain that my husband killed Courter Slauce. That much detecting I could manage myself. He was away from the house when it happened. He left on Slauce's heels, in a panic according to the men on the gate."


  The Baronet tried to protest. Nobody listened. I asked,


  "Why?"


  "Slauce knew something. Karl was frightened enough to murder him to keep him from telling you. Courter would have been easy for him. Comparatively. Karl hated the man, and Slauce wouldn't have felt he was in any danger from such a coward. That leaves Amiranda."
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  Who did kill Amiranda Crest? It was the question of the case. I'd begun to suspect we'd never get an answer. Only one person knew— maybe—and he or she wasn't talking.


  "I have a suggestion, Mr. Garrett," the Stormwarden said in a tone that made it clear it was a command. "You take your friends, and the ogre, and Amber, and go back to TunFaire. I'll finish here. When you've settled your accounts, bring the ogre to my home."


  From the corner of my eye I caught Morley making a little jabbing motion with his thumb. He thought it was time to go and he was probably right. I said, "You were going to work on our wounds."


  "Yes." No sooner said than done. Crask and Sadler were awed. With Saucerhead's help they grabbed Skredli and dragged him out the front door. He hollered and carried on like he thought the Stormwarden was going to save him.


  "Into the carriage," I told them.


  Morley raised an eyebrow and jerked his head toward the house.


  "Her problem. You, get down," I told the man who had driven down the the Stormwarden and Willa Dount. "Amber. Get up on the seat. No. Don't argue. Just do it. Shut him up, Saucerhead." The Stormwarden's man backed away from us, looking at me like he was looking death in the eye. He went around the side of the house instead of going inside. "Sadler, you drive. Crask, keep the ogre under control."


  They gave me dark looks. I didn't care. I wanted words with Morley and Saucerhead as we walked up the slope.


  "Roll."


  They rolled. We trudged along behind. I looked back once. The Stormwarden's man was headed across the clearing. Evidently he understood what was going on and wanted to be far away.


  Morley spoke first. "I don't like the way she took over all of a sudden, Garrett."


  And Saucerhead, "You don't ever want to go to her place again."


  "She'd hand me my head. I know." We walked until we reached the woods. I told Sadler to stop. "You guys understand what was happening down there? What the old bitch was thinking?"


  Crask knew. "She's going to rub them. Then she's going to arrange something for us because she don't want nobody around who knows she did it to guys like her old man and Gameleon."


  I looked up at Amber. She wanted to argue, but she shivered. After a moment, she said, "I think I saw the change come over her before you did, Garrett. What are you going to do?"


  "If we took a vote, none of us would go for letting her do what she wants."


  Morley said, "Kill them all and let the gods sort them out."


  Saucerhead said, "It isn't like they're innocent. Except maybe the Dount woman."


  "Amber. Where will Willa Dount stand?"


  "I don't know. She's been into things like this with Mother before. Mother would trust her to keep her mouth shut. But Mother seemed a little crazy. She might include Willa with the others. She had to be guilty of something, even if she didn't kill anybody."


  "Yeah. She was guilty of a lot. But not the killings. I don't think."


  Friend Skredli flopped in the back of the carriage. A scream came from the farmhouse. "Gameleon," Morley said. "I figured she'd start with him."


  "She'll stay with him for a long time. Amber. Do you see the position we're in?"


  She didn't want to.


  "Your mother plans to kill those people, then kill us so we can't accuse her," I reiterated. "Right?"


  Weakly, "Yes. I think so."


  "What options does that leave us?"


  She shrugged.


  I let her stew it awhile. "You think she thinks we're dumb enough not to see that?"


  Nobody thought that. Skredli thumped around again. Nobody paid any attention.


  "Does she think we'll go back to town and try to insure ourselves? Or does she figure we'll do something about it now?"


  "How well does she know us?" Morley asked.


  "I don't know. She told me she checked me out when she hired me."


  "She expects us to move now, Garrett."


  Saucerhead said, "She'll never be more vulnerable."


  Amber snapped, "Wait a damned minute!"


  "Sweetheart, you said yourself—"


  "I know. But you can't—"


  "You think we should let her hunt us down instead?"


  "You could get out of TunFaire. You could—"


  "So could she. But she won't. And neither will we. TunFaire is home. Crask. Sadler. What do you think?"


  They huddled and muttered for half a minute. Crask elected himself spokesman. "You're right. We're in it with you for whatever you have to do. If it looks practical."


  Gameleon had stopped yelling. He'd probably passed out. After a pause, the Baronet took up the song. I moved downhill a little, to where I could see the farmhouse. "I wish I knew more about her skills. Can she tell we're up here? Does she know exactly where we are?" I looked at Amber.


  "Don't expect me to help you, Garrett. Even if she does plan murder."


  I surveyed the others. They were waiting on me. "I have a suggestion. You take the carriage and go home. Or to my house, if you want. Then you won't be involved. You won't know anything."


  "I'll know who came home."


  "But that's all you'll know. Get along now. Saucerhead, drag the ogre out before she leaves. You can drive the damned thing, can't you, Amber?"


  "I'm not completely helpless, Garrett."


  "Scoot, then."


  She scooted.


  

  


  


  The Baronet had stopped yelling. Donni Pell was tuning up. I said, "We've got to assume she knows we're here. It makes no sense to bet the other way."


  Crask asked, "So how you figure to get to her?"


  "Something will come to one of us."


  Morley gave me a hard look. It said he knew I had something in mind already. I did, but the seed hadn't yet sprouted.


  "It's going to be dark soon," Saucerhead predicted. "That what you're waiting for?"


  "Maybe. Let's have a chat with friend Skredli."


  We set him up against a tree. The others stood behind me, baffled, as I squatted. "Here we are again, Skredli. Me with an idea how you can get out of this with your butt still attached."


  He didn't believe there was any such idea. I wouldn't have in his place.


  "I'm going to give you a chance to bail me out of a jam. You do it, the worst off you can be is with a head start from here to the farmhouse. I hear you can pick them up and put them down when you want."


  A flicker of interest betrayed itself. "Untie him while I explain," I said. "He'll need to get loosened up."


  Saucerhead did the honors, not gently.


  "Here it is, Skredli. You go down in the field and get your buddies loose. Then you hit the Stormwarden. Take her out. Then give a holler and light out. I have business in that house so I won't be after you. No promises about Saucerhead, but you'll have your head start."


  He looked at me hard.


  "What do you say?" I asked stonily.


  "I don't like it."


  "How does it stack up against your current chances?"


  I never knew an ogre with a sense of humor. Skredli stunned me when he said, "You talked me into it, you smooth-talking son of a bitch."


  "Good. Get up. Work the kinks out." I took one of the witch's crystals from my pocket. This one didn't need to be stomped for activation. "This little treasure here," I said. "It's from the same source as the spell that had everybody puking awhile ago. And that had everybody spinning when we raided your place in Ogre Town. Just so you know it's the real thing, Skredli." I shoved it into his pocket, said the proper word. "If you try to take it out, or if you do anything that makes me want to repeat that word, it'll blow up. It'll tear you in half."


  "Hey! We made a goddamn deal!"


  "It stands. I'm just trying to make sure your side does. The spell isn't good for more than an hour, and the crystal won't activate if you're too far away for it to hear me yell. I figure the farmhouse is barely in yelling distance. You follow me?"


  "Yeah. You human bastards never let up, do you? Never give a guy a break."


  "That's the way you want to look at it, Skredli, that's all right with me. Long as you whack the witch."


  Skredli drained a long, put-upon sigh from his long-suffering body. "When?"


  "As soon as it's dark." Minutes away. I could distinguish the farmhouse only by looking to one side of it. Five minutes later I told Skredli, "Anytime you feel like getting started."


  "How about next New Year's?" He started down the slope.
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  Skredli apparently had an honest streak. If somebody had tried that stunt on me, I would have tested the trick somehow. Unless they were better talkers than I.


  "You guys gather around close," I said, after I'd given the breed fifteen minutes to get started. "I've got two tricks left. This one is the best." I took out a crystal bigger than the others the witch had given me. It gave off the minutest amount of soft orange light. I suspect it had stretched her limits to create it—if it did what she claimed it would.


  "When I break this, we'll be invisible to the second sight, or whatever you call it, for about ten minutes. We'll still be visible to regular eyes. Once I crack it, don't waste any time."


  "You fibbed to Skredli, you bad boy," Saucerhead said.


  "Sideways. Sort of. Maybe. If he runs after he makes his diversion, I won't chase him."


  "What about me?"


  "I warned him. You do what you want when we have the Stormwarden wrapped up."


  He grinned big enough to see in the dark.


  "Everybody got it?"


  They said they did. Morley asked, "What else have you got?"


  "What?"


  "You said you had a couple of things. I know you, Garrett. What are they?"


  "Just one more. A crystal from the same family I used before. This one causes violent muscle cramps."


  "Please yell or something this time, Garrett."


  "All right. Here goes."


  I broke the glowing crystal.


  

  


  


  Skredli found half a dozen guys to back him and made his move when we were a hundred-fifty yards from the farmhouse. It wasn't a happy move for the most. The attack was over before we were two-thirds of the way to the house. Worms of blue light snapped and snarled around the place. Men yelled. A couple staggered away ablaze. But nothing reached us. I watched Skredli brush off a patch of fire and head for the woods beyond the house. Saucerhead saw him too. He growled but stuck. The Stormwarden stepped out the front door. We dropped down in the grass. There was enough light cast by burning men to show her grinning. She turned back into the darkened house.


  I flung my last crystal. I hit the dirt.


  Tinkle. And a long scream.


  I charged. The others damn near stomped on my heels. They knew as well as I that we had to get her wrapped up in the few seconds when the pain distracted her too much to protect herself.


  She was fighting it when we arrived. I tried to clap a hand over her mouth. She ducked me. Morley let her have a fist in the temple that loosened her up, then Crask and Sadler pinned her to the floor. I got back around and clamped my hand over her mouth. "Get the damned light going, Saucerhead."


  The woman couldn't remain still. The spasms racking her were as violent as convulsions.


  A lamp came to life. But Morley had lighted it. Saucerhead was nowhere to be seen. Morley set the lamp down and brought a rag that I stuffed into the Stormwarden's mouth. In seconds he returned with rope. We bound her. Her spasms began to ease. "Where did you come up with rope all of a sudden?"


  "They didn't need it anymore."


  I looked. He was right. Gameleon and the Baronet had checked out. Donni Pell was alive but that was about all. Domina Dount was unbound but standing in a corner, her face a mask of horror, eyes wide but unseeing, skin as pale and cold as a human's can get. I don't think she knew we were there. "Not a very nice lady at all," I said. I sort of wished Amber could be there to see what had happened to her father.


  There wasn't a lot left of him or his half-brother. I understood why he'd been scared enough to murder Courter Slauce. Had he foreseen this, I could see him being scared enough to ice Amiranda.


  Even Sadler and Crask were impressed. And they weren't the types one impresses with human messes. The Stormwarden was recovering. Her eyes were open, hard, unfriendly. "What now?" Sadler asked. Our next move was obvious. There was only one way to save our butts: do unto others first. But that was a hell of a giant step, even after we'd started taking it. I've got no use for our masters from the Hill, and the others had none either, but we'd been conditioned to think them immune to our ire. A wish came true. A sound. I thought it was Saucerhead. But Sadler and Crask, nearer the door, whipped out blades and got set for trouble.


  Amber walked in. And right behind her was Saucerhead's witch.


  I gawked.


  Shaggoth stuck his head in the door while Morley muttered something elfish, sniffed disgustedly, and withdrew into the night.


  Morley finally managed, "What the hell was that?"


  "A troll."


  Amber didn't react physically this time. She looked at her father's remains. She looked at her mother. She looked at Gameleon and Donni Pell. She looked at her mother again. She looked at Willa Dount, then she looked at me. Her lips were tight and white. She shook her head, took Willa Dount into her arms and began making soothing sounds.


  "What now?" Sadler asked again.


  I looked at the witch. "Your stuff came in handy."


  "I guessed it might." She looked like she might lose her most recent meal.


  "What're you doing here?"


  "Shaggoth came upon this child on the road, in hysterics. He brought her to me. I wheedled some of her story out of her and guessed some more and thought you might be in trouble. We've been on the hill behind you for the past hour."


  "Ran into Amber just by chance, eh?"


  She smiled. "We like to keep track." She glanced around. "Your associate has asked twice what you want to do now."


  "It isn't a matter of what I want to do. It's what I have to do to stay healthy. I was planning to dump them down the well and fill it. By the time anyone digs them up they won't be identifiable."


  "You tend to think as grimly as those you oppose today, Garrett. You're the knight in the knighted land, remember? A rage for justice? That's what you brought with you when you visited me. Not kill or be killed."


  "Show me the way. My head's locked in. It's gotten too bloody and too brutal."


  "Amber. Come here."


  Amber left Willa Dount, who had begun to show some color. "Yes?"


  "Explain to Garrett what we discussed while we waited on the hillside."


  "Discussed? You told me. . . . Garrett, all we have to do now is get some people from the High Council to come and see what's happened. Nobody else has to get killed. We can just sit tight and keep things the way they are. Answer questions honestly. My mother has overstepped her rights. They'll take appropriate steps. Including making certain Mother never hurts anybody again. You and your friends included."


  I thought about it. I thought about it some more. Maybe they were too damned idealistic. But if the right bunch came out, some of the Stormwarden's enemies, we might come up smelling like roses. They could tie it in a knot and make a good show, get what they wanted, and come out looking like champions of justice themselves. "It's worth a think. Let's take a walk." I grabbed her hand and went outside.


  "What is it?" she asked.


  "The gold?"


  "It's gone. Isn't it? Anyway, if it turns out the way the witch said, it won't matter. I'll get everything that belonged to my mother and father and she won't be there to—"


  "The gold isn't gone. Not most of it. Willa Dount hid it somewhere. Skredli's bunch weren't after two hundred thousand. They asked for twenty thousand. Domina forged an extra cipher into all those letters."


  "Oh. I see. You want your half."


  "Not really. I never counted on getting it. I just want you to keep it in mind if you bring in a tribunal. They get a sniff of that, they could get itchy to grab."


  "It's all right with you? To do it this way?"


  "It's fine with me. It's you I'm asking about."


  "She said it would be."


  "The witch?"


  "Yes. She knows you better than I do, I guess."


  "Let's go inside." We went. I told Crask and Sadler, "You guys got any reason to hang around?"


  Crask was leaning against a wall, watching the witch. He said, "Yeah." He pointed. "Her." He meant Donni Pell. "Chodo wants her. When you're done with her. If she's still breathing."


  "What for?"


  "An ornament. Like the broads that hang around the pool. He thinks she'd be interesting, all he's heard."


  "I see." I liked an aspect of the idea. I examined my conscience. Better than killing her. Maybe. "It's all right with me. Take her now."


  The witch gave me an unreadable look. Then she stepped over and did something to Donni Pell. The girl began breathing easier. Saucerhead came strolling in. He saw the witch and looked sheepish immediately. I got the distinct impression the world would be plagued by an ogre breed named Skredli no more. Morley said nothing. In fact, he did one of the fanciest fades ever. I paid no attention while Crask and Sadler started out with Donni Pell on a crude stretcher. And when I looked, Morley was nowhere in sight.
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  The investigators came in a body of eight. They were painfully thorough, yet there was never any doubt of their ruling. The final decision found Lord Gameleon, Baronet daPena, and the Stormwarden Raver Styx all guilty of murder. Amiranda's death they ascribed to person or persons unknown. On the Hill they don't hang each other. Raver Styx was sentenced to be stripped of her property and sorcerous powers and ejected from the Hill, to make her way alone in the world. Except she didn't exactly go alone. Willa Dount vanished, and the last I heard Raver Styx was trying to hunt her down. One hundred eighty thousand marks gold!


  I wonder if Raver Styx will have any luck. I never managed to locate Willa Dount or the gold, despite months of searching whenever I had free time. I did figure out that she had kept it with her all the time. She hadn't been late to the payoff meet because she'd stopped on the way, but, as Skredli had thought, she'd miscalculated the speed a heavily loaded wagon could make. The cut she'd forged for herself had been concealed under a false bottom. I found the very wagon and the man who had modified it for her. Whatever she did with the gold, she did it after the payoff.


  I did all right, though. I found ways to recover most of the rest, and Amber made sure I got ten percent. I've had no direct contact with Amber since we got back to TunFaire. She's been too busy muscling into her mother's place in the scheme of the Hill to visit me. I haven't dared go there.


  I looked like I'd spent six weeks in the wild islands when I got home. Dean took one look and rolled up his nose. He said, "I'll put some water on to heat, Mr. Garrett."


  I heard a woman say something in the kitchen. I was not up to coping with one of his nieces. "What have I told you about. . . ."


  Tinnie stepped into the hallway, an angry red-haired vision. "I'm going to give you one chance to explain, Garrett," she said, and went back into the kitchen.


  "What the hell is that?"


  "She saw you coming out of Lettie Faren's place with a woman the afternoon she got back to town." Dean looked smug.


  "And you, knowing who I was with and why, didn't bother to explain because you figured it would serve me right to get on her shit list. Eh?"


  He refused to look abashed. The rat. Tinnie took my word. More or less. After I explained everything six times and showed her that, yes, I'd even made money on this one. But it took some doing, and some of the money had to be spent in fancy eating places and whatnot, before she decided to forgive me for whatever it was she imagined I might have done.


  She finally relented when I started muttering about marrying one of Dean's nieces. She wanted to save me from a fate worse than death.


  

  


  


  A week had passed when Crask came to the door. I wasn't in a good mood. Dean and the Dead Man and Tinnie were all riding me for one reason or another. Saucerhead was avoiding me because of what he'd gone through during the investigation. Morley's boys wouldn't let me get anywhere near his place. Every time I left the house, Pokey Pigotta followed me. For no special reason, just because he wanted to hone his skills to the point where he could do it without me getting wise. I wasn't in a good mood.


  "Yeah?" I saved my nastiest tone. I'm not so stupid I'd lay that on one of Chodo Contague's head-breakers. The next one that came around might not be somebody I recognized—and he might play a few drum rolls on my skull with pieces of lead pipe.


  "Chodo wants to see you."


  Wonderful. I didn't want to see Chodo. Not unless I got into a pinch so bad it was time to collect my favor. "Social?"


  Crask smiled. "You could say that."


  I didn't like it. I hadn't seen Crask smile since he'd turned up in my life.


  He said, "He has a gift for you."


  Oh boy. A gift from the kingpin. The ways those boys operate, that could mean anything. With my imagination it couldn't mean anything good. But what could I do? I'd been summoned. I have enough enemies without adding the kingpin just to snub him. "Let me tell my man. So he can lock up."


  I told Dean. I glanced in on the Dead Man. The fat son was still asleep. He'd dozed off while we were out at the damned farm. He still hadn't told me how Glory Mooncalled was working his military magic.


  I had a surprise for him.
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  Chodo could put on a show. Crask took me out there in a coach as fancy as anything off the Hill. Maybe the same one we had used going into Ogre Town.The kingpin met me by his pool. He was in his wheelchair, but they had just dragged him out of the water. The girls finished setting him up and bounced off, giggling. What a good life they had. Until their knockers started to sag.


  One cutie stayed.


  I didn't recognize her at first. When I did, I was startled. This wasn't the Donni Pell I'd known so briefly. Not the Donni who had been so tough on that farm. This Donni had been broken down and rebuilt. She looked as eager to please as a puppy. Chodo noticed my surprise. He looked me in the eye and smiled. His smile was like Crask's. That was like looking Death in the face and having him grin. "A gift, Mr. Garrett. Not to be considered for the favor I owe. Just a token of my esteem. She's quite tame now. Quite pliable. I have no more use for her. I thought you might. Take her."


  What could I do? He was who he was. I said thank you and told Donni Pell to get dressed. Then I let Crask take us back to my place.


  What the hell was I going to do with her?


  What had he done to her? She wasn't really Donni Pell anymore.


  She spoke only when spoken to.


  I took her into the Dead Man's room, sat her down, woke him up.


  Garrett, you pustule on the nose of. . . . Heavens! Not another one. You have had that red-haired trollop in and out for—


  "How would you know? You've been snoring."


  You truly believe I can sleep through—


  "Can it, Chuckles. This one is the famous Donni Pell. A few weeks with the kingpin has given her a whole new attitude."


  Yes. He seemed mildly distressed. Maybe even pitying, though the gods knew the woman didn't deserve that.


  "I think she'll give me answers if I ask questions."


  She will. Yes. Does that mean you have not unraveled the last few for yourself?


  "Sort of." It meant I'd been trying to put the mess out of mind. With a little help from Tinnie, it had begun to recede. "You going to claim you figured out who killed Amiranda?"


  Yes. And why. You never cease to amaze me, Garrett. It is quite obvious, actually.


  "Illuminate me."


  Illuminate yourself. You have all the information. Or ask that tortured child.


  He meant tormented. Only "tormented" really described Donni Pell.


  I tried, running it right through from the beginning. I didn't get it. Maybe I was just lazy because the answer was there for the asking. "Donni, who killed Amiranda Crest?"


  "The Domina Willa Dount, Mr. Garrett."


  "What? No!" But. . . . Wait. "Why?"


  "Because Amiranda helped Karl make up the ransom notes I wrote out and sent. Because Amiranda knew we were going to ask for twenty thousand marks gold, and when she saw the notes, they said two hundred thousand. Because as soon as she met Karl she was going to find out that it wasn't because he'd gotten greedy or I'd made a mistake."


  Right. And I had to believe the Dead Man had come to that conclusion. Because I'd given him the details of my interview with Willa Dount with the Stormwarden standing by, when I'd gotten an indication that the Domina'd had prior knowledge that Amiranda was going to run. . . .


  But I'd had my mind made up another way. Damn me. I'd had her and I'd let her get away. She'd pulled it off. She had all that gold now. I'd closed my mind and she was home free. Nothing to worry about the rest of her life—except staying a step ahead of Raver Styx. I felt like a moron. The Dead Man was greatly amused at my expense. He was even more amused because now I was stuck with Donni Pell. I had no idea what the hell to do with her. I couldn't keep her. I couldn't kick her out in the street in her condition. I sure as hell wasn't going to give her back to Lettie Faren. . . .


  "All right, Old Bones. Before you doze off, you tell me how Glory Mooncalled is getting away with all these amazing triumphs because he's worked some kind of deal with the centaur tribes."


  I can figure some things out, given a few hints. I grinned. I'd stolen his big thunder.


  Both sides in the Cantard use centaur auxiliaries for almost all their scouting. They are almost entirely dependent upon them. If the centaurs decided not to see something, the warlords would be blind. I wondered what the deal was, and if maybe someday it might not embarrass Karenta as much as it was embarrassing the Venageti right now. It can't be too long before the Venageti War Council gets a handle on it. Even when you have your mind made up, you can't stay blind to reality forever.


  I left the Dead Man fuming and took Donni Pell to the kitchen so Dean could feed her. If Garrett is a sucker for a damsel in distress, Old Dean is a sucker for one who is hurting. He never did tell me where, but he got her a good position as housekeeper and companion to an older, handicapped woman. They were supposedly very good for one another. Sometimes I think about changing my line of work. Nobody emerged happy from this one except the worst villain of the piece. Maybe I should just thank the gods that I got out of it alive with a few friends—and a profit.


  That's why you do a job, isn't it? To survive?
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  Cold Copper Tears
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  There were three guys walking on air—


  All of them in old-time armor. As they started throwing thunderbolts, I headed for the safety of the manor. I hit the doorway and skidded to a halt. Something far worse than three guys in armor was tearing its way in through the roof, going at it like the place was made of paper. A big, shiny, ugly, purplish-black face like that of a fangy gorilla glared through the hole. Then it started ripping the hole bigger.


  It dropped through the hole, landed at the far end of the pool room, fifty feet away. It was twelve feet tall, had six arms, and might have been a monster straight off one of those temple coins that had suddenly been appearing around town. It wavered as though I was seeing it through an intense heat shimmer. Or as if it didn't know if it wanted to be a six-armed gorilla or something even uglier.


  And then my time for peaceful observing ran out, as the thing suddenly roared and charged straight for me. . . .
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  Maybe it was time. I was restless. We were getting on toward the dog days, when my body gets terminally lazy but my nerves shriek that it's time to do something—a cruel combination. So far sloth was ahead by a nose.


  I'm Garrett—low thirties, six-feet-two, two hundred pounds, ginger hair, ex-Marine—all-around fun guy. For a price I'll find things or get the boogies off your back. I'm no genius. I get the job done by being too stubborn to quit. My favorite sport is female and my favorite food is beer. I work out of the house I own on Macunado Street, halfway between the Hill and waterfront in TunFaire's midtown.


  I was sharing a liquid lunch with my friend Playmate, talking religion, when a visitor wakened my sporting nature.


  She was blonde and tall with skin like the finest satin I'd ever seen. She wore a hint of unusual scent and a smile that said she saw through everything and Garrett was one big piece of crystal. She looked scared but she wasn't spooked.


  "I think I'm in love," I told Playmate as old Dean showed her into my coffin of an office.


  "Third time this week." He drained his mug. "Don't mention it to Tinnie." He stood up. And stood up. And stood up. He's nine feet tall. "Some of us got to work." He waltzed with Dean and the blonde, trying to get to the hall.


  "Later." We'd had a good time snickering about the scandals sweeping TunFaire's religion industry. Playmate had considered a flyer in that racket once but I had managed to collect a debt owed him, and the cash had kept him alive in the stable business.


  I looked at the blonde. She looked at me. I liked what I saw. She had mixed feelings. The horses don't shy when I pass, but over the years I've been pounded around enough for my face to develop a certain amount of character.


  She kept smiling that secret smile. It made me want to look over my shoulder to see what was gaining on me.


  Dean avoided my eye and did a fast fade, pretending he had to make sure Playmate didn't forget to close the front door behind him. Dean wasn't supposed to let anybody in. They might want me to work. The blonde must have charmed his socks off.


  "I'm Garrett. Sit." She wouldn't have to work to charm the wardrobe off me. She had that something that goes beyond beauty, beyond style—an aura, a presence. She was the kind of woman who leaves eunuchs weeping and priests cursing their vows.


  She planted herself in Playmate's chair but didn't offer a name. The impact was wearing off. I began to see the chill behind the gorgeous mask. I wondered if anybody was home.


  "Tea? Brandy? Miss? . . . Or Dean might find a spot of TunFaire Gold if we sweet-talk him."


  "You don't remember me, do you?"


  "No. Should I?"


  The man who could forget her was already dead. But I left the remark unspoken. A chill had dropped over me, and the chill had no sense of humor.


  "It's been a while, Garrett. Last time I saw you I was nine and you were going off to the Marines."


  My memory for nines isn't what it is for twenties. No bells rang, though that was more years ago than I want to remember; I've tried to forget the five in the Marines ever since.


  "We lived next door, third floor. I had a crush on you. You hardly noticed me. I'd have died if you did."


  "Sorry."


  She shrugged. "My name is Jill Craight."


  She looked like a Jill, complete with amber eyes that ought to smolder but looked out of arctic wastes instead. But she wasn't any Jill I ever knew, nine years old or not.


  Any other Jill, and I would have come back with a suggestion about making up for lost time. But the cold over there was getting to me. My restraint will get me a pat on the head next time I go to confession. If I ever go. Last time was when I was about nine. "You got over me while I was gone. I didn't see you on the pier when I came home."


  I'd made up my mind about her. She had stoked the fire to get past Dean, but it was out now. She was a user. It was time she stopped decorating that chair and distracting its owner from his lunch. "You didn't just drop by to talk about the old days on Peach Street."


  "Pyme Street," she corrected. "I may be in trouble. I may need help."


  "People who come here usually do." Something told me not to shove her out the door yet. I looked her over again. That was no chore.


  She wasn't a flashy dresser. Her clothes were conservative but costly, tailored with an eye to wear. That implied money but didn't guarantee it. In my part of town some people wear their whole estate. "Tell me about it."


  "Our place burned when I was twelve." That should have rung a bell, but didn't till later. "My parents were killed. I tried staying with an uncle. We didn't get along. I ran away. The streets aren't kind to a girl without a family."


  They aren't. That would be when the iceberg formed. Nothing would touch her, or get close to her, or hurt her, ever again. But what did yesterday have to do with why she was here today?


  People come to me because they feel disaster breathing down their necks. Maybe just getting through the door makes them feel safe. Maybe they don't want to go back out again. Whatever the reason, they stall, talking about anything but what's bothering them. "I imagine."


  "I was lucky. I had looks and half a brain. I used them to make connections. Things worked out. These days I'm an actress."


  That could mean anything or nothing, a catchall behind which women pursue uncomfortable ways of keeping body and soul together.


  I grunted encouragement. Garrett is nothing if not encouraging.


  Dean peeked in to make sure I hadn't gone rabid. I tapped my mug. "More lunch." It looked like a long siege.


  "I've made some important friends, Mr. Garrett. They like me because I know how to listen and I know how to keep my mouth shut."


  I had a notion she was the kind of actress who gives the same service as a street girl but gets paid better because she smiles and sighs while she's working.


  We do what we have to do. I know some good people in that line. Not many, but some. There aren't that many good people in any line.


  Dean brought my beer and a whistle-wetter for my guest. He'd been eavesdropping and had begun to suspect he'd made a mistake. She turned on the heat when she thanked him. He went out glowing. I took a drink and said, "So what are we sneaking up on here?"


  The glaciers reformed behind her eyes. "One of my friends left me with something for safekeeping. It was a small casket." She made hand gestures indicating a box a foot deep, as wide, and eighteen inches long. "I have no idea what's in it. I don't want to know. Now he's disappeared. And since I've had that casket there have been three attempts to break into my apartment." Bam. Like a candle snuffed, she stopped. She had said something she shouldn't have. She had to think before she went on.


  I smelted a herd of rats. "Got any idea what you want?"


  "Someone is watching me. I want it stopped. I don't have to put up with that kind of thing anymore." There was some passion there, some heat, but all for some other guy.


  "Then you think it could happen again. You think somebody's after that casket? Or could they be after you?"


  What she thought was that she shouldn't have mentioned the casket. She ran it around inside her head before she said, "Either one."


  "And you want me to stop it?"


  She gave me a regal nod. The snow queen was back in charge. "Do you know what it's like to come home and find out that someone's been tearing through your stuff?"


  A minute ago they were just trying to get in.


  "A little like you've been raped, only it doesn't hurt as much when you sit down," I replied. "Give me a retainer. Tell me where you live. I'll see what I can do."


  She handed me a small coin purse while she told me how to find her place. It was only six blocks away. I looked in the purse. I don't think my eyes bugged, but she had that little smile on again when I looked up.


  She'd decided she could run me around like a trained mutt.


  She got up. "Thank you." She headed for the front door. I got up and stumbled over myself trying to get there to see her out, but Dean had been lying in ambush to make sure he got the honors. I left him to them.
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  Dean shut the door. He faced it for a moment before he turned to face me, wearing a foolish look.


  I asked, "You fall in love? At your age?" He knew I wasn't looking for clients. He was supposed to discourage them at the door. And this sweet ice with the tall tales and long legs and nonsense problem and sack of gold that was ten times what a retainer ought to be looked like a client I especially didn't want. "That one is trouble on the hoof."


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Garrett." He gave me feeble excuses that only proved a man is never too old.


  "Dean, go to Mr. Pigotta's. Tell him he's invited to supper. You'll be fixing his favorites if he gets balky." Pokey Pigotta never turned down a free meal in his life. I gave Dean my best glower, which struck him like rain off a turtle.


  You just can't get good help.


  I retired to my desk to think.


  Life was good.


  I'd had a couple of rough ones recently and I'd not only gotten out alive, but also managed to turn a fat profit. I didn't owe anybody. I didn't need to work. I've always thought it sensible not to work if you're not hungry. You don't see wild animals working when they're not hungry, so why not just fiddle around and put away a few beers and worry about getting ready for winter when winter comes?


  My trouble was that word was out that Garrett could handle the tough ones. Lately every fool with an imaginary twitch has been knocking on my door. And when they look like Jill Craight and know how to turn on the heat, they have no trouble getting past my first line of defense. My second line is more feeble than my first. That's me. And I'm a born sucker.


  I've been poor and I've been poorer, and the practical side of me has learned one truth: money runs out. No matter how well I did yesterday, the money will run out tomorrow.


  What do you do when you don't want to work and you don't want to go hungry? When you were born you didn't have the sense to pick rich parents.


  Some guys become priests.


  Me, I'm trying to get into subcontracting, the wave of the future.


  When they get past Dean and they fish me with their tales of woe, I figure I ought to be able to give the work to somebody else and scrape twenty percent off the top. That should keep the wolf away for a while, save me exercise, and put some money in the hands of my friends.


  For tail and trace jobs I could call on Pokey Pigotta. He's good at that. For bodyguard stuff there was Saucerhead Tharpe, half the size of a mammoth and twice as stubborn. If something hairy turned up I could yell for Morley Dotes. Morley is a bone breaker and life-taker.


  This Craight thing smelled. Damn it, it reeked! Why give me that business about being a neighbor when she was a kid? Why drop it at the first sign I doubted her? Why back off so fast on the high heat and shift to the ice maiden?


  There was one answer I didn't like at all.


  She might be a psycho.


  People who get into a fix where they think I'm their only out are unpredictable. Add weird. But when you've been at the game awhile you think you get a feel for types.


  Jill Craight didn't fit.


  For a second I wondered if that wasn't because she was an actress who had done her homework and had decided to grab my curiosities with both hands. I can be had that way sometimes.


  The clever, cutesy ones are the worst.


  I could go two ways here: lie back and forget Jill Craight until I gave her to Pokey, or walk across the hall and consult my live-in charity case.


  That woman had given me the jimjams. I was restless. The Dead Man it was, then. After all, he's a self-proclaimed genius.


  They call him the Dead Man. He's dead, but he's not a man. He's a Loghyr, and somebody stuck him with a knife about four hundred years ago. He weighs almost five hundred pounds, and his four-century fast hasn't helped him lose an ounce.


  Loghyr flesh dies as easily as yours or mine, but the Loghyr spirit is more reluctant. It can hang around for a thousand years, hoping for a cure, getting more ill-tempered by the minute. If Loghyr flesh corrupts it may do so faster than granite, but not much.


  My dead Loghyr's hobby is sleeping. He's so dedicated he'll do nothing else for months.


  He's supposed to earn his keep by applying his genius to my cases. He does, sometimes, but he has a deeper philosophical aversion to gainful employment than I do. He'll bust his butt to shirk the smallest chore. Sometimes I wonder why I bother.


  He was asleep when I dropped in—much to my chagrin, but little to my surprise. He'd been at it for three weeks, taking up the biggest room in the house.


  "Hey, Old Bones! Wake up! I need the benefit of your lightning intelligence." The best way to get anything out of him is to appeal to his vanity. But the first task is waking him, and the second is getting him to pay attention.


  He wasn't having any today.


  "That's all right," I told the mountain of cheesy flesh. "I love you despite yourself."


  The place was a mess. Dean hates cleaning the Dead Man's room, and I hadn't kept after him so he'd let it slide.


  If I didn't watch it the bugs and mice got in. They liked to snack on the Dead Man. He could handle them when he was awake, but he wouldn't stay awake anymore.


  He was ugly enough on his own, without getting eaten.


  I puttered around, sweeping and dusting and stomping, singing a medley of bawdy hymns I learned in the Marines. He didn't wake up, the stubborn hunk of lard.


  If he wasn't going to play, neither was I. I packed it up. I reloaded my mug with beer and went out to the stoop to watch the endless and ever-changing panorama of TunFaire life.


  Macunado Street was busy. People and dwarfs and elves hurried to arcane destinations, to clandestine rendezvous. A troll couple strolled past, kids so infatuated they had eyes for nothing but one another's warts and carbuncles. Ogres and leprechauns hastened to assignations. More dwarfs scurried by, dependably industrious. A fairy messenger more beautiful than my recent visitor cussed like a sailor as she battled a stubborn head wind. A brownie youth gang, chukos, way off their turf, played whistle past the graveyard, probably praying the local Travelers would not come out. A giant, obviously an up-country rube, gawked at everything. He had fantastic peripheral vision. He almost batted the head off a pixie who tried to pick his pocket.


  I saw half-breeds of every sort. TunFaire is a cosmopolitan, sometimes tolerant, always venturesome city. For those with that turn of mind, it's interesting to speculate on the mechanics of how some of their parents managed to conceive them. If you're of a scientific mind and want to take your data from direct observation, you can visit the Tenderloin. They'll show you anything down there as long as you come across with the money.


  My street was always a carnival, like TunFaire itself. But it's all darkness grinning behind a party mask.


  TunFaire and I have a ferocious love-hate relationship that comes of us both being too damned stubborn to change.
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  When they built Pokey Pigotta they used only leftover angles and extra long parts, then forgot to give him a coat of paint. He was so pallid that, after dark, people sometimes took him for one of the undead. He had no meat on him and his gangly limbs were everywhere, but he was tough and smart and one of the best at what he did. And he had an appetite like a whale-shark. Whenever we have him over he eats everything but the woodwork. Maybe it's the only time he gets to eat real cooking.


  Dean is good for that. Sometimes I claim it's the only reason I keep him on. Sometimes I believe what I say.


  We hadn't had a strange face in for a while, which spurred Dean to one of his better efforts. That and the fact that Pokey can lay it on with a shovel when he wants and Dean is addicted to everybody's flattery but mine.


  Pokey leaned back and patted his stomach, drenched Dean with a bucket of bullhooly, belched, and looked at me. "So let's have it, Garrett."


  I lifted an eyebrow. It's one of my best tricks. I'm working on my ear-wiggling. I know the ladies will love that.


  "You took on a client you want to farm out," Pokey went on without waiting. "Good-looking woman with style, I'd guess, or she wouldn't have gotten past Dean. And if she had, you wouldn't have listened to her."


  Had he been listening at the keyhole? "Regular deductive genius isn't he, Dean?"


  "If you say so, sir."


  "I don't. He was probably hanging around trying to beg crumbs from our castoffs." I told Pokey the story. All I left out was the size of the retainer. He didn't need to know that.


  "Sounds like she's running a game," Pokey agreed. "You said Jill Craight?"


  "That's the name she gave. You know it?"


  "Seems like I should. Can't put a finger on why." He used his pinkie to scratch the inside of his ear. "Couldn't have been important."


  Dean produced a peach cobbler, something he'd never do without company present. It was hot. He buried it in whipped cream. Then he served tea. Pokey went to work like he wanted to store up fat for the next ice age.


  Afterwards we leaned back, and Pokey lighted one of those savage little black stink sticks he favors, then went to catching me up on the news. I hadn't been out of the house for days. Dean hadn't kept me posted. He hoped silence would drive me out. He never says so but he worries when I'm not working.


  "The big news is Glory Mooncalled did it again."


  "What now?" Glory Mooncalled and the war in the Cantard are special interests around my house. When he's awake the Dead Man makes a hobby of trying to predict the unpredictable, the mercenary Mooncalled.


  "He ambushed Firelord Sedge at Rapistan Sands. Ever heard of it?"


  "No." That was no surprise. Glory Mooncalled was operating farther into the Venageti Cantard than any Karentine before him. "He took Sedge out?" It was a safe guess; his ambushes had yet to fail.


  "Thoroughly. How many left on his list?"


  "Not many. Maybe three." Mooncalled had begun his war on the Venageti side. The Venageti War Council had managed to tick him off so bad he'd come over to Karenta vowing to collect their heads. He'd been picking them off ever since.


  He's become a folk hero for us ordinary slobs and a big pain in the patoot for the ruling class, though he's winning their war. His easy victories have shown them to be the incompetents we've always known they are.


  Pokey said, "What happens when he's done and all of a sudden we don't have a war for the first time since before any of us were born?"


  The Dead Man had an answer. I didn't think it would go over with Pokey. I changed the subject. "What's the latest on the temple scandals?" Playmate had tried to give me the scoop but his heart hadn't been in it. The scandals weren't the circus for him they were for me. His religious side was embarrassed by the antics of our self-anointed spiritual shepherds.


  "Nothing new. Plenty of finger-pointing. Lot of ‘I was framed.' On the retail level it's still at the swinging-drunks-in-the-tavern stage."


  For now. It would turn grim if Prester Legate Warden Agire and his Terrell Relics didn't turn up.


  Agire was one of the top ten priests of the squabbling family of sects we lump together as Orthodox. His title Prester indicated his standing in the hierarchy, at about the level of a duke. Legate was an imperial appointment, supposedly plenipotentiary, in reality powerless. The imperial court persists and postures at Costain but has had no power for two hundred years. It survives as a useful political fiction. Warden is the title that matters. It means he's the one man in the world entrusted with guardianship of the Terrell Relics.


  Agire and the Relics had disappeared.


  I don't know what the Relics are. Maybe nobody but the Warden does anymore. He's the only one who ever sees them. Whatever, they're holy and precious not only to the Orthodox factions but to the Church, the Eremitics, the Scottites, the Canonics, the Cynics, the Ascetics, the Renunciates, and several Hanite creeds for whom Terrell is only a minor prophet or even an emissary of the archenemy. The bottom line is that they're important to almost all the thousand and one cults with followings in TunFaire.


  Agire and the Relics had vanished. Everyone assumed the worst. But something was wrong. Nobody claimed responsibility. Nobody crowed over having gotten hold of the Relics. That baffled everybody. Possession of the Relics is a clear claim for the favor of the gods.


  In the meantime, the whispering war of revelation had intensified. Priests of various rites had begun whittling away at rivals by betraying their venalities, corruptions, and sins. It had begun as border-incident stuff, little priests excoriating one another for drunkenness, for selling indulgences, for letting their hands roam during the confessional.


  The fun had spread like fire in a tenement block. Now a day was incomplete without its disclosure about this or that bishop or prester or whatnot having fathered a child on his sister, having poisoned his predecessor, or having embezzled a fortune to buy his male mistress a forty-eight-room cabin in the country.


  Most of the stories were true. There was so much real dirt, fabrication wasn't necessary—which satisfied my cynical side right down to its bunions. Reputations were getting reaped in windrows, and it couldn't happen to a nicer bunch of guys.


  Pokey was bored by the whole business. If he had a weakness it was his narrowness. His work was his life. He could talk technique or case histories forever. Otherwise, only food held his attention.


  I wondered what he did with his money. He lived in a scruffy one-room walk-up although he worked all the time, sometimes on several projects at once. When clients didn't find him, he went looking. He even went after things—deadly things—just to satisfy his own curiosity.


  Whatever, he didn't feel like yakking up old news. His belly was full. I'd tantalized him with a wicked aroma. He wanted to get hunting.


  I helped him puff Dean's ego, then walked him to the door. I sat down on the stoop to watch him out of sight.
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  The descending sun played arsonist among high, distant clouds. There was a light breeze. The temperature was perfect. It was a time to just lean back and feel content. Not many of those times fell my way.


  I yelled for beer, then settled in to watch Nature redecorate the ceiling of the world. I didn't pay attention to the street. The little man was there on the stoop, making himself at home, passing me the big copper bucket of beer he'd brought, before I noticed him.


  Up to no good? What else? But the beer was Weider's best lager. I don't get it that often.


  He was a teeny dink, all wrinkled and gray, with a cant to his eyes and a yellow of tooth that suggested a big dollop of nonhuman blood. I didn't know him. That was all right. There are a lot of people I don't know, but I wondered if he was one of the ones I wanted to keep on not knowing.


  "Thanks. Good beer."


  "Mr. Weider said you'd appreciate it."


  I'd done a job for Weider, rooting out an in-house theft ring without getting his guilty children too dirty. To discourage a relapse the old man kept me on retainer. I wander around the brewery when I have nothing better to do. I make people nervous there. Considering what he'd been losing, I'm cheap insurance. The retainer isn't much.


  "He tell you to see me?"


  The dink took the bucket back, sipped like an expert. "I'm unfamiliar with many facets of the secular world, Mr. Garrett. Mr. Weider is face-to-face with it every day. He said you were the man I need. Provided, as he put it, I can pry you off your dead ass."


  That sounded like Weider. "He's more achievement oriented than I am." And how. He started out with nothing; now he's TunFaire's biggest brewer and has fingers in twenty other pies.


  "So I gather."


  We passed the bucket back and forth.


  He said, "I looked you over. You seem perfect for my needs. But the factors that make you right make it hard to recruit you. I have no way to appeal to you."


  It was a mellow evening. I was too lazy to move. I had nothing else on my mind but a couple of oddballs down the way who were dead ringers for a couple of oddballs who were hanging around last time I came out. "You bought the beer, friend. Speak your piece."


  "I'd expected that courtesy. Trouble is, once I tell you the cat will be out of the bag."


  "I don't gossip about business. That's bad for business."


  "Mr. Weider did praise your discretion."


  "He's got reason."


  We went back and forth with the beer. The sun ambled on. The little guy held a conference with himself to see if his trouble was really that bad.


  It was worse, probably. Usually they're going down for the third time when they ask for help—and then they want to sneak up on it like a virgin.


  "My name is Magnus Peridont."


  I didn't wilt. I didn't gasp or faint. He was disappointed. I said, "Magnus? Nobody in real life is named Magnus. That's a handle they stick on some guy who's been dead so long everybody's forgotten what a horse's ass he was."


  "You've never heard of me?"


  It was one of those names you ought to know. It had turned up on a loo wall somewhere, or something. "Doesn't ring any bells."


  "My father thought I was destined for greatness. I'm sure I was a disappointment. I'm also known as Magister Peridont and Peridontu, Altodeoria Princeps."


  "I hear a distant campanile." A Magister is that rarest of all fabulous beasts, a sorcerer sanctioned by the Church. The other title was a relic of antiquity. It meant something like he was a Prince of the City of God. There was a bunk in heaven with his name on it, guaranteed. The bosses of the Church had made him a saint before he croaked.


  A thousand years ago that would have made his a dyed-in-the-wool, hair-shirt-wearing, pillar-sitting holy man. These days it probably meant he scared the crap out of everybody and they wanted to buy him off with baubles.


  I asked, "Would Grand Inquisitor and Malevechea fit in there somewhere?"


  "I have been called those things."


  "I'm getting a fix on you." That Peridont was one scary son-of-a-bitch. Luckily, we live in a world where the Church is always one gasp short of being a dead issue. It claims maybe ten percent of Karenta's human population and none of the nonhuman. It says only humans have souls and other races are just clever animals capable of aping human speech and manners. That makes the Church real popular with the clever animals.


  "You're dismayed," he said.


  "Not exactly. Say I have philosophical problems with some of the Church's tenets." Elfish civilization antedates ours by millennia. "I didn't know Mr. Weider was a member."


  "Not in good standing. Call him lapsed. He was born to the faith. He spoke to me as a favor to his wife. She's one of our lay sisters."


  I remembered her, a fat old woman with a mustache, always in black, with a face like she had a mouth full of lemons. "I see."


  Now that I knew who he was, we were on equal ground. Now he needed leading around to the point. "You're out of uniform."


  "I'm not making an official representation."


  "Under the table? Or personal?"


  "Some of both. With permission."


  Permission? Him? I waited.


  "My reputation is greatly exaggerated, Mr. Garrett. I've encouraged that for its psychological impact."


  I grunted and waited. He didn't look old enough to have done all the evil laid at his doorstep.


  He said, "Are you aware of the tribulations besetting our Orthodox cousins?"


  "I haven't been so entertained since my mother took me to the circus."


  "You've put a finger on the crux, Mr. Garrett. The mess has become a popular entertainment. There are no heretics more deserving of Hano's justice than the Orthodox. But no one views these events as a scourging. And that fills me with dread."


  "Uhm?"


  "Already the rabble have begun to step forward with revelations just to keep the pot boiling. I fear the day when the Orthodox vein plays out and they seek new lodes."


  Ah. "You think the church might be next?" That wouldn't break my heart.


  "Possibly. Despite my vigilance, some will stumble into sin. But no, my concern isn't for the Church, it's for Faith itself. Every revelation slashes Belief with a brutal razor. Already some who never questioned have begun to wonder if all religion isn't just a shell game perpetrated by societies of con men who milk the gullible."


  He looked me in the eye and smiled, then passed the beer. That could have been a quote. And he knew it. He had done his homework.


  "You have my attention." I suddenly knew how Pokey felt when he took a job just to satisfy his own curiosity.


  He smiled again. "I'm convinced there's more here than a scandal gone brushfire. This is being orchestrated. There's a malign force bent on savaging Faith. I think a rock needs to be lifted and that social scorpion revealed."


  "Interesting and interestinger. I'm surprised by your secular way of stating it."


  He smiled again. The Grand Inquisitor was a happy runt. "The diabolical provenance of the attack is beyond question. What interests me are the identities, resources, goals, and whatnot of the Adversary's mundane adjuncts. All that can be defined in secular terms, like a street robbery."


  And a robbery could, no doubt, be defined in sectarian cant.


  The runt seemed awfully reasonable for a supposed raving fanatic. I guess the first talent a priest develops is acting ability. "So you want to hire me to root out the jokers putting the wood to the Orthodox priesthoods."


  "Not exactly. Though I have hopes that their unmasking will be a by-product."


  "You just zigged when I zagged."


  "Subtlety and credibility, Mr. Garrett. If I hire you to find conspirators and you unearth them, even I couldn't be completely sure you hadn't cooked the evidence. On the other hand, if I hire a known skeptic to search for Warden Agire and the Terrell Relics and in the course of the hunt he kicks some villains out of the weeds. . . ."


  I took a long drink of his beer. "I admire your thinking."


  "You'll take it on, then?"


  "No. I can't see getting in a mess just for money. But you know how to pique a guy's curiosity. And you know how to scheme a scheme."


  "I'm prepared to pay well. With an outstanding bonus for recovery of the Relics."


  "I'll bet."


  The Great Schism between Orthodoxy and its main offshoot happened a thousand years ago. The Ecumenical Council of Pyme tried to patch things up. The marriage didn't last. The Orthodox snatched the Relics in the settlement. The Church has been trying to snatch them back ever since.


  "I won't press you, Mr. Garrett. You were the best man for the job, but for that reason the least likely to take it. I have other options. Thank you for your time. Have a nice evening. Should you have a change of heart, contact me at the Chattaree." He and his bucket marched off into the dusk.


  I was impressed with the little guy. He could be a gentleman when he wanted. You don't see that much in people accustomed to power. And he was one of the most feared men in TunFaire, within his sphere. A holy terror.
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  Dean stepped outside. "I've finished up, Mr. Garrett. I'll be going home if there's nothing else."


  He always talks like that when he wants something. Right now he hoped I'd have that something else. He lives with a platoon of spinster nieces who make him crazy.


  One of the legacies of the war in the Cantard is a surplus of women. For decades Karenta's youth have gone south to capture the silver mines and for decades half of them haven't come back. It makes it nice for us unattached survivor types, but hell on parents with daughters to support.


  "I was sitting here thinking it would be a nice evening for a walk."


  "That it would be, Mr. Garrett." When the Dead Man is sleeping somebody always stays in to bolt the door and wait for whoever is out. When the Dead Man is awake we have no security problems.


  "You think it's too early to see Tinnie?" Tinnie Tate and I have a tempestuous friendship. She's the one they had in mind when they set the specs for redhead stereotypes, only they toned them down because nobody would believe the truth.


  You might call Tinnie changeable. One week I can't run her off with a stick, the next I'm tops on her hate list. I haven't figured out the whys and wherefores.


  I was listed this week. Past the peak and dropping but still in the top ten.


  "It's too early."


  I thought so, too.


  Dean is in a bind where Tinnie is concerned. He likes her. She's beautiful, smart, quick, more square with the world than I'll ever be. He thinks she's good for me. (I don't dare risk his opinion on the flip-flop issue.) But he has all those nieces in desperate need of husbands and half a dozen have standards low enough to covet a prince like me, squeaky armor and all.


  "I could go see how the girls are."


  He brightened, checked to see if I was teasing, and was set to call my bluff when he realized that would put me there while he was here, unable to defend their supposed virtues. He imagined me in there like a bull shoulder-deep in clover, like they couldn't possibly have sense enough to look out for themselves. "I wouldn't recommend that, Mr. Garrett. They've been especially troublesome lately."


  It was all a matter of perspective. They hadn't troubled me. When I first took Dean on, they did. They kept me up to my ears in cookery, trying to fatten me up for the kill.


  "Perhaps I should just go, Mr. Garrett. Perhaps you should wait another day or two, then go apologize to Miss Tate."


  "I got no philosophical problem with apologizing, Dean, but I like to know why I'm doing it."


  He chuckled, pulled on the mantle of worldly-wise old warrior passing his wisdom along. "Apologize for being a man. That always works."


  He had a point. Except I have a flair for getting sarcastic.


  "I'll just stroll over to Morley's, quaff me a few celery tonics."


  Dean pruned up. His opinion of Morley Dotes is so low it has to look up at snakes' bellies.


  We all have rogues in our circles, maybe just so we can tell ourselves, "What a good boy am I."


  Actually, I like Morley. Despite himself. He takes some getting used to but he's all right, in his way. I just keep reminding myself that he's part dark elf and has different values. Sometimes, very different values. Always malleable values. Everything is situational for Morley.


  "I won't be out long," I promised. "I just need to work off some restlessness."


  Dean grinned. He figured I was getting bored with loafing and we'd see some excitement pretty soon.


  I hoped not.
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  It isn't a long walk to Morley's place, but it is a walk over the border into another world. The neighborhood hasn't acquired a name like so many others, but it is a distinct region. Maybe call it the Safety Zone. Members of all species mix there without much friction—though humans have to put in overtime to be acceptable.


  There was a little light still in the air. The clouds out west hadn't quite burned out. It wasn't yet time for the predators to hit the streets. I was no more than normally wary.


  But when the kid stepped into my path I knew I had trouble. Big trouble. It was something about the way he moved.


  I didn't think. I reacted.


  I gave him a high kick he wasn't expecting. My toe snapped in under his chin. I felt a bone break. He squealed and ran backwards, arms flapping as he tried to keep his balance. A hitching post jumped in his way and gored him from behind. He spun around and went down, losing his knife as he fell.


  I slid toward the nearest building.


  Another came at me from what had been behind. He was an odd one, kid-sized but clad in a cast-off army work uniform. He was an albino. He had a nasty big knife. He stopped eight feet away, awaiting reinforcements.


  There were at least three more, two across the street and one back up the way, standing lookout.


  I took off my belt and snapped it at the albino's eyes. That didn't scare him but did give me time to frisk the building.


  The buildings around there were a week short of falling down. I had no trouble finding a loose, broken brick. I pulled it out and let fly. I guessed right and he ducked into it. I got him square in the forehead, then jumped him while his knees were watery, took his knife, grabbed him by the hair, and flung him toward the two coming across the street. They dodged. He sprawled.


  I screeched like a banshee. That stopped the two. I feinted left, right, came back to fake a cut at the knife hand of the guy with the blade I'd taken, then snapped my belt at his eyes. He saved himself by jumping back.


  He fell over the albino. I shrieked again and flung myself through the air. It never hurts to have them think you're crazy. I landed with both knees on the guy's chest, heard ribs crack. He squealed. I bounced away as the other came at me.


  He stopped when he saw I was ready. I sidestepped and kicked the albino in the head. That's me, Fairplay Garrett. At least I was going to get out alive. I looked around. Broken Jaw had taken a hike, leaving his knife. The lookout had opted for discretion.


  "Just you and me now, Shorty." He was no kid. None of them were, really. I should have seen it sooner. Kids that size aren't out roaming the streets of TunFaire, they're in the army. They keep taking them younger and younger.


  They were dark-elf breeds, half elf, half human, outcasts from both tribes. The mix is volatile: amoral, asocial, unpredictable, sometimes crazy. Bad.


  Like Morley, who'd managed to live long enough to learn to fake it.


  My short friend wasn't impressed by the fact that he was alone against somebody bigger. That's another problem with darko breeds. Some don't have sense enough to be scared.


  I went back for my brick.


  He shifted stance, held his knife like it was a two-handed sword. I teased him with the belt and tried to guess what he'd do when I let the brick fly. He was deciding to come at me when I did.


  I went around and head-kicked the others to make sure they stayed down.


  That got Shorty pissed. He came. I threw the brick. He dodged. But I hadn't gone for the head or body. I'd gone for the foot I'd hoped he'd push off from. The part of him that would be last to move.


  I got his toes. He yelped. I went in after him, belt, knife and feet.


  He held me off.


  Hell, we could dance all night. I'd done what I needed to do. How fast could he chase me on a bad foot?


  I looked at the two guys down and heard my Marine sergeants: "You don't leave a live enemy behind you."


  No doubt cutting their throats would have been a boon to civilization. But that wasn't my style.


  I collected dropped knives.


  Shorty figured I was going to pull out. "Next time you're dead."


  "Better not be a next time, chuko. Because I don't give second chances."


  He laughed.


  One of us was crazy.


  I went away with a chill between my shoulders. What the hell was all that? They hadn't been out to rob me. They'd been out to bust me up. Or kill me.


  Why? I didn't know them.


  There are people who don't have much use for me, but I couldn't think of any who would go that far. Not all of a sudden, now. It was lightning out of a clear blue sky.
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  It never fails. When I step through the doorway into Morley's place, the joint goes dead and everybody stares. They ought to be used to me by now. But I have this reputation for thinking I'm on the side of the angels and a lot of those guys are anything but.


  I saw Saucerhead Tharpe at his usual table, so I headed that way. He was alone and had a spare chair.


  Before the noise level rose, a voice said, "I'll be damned! Garrett!" Whip crack with the name.


  What do you know? Morley himself was working the bar, helping dispense the carrot, celery, and turnip juice. I'd never seen that before. I wondered if he watered their drinks after they'd had three or four.


  Dotes jerked his head toward the stairs. I said, "How you doing?" to Saucerhead and sailed on by. He grunted and went on massacring a salad big enough to founder three ponies. But he was the size of three ponies and their mothers, too.


  Morley hit the stairs behind me. "Office?" I asked.


  "Yes."


  I went up and in. "Things have changed." It looked less like the waiting room in a bordello, maybe because the inevitable lovely was absent. Morley, relaxing at home, always had something handy.


  "I'm trying to change myself by changing my environment." That was Morley sounding like Morley the vegetarian crackpot and devotee of obscure gurus. "What the hell are you up to, Garrett?" That was Morley the thug.


  "Hey! How come the ice? I get antsy and walk down here to maybe tip a rhubarb brew with Saucerhead and I—"


  "Right. You just decide to show up looking like the losing mutt at a dogfight." He shoved me in front of a mirror.


  The left side of my face was pancaked with blood. "Hell! I thought I ducked." The short guy had gotten me while we were dancing, somehow. I still didn't feel the cut. Some sharp knife.


  "What happened?"


  "Some of your crazy cousins jumped me. Chukos." I showed him the three knives. They were identical, with eight-inch blades and yellowed ivory grips into which small black stylized bats had been inset.


  "Custom," he said.


  "Custom," I agreed.


  He picked up the speaking tube connecting with his barmen. "Send me Puddle and Slade. And invite Tharpe if he's interested." He smothered the tube, looked at me. "What are you into now, Garrett?"


  "Nothing. I'm on vacation. Why? You looking for another chance to kite me and get out from under your gambling debts?" I realized it was the wrong thing to say before I finished saying it. Morley was worried. When Morley Dotes worries about me it's time to shut my yap and listen.


  "Maybe I deserve that." His cohorts Puddle and Slade came in. Puddle I'd met before. He was a big, sloppy fat guy with flesh sagging in gross rolls. He was as strong as a mammoth, smart as a rock, cruel as a cat, quick as a cobra, and completely loyal to Morley. Slade was new. He could have been Morley's brother. Short by human standards, he had the same slim, darkly handsome looks, was graceful in motion, and was totally self-confident. He, like Morley, was a flashy dresser, though Morley had toned it down considerably tonight.


  Morley said, "I've managed not to put a bet down for a month, Garrett. With my willpower and a little help from my friends."


  Morley had a bad problem with gambling. Twice he's used me to get out from under debts of lethal scale, which has been a cause of friction.


  Morley's vegetarian bar and restaurant and thug hangout is more hobby and cover than career. What he really does is bust kneecaps and break heads, freelance. Which is why he has his Puddles and Slades around.


  Saucerhead came in. He nodded to everybody and dropped into a chair. It creaked. He didn't say anything. He doesn't talk much.


  Saucerhead's line splits the difference between mine and Morley's. He'll pound somebody for a fee but he won't kill for money. He does mostly bodyguard and escort work. If he's really short he'll do collections. But never assassinations.


  "Right, then," Morley said, with the players in place. "Garrett, you've saved me a trip. I was going to drop by your place after we closed."


  "Why?" They looked at me like I was a freak-show exhibit instead of a broken-down, self-employed ex-Marine.


  "You sure you don't have something going?"


  "Nothing. Come on. What gives?"


  "Sadler dropped by. He had a message for the trade from the kingpin." The kingpin is Chodo Contague, emperor of TunFaire's underworld. He is a very bad man. Sadler is one of his lieutenants and a worse man. "Someone wants your head, Garrett. The kingpin is putting out word that whoever tries for it will answer to him."


  "Come on, Morley."


  "Sure. He's as drifty as a fairy girl on weed. He's obsessed with honor and favors and debts and balances. He thinks he owes you big and he's by damned going to keep you alive to collect. If I was you I'd never do it, so I'd always have him behind me like my own pet banshee."


  I didn't want a guardian angel. "That's only good for as long as he stays alive." Kingpins have a way of dying almost as frequently as Karenta's kings.


  "Gives you a vested interest in his health, don't it?"


  "One hand washes the other," Saucerhead rumbled. "You really don't got nothing shaking?"


  "Nothing. Zero. Zip. I've only had two prospects in the last ten days. I turned them both down. I'm not working. I don't want to work. It's too much like work. I'm perfectly happy just sitting around watching everybody else work."


  Morley and Saucerhead made faces. Morley worked as much as he could because he thought it was good for him. Saucerhead worked all the time because he had to feed his huge body. Morley asked, "What about those prospects?"


  "Good-looking blonde this afternoon. Probably a class hooker. Had somebody harassing her and wanted it stopped. I gave it to Pokey Pigotta. Just before I came down here, an old guy who wanted me to find something he thought was lost. Now he's looking for somebody else."


  Morley frowned. He looked at the others and found no inspiration there. He picked up the three chuko knives, handed one to Puddle, one to Slade, and tossed the other to Saucerhead, who said, "Chuko knife."


  Morley said, "Garrett had an encounter on his way down here. We don't usually see gangs in the neighborhood. They know better. Tell us about it, Garrett." My feelings were hurt. Nobody was impressed by the fact that I'd taken away three knives. I told it all. Saucerhead said, "I gotta remember that brick-on-the-toes trick."


  Morley looked at Puddle. Puddle said, "Snowball."


  Morley nodded. "That's the albino, Garrett. A total crazy. Boss of a gang called the Vampires. He halfway thinks he's a vampire. The one you left standing sounds like Doc, the brains of the gang. He's crazier than Snowball. Won't back down from anything. And him a bleeder. I hope you had sense enough to finish it while you could."


  He looked at me and knew I hadn't.


  "They're crazies, Garrett. A big gang. As long as Snowball is alive they'll keep coming. You embarrassed him." He got out pen, ink, paper, and started writing. "Puddle. Take two men and see if there's still anyone around out there."


  "Sure, boss." A real genius, Puddle. I wondered who tied his shoes.


  Morley scribbled. "The Vampires were way off their turf, Garrett. They come from North Reservoir Hill. Priam Street. West Bacon. Around there."


  I understood. They hadn't come south on a lark. I hadn't been a target of opportunity.


  I got that chill between my shoulders again.


  Morley sanded what he'd written, folded it, dashed something on the outside, then handed it to Slade. Slade looked at it, nodded, and walked out. Morley said, "If I was you, Garrett, I'd go home and bar my doors and sit tight with the Dead Man."


  "Probably a good idea."


  We both knew I wouldn't. What if word got around that Garrett could be pushed?


  Morley said, "I don't keep up with street gangs. There're too many of them. But the Vampires have been making a name. Getting ambitious. Snowball wants to be top chuko, captain of captains. . . . Excuse me."


  His speaking tube was making noises. He picked it up. "I'm listening." He held it to his ear. Then, "Send him up." He looked at me. "You leave a broad trail. Pokey Pigotta is here looking for you."
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  Pokey wandered in looking like a living skeleton. Morley said, "Plant yourself, Pokey," and gave him that look he gives when he's planning a new diet for someone. Part of Morley believes there's no problem that can't be solved by upping your intake of green leafies and fiber. He was certain we could achieve peace in our time if we could just get everybody to stop eating red meat. I asked, "You looking for me?"


  "Yes. I have to give you your money back. I can't do the job."


  Pokey refusing work? "How come?"


  "Got a better offer to do something that's more interesting, and I can't handle both jobs. You want to farm it out to Saucerhead? I'll give you what I got. For nothing."


  "You're a prince. You doing anything, Saucerhead?" He wasn't the best man for the job but what could I do? Pokey had set me up.


  "Give me the skinny," Saucerhead said. "I ain't buying no pig in a poke." He was suspicious because Pokey wanted out.


  I gave him what I'd given Pokey, word for word. Pokey gave me my retainer, said, "I cased the area but didn't make contact with the principal. The building is being watched, front and rear, by non-professionals. I assume the principal is their target, though the building contains nine other apartments. There's a caretaker who lives in the basement. The tenants are all single women. The watchers left when it got dark. They went to the Blue Bottle, where they share a third-floor room as Smith and Smith. Once it was apparent they were off duty and were not going to be replaced, I went home. I found my new client waiting."


  Pokey described Smith and Smith, who sounded like your basic nondescript working stiffs.


  "I can handle it, Garrett," Saucerhead said. "If you don't want to keep it for yourself."


  I handed him the retainer. "Take care of the woman."


  Pokey said, "That takes care of my business. I'd better go. I want to get an early start."


  Morley grunted a farewell. He was changing. He ached to give Pokey some wholesome dietary advice, for his own good, but he bit his tongue.


  What the hell? The world wouldn't be half as interesting if Morley changed that much.


  When just the two of us were left, he looked at me. "You're really not into anything?"


  "Promise. Cross my heart."


  "I never saw anyone like you, Garrett. I don't know anybody else who could have chukos come all the way from the North End to whack him for taking a walk."


  That bothered me, too. It looked like I'd have to go to work whether I liked it or not. And it would be a double not. I make a lousy client. "Maybe they heard where I was headed."


  "What?"


  "They might have gotten carried away by compassion for my stomach."


  "Stuff it, Garrett. I don't need the aggravation."


  "Testy, eh? Maybe cold turkey on everything isn't the way to go."


  "Maybe not."


  Puddle lurched in before we got going good. "Nothing but blood spots, Morley."


  "Didn't think there would be. Thanks for going." Morley looked at me. "When are you going to learn? Now Snowball has his ego tied up in it."


  "Maybe if I'd known who he was and his reputation—"


  "Crap! That hasn't got anything to do with giving him a second chance. You going to ask for references? Even Snowball probably has a mother who loves him. That won't keep him from setting your balls on fire if he gets the chance. I'm amazed that you've stayed alive as long as you have."


  He had a point. The world sure as hell doesn't care about one man's moral parameters. But I have to live with myself, too. "Might be because I have friends who look out for me. Come on downstairs. My treat."


  "I'll pass. Buy yourself one. Carrot juice. Carrots are good for your eyes. You could stand to be a little more clear-sighted. Eat some fish, too. It's supposed to be brain food."
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  I got a drink, but I did it after I got home, after I sent Dean off and got the place locked up. I drew a pitcher off the keg in the cold well, took it to the office, put my feet up and tried to brainstorm.


  I had a tempest in a beer mug.


  I came up with no angles at all.


  I considered a connection with Jill Craight's visit. I considered one with the holy terror. If the connection was there, nothing betrayed it.


  In any case, Snowball's bunch would have started from the North End before Peridont reached my place.


  I reflected on old cases, trying to recall individuals who might be vindictive enough to want me smoked. There could be some out there, but I couldn't come up with any names.


  What if Snowball had simply picked the wrong target? Suppose he was after somebody else?


  Pure reason liked that hypothesis. Intuition screamed, "Bullshit!"


  Somebody wanted me dead. And I didn't have a notion why, let alone who.


  Maybe the Dead Man could spot a fact I'd overlooked. I wandered across the hall. No good. He was out of it. I worked off some nervous energy cleaning, then went back to the office to settle down and think it all through again.


  I was still there when Dean pounded on the door in the morning. I was so stiff it was a task getting down the hall to the door. Morley wasn't all wrong when he talked about me abusing myself. I'm not seventeen anymore. The body won't stay in tune by itself. I pinched a few pounds of muscle that had drifted south. I needed to get more selective about my loafing.


  I would start exercising first thing tomorrow. I didn't feel up to it today. My schedule was full, anyway.


  I went upstairs and napped in a real bed while Dean started in the kitchen. He woke me when he had breakfast ready.


  "You sure you're all right?" he asked when he brought my hotcakes. I hadn't told him much. "You look like hell."


  "Thanks. You're one of Nature's great beauties yourself." I knew what he meant. But I have to ride him or he thinks I don't appreciate him. "You should've seen the other guys."


  "I expect it's just as well I didn't." Someone rapped at the door. "I'll get it."


  I grunted around a mouthful of hotcakes smothered in blueberry preserves.


  Our visitor was Jill Craight. Dean brought her into the kitchen. Remarkable. She really had him whammied.


  She didn't have as much impact this morning. She hadn't fixed herself up for it. She looked like she'd had a bad night. And she was spoiling for a fight.


  "Good morning, Miss Craight. Won't you join me?"


  She sat. She took tea when Dean offered it but declined anything more substantial. She had fire in her eyes. Too bad it wasn't for me. "I had a visit from a man named Waldo Tharpe."


  "Saucerhead? Good man. Though sometimes his manners lack polish."


  "His manners were adequate. He told me he was supposed to find out who was giving me trouble. He told me you sent him."


  "I did. Anybody ever tell you you're beautiful when you're mad?"


  "Men tell me I'm beautiful whatever my mood. It's bullshit. Why did you send that man? I hired you."


  "You brought me a situation you didn't like. I sent somebody to take care of it. Where's your problem?"


  "I hired you."


  "And only I will do?"


  She nodded.


  "That's great for the ego, but—"


  "I didn't pay for some second-rate unknown."


  "Interesting. Considering Saucerhead is probably better known than I am." I looked her hard in the eye for a dozen seconds, until she shifted her attention to Dean. "I wonder what your real game is," I said softly.


  She jerked her attention back to me.


  "First you tried to con me. Then you gave me way too much money. If you wanted to buy a man to impress somebody, anybody who knows me will know Saucerhead. And be more intimidated by him. I'm a pussycat. Finally, and dearest to my heart, not five hours after you saw me, somebody tried to kill me."


  Her eyes got big. I had to remind myself she'd said she was an actress.


  "It was a cold-blooded ambush, Jill. Five men, plus whoever did the watching and running messages. A major effort."


  Her eyes got bigger.


  "You know an albino half-breed chuko called Snowball?"


  She shook her head. It was a very impressive head. She was beautiful when she was frightened.


  "How about a street gang called the Vampires?"


  She shook her pretty head.


  I had obviously recovered from my unpleasant night, because I was starting to pant. I slapped myself down. "What do you know? Anything? How about why you want to play me for a sucker. Or has that slipped your mind, too?"


  She got mad again. But she swallowed her anger. She'd decided to clam.


  I got up. "Come with me." Sometimes a good surprise loosens them up.


  I took her into the Dead Man's room. Her response was cliché. "Yuk! That's gross!" But that was it.


  I fished her retainer out from under the Dead Man's chair, which is the safest place in TunFaire. "I'll hang onto some of this, for Saucerhead's time and my aggravation." I took a couple coins in a gesture mainly symbolic, and handed the rest to her.


  She eyed that purse like it was a snake. "What are you doing?"


  "You're unhappy. I'm giving your money back and getting out of your life."


  "But. . . ." She went into a huddle with herself. While the committee was in conference I sneered at the Dead Man. Brought one right in here with you, Chuckles.


  I was trying to get two birds with one big hunk of alum.


  There's no prod more effective than bringing a woman into the house. The prettier the gal the more heated the reaction. Jill Craight could set the house afire. If he was sandbagging he wouldn't be able to keep it up.


  Damn him. He didn't do a thing. And I'd been halfway sure he was hiding out from the rent collector.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I'm scared. I made a promise. I can't tell you any more till I know who I have to be afraid of. Take this back. I want you. But if you can't do the job I'll take what I can get."


  She was scared. If she'd been five feet tall and baby-faced, my protective instincts would have been inflamed. But she was damned near tall enough to look me in the eye and had no knack for playing helpless. You looked at her and you wanted to get into mischief with her, but you didn't have much inclination to take care of her. You knew she could take care of herself.


  "If it wasn't for last night I'd give in about now, Jill. But somebody tried to whack me. Finding out who and why and talking him out of trying again is going to occupy my time. So Saucerhead is what you get."


  "If I must, I must."


  "You must." I put her retainer back under the Dead Man. "Now that we're done yelling at each other and we're all friends again, why don't you come by for dinner? Dean's culinary skills don't get much exercise."


  She opened her mouth to turn me down, but inclination ran head-on into her instinct for self-preservation.


  She didn't have to be nice to me. That wasn't a condition here. But I'm not so nice a guy I wouldn't let her find that out for herself. "It would have to be late," she said. "I do have to work."


  "Pick your time. Tell Dean. Give him an idea what you'd like. It'll be better than anything you've had for awhile."


  She smiled. "All right." I think that was the first genuine smile she'd shown me. She marched off to the kitchen.


  I paused, leaned against the door frame, and sneered at the Dead Man. I had my ulterior motives for wining and dining Jill Craight—beyond those I'd been born with. She still might stir old Chuckles up. I'm also a great believer in synchronicity.


  It was a lead-pipe cinch that, because I'd made a date, Tinnie would suffer a miraculous remission from the sulks. Somebody from the Tate place would come to let me know before Jill went home.


  Jill came back. "Dean is a nice man."


  Was the implication that I was not? "Tricky, too. You got to watch him. Especially if you're not married. A great ambassador for the institution of marriage, Dean is."


  "But he's not married himself."


  A quick vixen, friend Jill. How much had she pried out of him? "Not married and never has been. But that doesn't slow him down. Come on. I'll walk you home."


  "You sure you can spare the time?"


  "It's on my way," I lied. I figured I could use a chat with Saucerhead.
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  Tharpe fell in on Jill's far side before we'd walked a hundred yards. She was startled. I chuckled. "Get used to it."


  That didn't excite her. It was one more hint that things were going on that she didn't want known.


  I still had her pegged for a working girl, if a class model of same.


  "Anything interesting going on?" I asked Saucerhead.


  "Nope."


  "Smith and Smith watching the place again?"


  "Yeah. Pokey was right. They're amateurs. They look like a couple of farmers. Want me to grab one and tie him in knots till he talks?"


  "Not yet. Just keep an eye on them. See who they report to."


  Saucerhead grunted. "There's somebody watching your place, too. I spotted them while I was waiting."


  I wasn't surprised. "Chukos?"


  He shrugged. "Could be. They was young. But they wasn't showing colors."


  "They wouldn't be if they were Vampires." I live in Travelers' territory, just inside their frontier with the Sisters of Doom.


  We walked on. As we approached Jill's place I tried to talk us inside for a look around. She wouldn't have it. In fact, she didn't want to be seen with us in her own neighborhood. She probably thought we'd lower property values.


  Saucerhead and I wandered around so I could get a look at Smith and Smith. They did look like farmers. They certainly didn't look dangerous, but I didn't spend much time worrying about them. That was Saucerhead's job.


  I jogged a block out of my way going home, stopping at a tenement so decayed derelicts shunned it. I went around the side, down to a cellar door. Standing a foot deep in trash, I knocked. The door almost collapsed.


  It opened an inch. An eye looked at me from brisket level. "Garrett," I said. "I want to talk to Maya." I flashed a piece of silver. The door shut.


  Now a little game, a stall just to show me who ran things here.


  The door opened. A girl of thirteen wearing nothing but a potato sack—probably stolen with the potatoes still inside—and a lot of dirt stood there. The sack was so frayed one ripening rosebud peeked out. She caught my glance and sneered.


  "Love your hair, kid." It might have been blonde. Who could tell? It hadn't been washed in recent generations.


  From inside I heard, "Cut the comedy, Garrett. You want to talk to me get your butt in here."


  I stepped into the citadel of the Sisters of Doom, TunFaire's only all-human, all-female street gang.


  There were five girls there, the oldest sneaking up on eighteen. Four of the five shared the urchin's hairdresser and tailor. Maya wore real clothing and was better groomed, but not much. She was eighteen going on forty, war chief of a gang claiming two hundred "soldiers." She was so emotionally sliced up you never knew which way she would jump.


  Most of the Sisters were emotional casualties. They'd all suffered severe abuse, and a murmur of defiance had driven them into the Doom's never-never land. That hung, precariously and eternally, at right angles to reality, between childhood as it should have been and the adulthood of the untormented. They'd never recover from their wounds. Most of the girls would die of them. But the Doom gave them a fortress into which they could retreat and from which they could strike back, which left them better off than the tortured thousands who went through the hell without support.


  Maya had suffered more than most. I met her when she was nine, when her stepfather offered to share her if I‘d buy him some wine. I'd declined to the crackle of his breaking bones.


  She was a lot better now. She was normal most of the time. She could talk to me. Sometimes she came to the house to cadge a meal. She liked Dean. Old Dean was every girl's ideal uncle.


  "Well, Garrett? What the hell you want?" She had an audience. "Let's see the color of your money."


  I tossed her a coin. "Faith offering," I told her. "I want to swap information."


  "Come ahead. I'll tell you to go to hell when you get on my nerves."


  If she took a fit, I could go out looking like chopped meat. Those girls could be vicious. Castration was a favorite sport.


  "You know the Vampires? Run by an albino darko called Snowball and a crazy bleeder named Doc? North End."


  "I've heard of them. They're all crazy, not just Doc. I don't know them. Word is, Doc and Snowball are getting ambitious, trying to rent muscle and recruit soldiers from other gangs."


  "Somebody might take exception."


  "I know. Snowball and Doc are too old for the street but not old enough to know they can't trespass."


  It's a classic cycle. And sometimes the young ones pull it off. About once a century.


  Today's kingpin was a street kid. But that organization recruited him from a gang and promoted him from within.


  "The Doom have any relationship with the Vampires?" The girls prefer being called the Doom. They think it has a nicer ring than the Sisters or the Sisterhood.


  "All take and no give, Garrett. I don't like that."


  "If you're running with the Vampires I don't have anything to give you."


  She gave me the fish eye.


  "Snowball and Doc tried to take me out," I said.


  "What the hell were you doing in the North End?"


  "I wasn't, sweetie. I was on Warhawks' turf. Warhawks have a treaty with the Vampires?"


  "No need. No contact. Same with the Doom." She shifted. "You're sneaking up on something, Garrett. Get to the point."


  "There are a couple guys watching my house. I'd guess chukos. Probably Vampires, considering last night."


  She thought about that. "A genuine hit? You're sure?"


  "I'm sure, Maya."


  "Your place is on Travelers' ground."


  "You're starting to get it. Trouble is, I don't have any friends with the Travelers since Mick and Slick got caught in the sweep."


  The relationships between the races have become terribly complex, them being all mixed together but each owning its own princes and chiefs and quirky root cultures. TunFaire is a human city. Human law prevails in all civil matters. A plethora of treaties have established that entering a city voluntarily constitutes acceptance of the prevailing law. In TunFaire a crime in human law remains a crime when committed by anyone else, even when the behavior is acceptable among the perpetrator's people.


  Treaties deny Karenta the power to conscript persons of nonhuman blood, nonhuman being defined as anybody of quarter blood or more who wants to revoke his human rights and privileges forever. Lately, though, the press gangs had been grabbing anybody who couldn't produce a parent or grandparent on the spot. That's what happened to the captains of the Travelers, though they were breeds.


  Maya said, "So you want a couple of chukos off your back."


  "No. I want you to know they're there. If they bother me I'll just knock their heads together."


  She looked at me hard.


  Maya has a byzantine mind. Whatever she does she has a motive behind her surface motive. She isn't yet wise enough to know that not everyone thinks that way.


  "There're a couple of farmer types staying at the Blue Bottle, using the names Smith and Smith. If somebody was to run a Murphy on them and it was to turn out that they had documents, I'd be interested in buying them." That was spur of the moment but would satisfy Maya's need for a hidden motive.


  It couldn't be that I just wanted to see how she was doing. That would mean somebody cared. She couldn't handle that.


  I paused at the door. "Dean says he's whomping up something special for supper. And a lot of it." Then I got out.


  I hit the street and stopped to count my limbs. They were all there, but they were shaky. Maybe they have more sense than my head does. They know every time I go in there I run the chance of becoming fish bait.
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  Dean was waiting to open the door. He looked rattled. "What happened?"


  "That man Crask came."


  Oh. Crask was a professional killer. "What did he want? What did he say?"


  "He didn't say anything. He doesn't have to."


  He doesn't. Crask radiates menace like a skunk radiates a bad smell.


  "He brought this."


  Dean gave me a piece of heavy paper folded into an envelope. It was a quarter-inch thick. I bounced it on my hand. "Something metal. Draw me a pitcher." As he headed for the kitchen I told him, "Maya might turn up tonight. See that she eats something and slip her a bar of soap. Don't let her steal anything you're going to miss."


  I went into the office, sat, placed Crask's envelope on the desk, my name facing me, and left it alone until Dean brought that golden draft from the fountain of youth. He poured me a mug. I drained it.


  He poured again and said, "You're going to get more than you bargained for if you keep trying to do something for those kids."


  "They need a friend in the grown-up world, Dean. They need to see there's somebody decent out there, that the world isn't all shadow-eat-shadow and the prizes go to the guys who're the hardest and nastiest."


  He faked surprise. "It isn't that way?"


  "Not yet. Not completely. A few of us are trying to fight a rearguard action by doing a good deed here and there."


  He gave me one of his rare sincere smiles and headed for the kitchen. Maya would eat better than Jill and I if she bothered to show.


  Dean approved of my efforts. He just wanted to remind me that my most likely reward would be a broken head and a broken heart.


  I wasn't going to get into heaven or hell letting Crask's present lie there. I broke the kingpin's wax seal.


  Someone had wrapped two pieces of card stock tied together with string. I cut the string. Inside I found a tuft of colorless hair and four coins. The coins were glued to one card. One coin was gold, one was copper, and two were silver. They were of identical size, about half an inch in diameter, and looked alike except for the metal. Three were shiny new. One of the silver pieces was so worn its designs were barely perceptible. All four were temple coinage.


  Old style characters, a language not Karentine, a date not Royal, apparent religious symbology, lack of the King's bust on the obverse, were all giveaways. Crown coinage always shows the King and brags on him. Commercial coinage shouts the wonders of the coiner's goods or services.


  Karentine law lets anyone coin money. Every other kingdom makes minting a state monopoly because seigniorage—the difference between the intrinsic metal value of a coin and its monetary value—is a profit that accrues to the state. The Karentine Crown, though, gets its cuts. It requires private minters to buy their planchets, or blanks, from the Royal Mint, costs payable in fine metal of a weight equal to that of the alloy planchets. There's more state profit in not having to make dies and pay workmen to do the striking.


  The system works most of the time and when it doesn't, people get roasted alive, even if they're Princes of the Church or officials of the Mint who are cousins of the King. The foundation of Karentine prosperity is the reliability of Karenta's coinage. Karenta is corrupt to the bone but will permit no tampering with the instrument of corruption.


  I gave the gold piece the most attention. I'd never seen private gold. It was too expensive just to puff an organizational ego.


  I picked up the top piece of card stock and read the terse note, "See the man," followed by a fish symbol, a bear symbol, and a street name that constituted an address. Few people can read so they figure out where they are by reference to commonly understood symbols.


  Crask wanted me to see somebody. This provocative little package was supposed to provide useful hints.


  If Crask was dishing out hints, that meant Chodo Contague was serving up suggestions. Crask didn't take a deep breath without Chodo telling him. I decided to check it out. There was no point getting Chodo miffed.


  The address would be way up north. Of course. I needed a long hike.


  I didn't have anything going until Jill arrived. And I'd been telling myself I needed exercise.


  North End, eh?


  I went upstairs and rummaged through my tool locker, selected brass knucks, a couple of knives, and my favorite eighteen-inch, lead-weighted head-knocker. I tucked everything out of sight, then went down and told Dean I'd be out for a few hours.
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  Most of us are in worse physical shape than we like to think, let alone admit. I'm used to that being more the other guy's problem than mine. But by the time I covered the six miles to the North End, I felt it in my calves and the fronts of my thighs. This was the body that had carried me through weeks of full-pack marches when I was a Marine?


  It wasn't. This body was older and it had been beaten up and banged around more than its share since.


  The neighborhood was elfin and elfin-breed, which means it was tidy and orderly in an obsessive fashion. This was a neighborhood where elfish wives whitened stonework with acids and reddened brickwork with dyes once a week. When it rained the gutters ran with color. Here the men tended trees as though they were minor deities and trimmed their tiny patches of lawn with scissors, one blade of grass at a time. You had to wonder if their private lives were as ordered and passionless and sterile.


  How had this environment, with its rigid rectitude, produced Snowball and the Vampires?


  I turned into Black Cross Lane, a narrow two-blocker in the shadow of Reservoir Hill. I looked for the fish and bear and stray Vampires.


  It was quiet. Way too quiet. Elfish women should have been out sweeping the streets or walks or doing something to stave off the entropy devouring the rest of the city. Worse, the silence smelled like an old one, in place because something unimaginably awful had happened and the street remained paralyzed by shock. My advent had not caused it. Even in this neighborhood there would have been folks getting out of the way if I was headed into an ambush.


  I have such comforting thoughts.


  I found the place, a four-story gray tenement in fine repair. The front door stood open. I went up the stoop. The silence within was deeper than that which haunted the street.


  This was the heart of it, the headwater from which the treacle of dread flowed.


  What was I supposed to do?


  Do what I do, I guessed. Snoop.


  I stepped inside figuring I'd work my way to the top floor. I didn't need to. The first apartment door stood open a crack. I knocked. Nobody answered but I heard a thud inside. I gave the door a push. "Yo! Anybody home?"


  Frantic thumping sounded from another room. I proceeded with extreme caution. Others had been there before me. The room had been stripped by locusts.


  There was a smell in the air, faint yet, but one you never mistake. I knew what I'd find in the next room. It was worse than I thought it could be. There were five of them, expertly tied into wooden chairs. One had tipped himself over. He was doing the thumping, trying to attract attention. The others would attract nothing but flies ever again.


  Someone had placed a loop of copper wire, attached to a stick, around each of their necks, then had twisted the loops tight. The killers had taken their time.


  I recognized everybody—Snowball, Doc, the other two who had tried to whack me. The live one was the kid who had stood lookout. They were efficient that way, Crask and Sadler.


  It was a little gift for Garrett from Chodo Contague, an interest installment on his debt. The wig, against the day I called in the nut.


  What do you think at a moment like that, surrounded by people snuffed as casually as you would stomp a roach, without anger, malice, or remorse? It's scary because it's death without fire behind it, as impersonal as accidental drowning. Squish! Game's over.


  The wire loop is Sadler's signature.


  I could see Slade giving Sadler the message Morley had written. I could see Sadler telling Chodo. I could see Chodo getting so worked up he might adjust the blanket covering his lap. "So take care of it," Chodo might say, like he'd say, "Throw out that fish that's starting to smell." And Sadler would take care of it. And Crask would bring me a few coins and a lock of a dead man's hair.


  That was death in the big city.


  Did Doc and Snowball and the others have anyone to mourn them?


  I was getting nowhere standing around feeling sorry for guys who'd had it coming. Crask wouldn't have made a trip across town if he hadn't thought I'd find something interesting here.


  I guessed I'd get it from the one they'd left alive.


  I sat him up facing the wall. I hadn't let him see me yet. I walked around and leaned against the wall, looked him in the eye.


  He remembered me.


  I said, "Been your lucky day so far, hasn't it?" He'd survived Crask and Sadler and those opportunists who had taken everything that wasn't nailed down. I waited until his eyes told me he knew his luck had run out. Then I abandoned him.


  I scrounged around until I found a water jug in a second-floor apartment. The locusts hadn't gone that high, fearing they'd get cut off. I checked the street before going back to my man. It was still quiet out there.


  I showed the chuko the jug. "Water. Thought you might be dry."


  He wasted a little moisture on tears.


  I cut his gag off, gave him a sip, then backed off to prop up the wall. "I think you have things to tell me. Tell me right, tell me straight, tell me everything, maybe I'll let you go. They make sure you heard everything during the interviews?" Clever euphemism, Garrett.


  He nodded. He was about as terrified as he could get.


  "Start at the beginning."


  His idea of the beginning antedated mine. He started with Snowball taking over the building by dumping his human mother in the street. She had inherited it from his father, whose family had owned it since the first elfish migrated to TunFaire. The entire neighborhood had been elfish for generations, which was why it was in such good shape.


  "I'm more interested in the part of history where the Vampires got interested in me."


  "Can I have another drink?"


  "As soon as you've earned it."


  He sighed. "A man came yesterday morning. A priest. Said his name was Brother Jerce. He wanted Snow to do some work. He was a front guy, like, you know? He wouldn't say who sent him. But he brought enough money so Snow's eyes bugged and he said the Vampires would do whatever he wanted. Even when Doc tried to talk him out of it. He never went against Doc's advice before. And look what that got him."


  "Yeah, look." I knew what it got him. I wanted to know what he did to get it.


  The priest wanted the Vampires to keep tabs on me and a priest called Magister Peridont. If Peridont came to see me, the Vampires were supposed to make me disappear. Permanently. For which they would get a fat bonus.


  Snowball took it because it made him feel big-time. He didn't care that much about the money. He wanted to be more than a prince of the streets.


  "Doc kept trying to tell him that takes time. That you can't go making a name without the big organization noticing you. But Snow wouldn't back down even after word hit the streets that the kingpin was saying lay off a guy named Garrett. He was so crazy he wasn't scared of nothing. Hell. None of us was scared enough."


  He had that right. They were too young. You have to put a little age on before you really understand when to be afraid. I gave him a small drink. "Better? Good. Tell me about the priest. Brother Jerce. What religion was he?"


  "I don't know. He didn't say. And you know how priests are. They all dress the same in those brown things."


  He had that right, too. You had to get close and know what to look for to tell Orthodox from Church from Redemptionist from several dozen so-called heretical splinter cults. Not to mention that Brother Jerce's whole show could have been cover.


  I asked myself if any man could have been dumb enough—or confident enough—to have given these punks his right name and have paid them in the private coin of his own temple. Maybe it was just my dim opinion of priests, but I decided it was possible. Especially if Brother Jerce was new to all this. After all, how often does a job get botched up as thoroughly as the Vampires had done? I should have been dead and nobody the wiser.


  I asked many more questions. I didn't get anything useful until I took out the coins Crask brought me. "Was all the payoff money like this?"


  "The money I seen was. Temple stuff. Even gold. But Snow didn't make a show. I bet he lied about how much he got paid."


  No doubt. I hit him with the big question. "Why did this priest want me hit?"


  "I don't know, man."


  "Nobody asked?"


  "Nobody cared. What difference did it make?"


  Apparently no difference if smoking somebody is just business. "I guess that's it, then, kid." I took out a knife.


  "No, man! Don't! I gave it to you straight! Come on!"


  He thought I was going to kill him.


  Morley would say he had the right idea. Morley would tell me the guy would haunt me if I didn't, and that damned Morley is right more often than not. But you have to do what you think is right.


  I wondered if surviving this mess would scare the kid off the road to hell. Probably not. The type can't see danger until it's gnawing their legs.


  I moved toward him. He started crying. I swear, if he'd called for his mother. . . . I cut the cord holding his right arm and walked out. It would be up to him whether he got loose or stayed and died.


  I stepped out into another gorgeous evening.


  I marveled at my surroundings. Once I got out of Black Cross Lane I saw elfish women sweeping and washing their stoops and walks and the streets in front of their buildings. I saw their men folk manicuring greenery. It was the evening ritual.


  The elfish do have their dark underside. They have little tolerance for breed offspring. Poor kids.
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  It was thoroughly dark before I got home. I spotted several shooting stars, supposed by some diviners to be good omens and by others the opposite. One gaudy show-off broke up into lesser streaks.


  Dean let me in. "Damn, that smells good," I said.


  "It will be," he promised. He smiled. "I'll bring you a beer. Did you learn anything useful?"


  "I don't know." What was this? He wasn't himself. "What are you up to?"


  He gave me his kicked-puppy look. I think he practices it. "Nothing."


  "What happened while I was gone?"


  "Nothing. Except Maya came. In fact, she just left. When you knocked."


  I grunted. She had obviously been working on Dean. "You'd better count the silver."


  "Mr. Garrett!"


  "Right. Any sign of Miss Craight?" Walking home I'd decided she wouldn't show. What was in it for her? I was pretty sure she was a gal who didn't take a deep breath without calculating her return on investment. Such a shame; all that beauty wasted.


  "Not yet. She did say it would be a late dinner."


  How late was late? "I'm going to freshen up." I went upstairs. A wash would help clean the body, but it couldn't do anything for the stains on my soul.


  Jill was there when I came back down. She had charmed old Dean again. He was letting her set the table. Unprecedented.


  They were gossiping like old friends.


  I said, "I hope that's not me you're ripping."


  Jill turned. "Hi, Garrett. Nope. You aren't that lucky." She smiled. There wasn't any more heat in it than in a forest fire. "Had a good day?"


  "The best. Business was marvelous. And I talked to my friend. He apologized for the trouble he'd caused me. He hadn't expected it. He's taken care of it. I won't be bothered again."


  "That's nice." I checked her over. I tried not to be too obvious. She could set dead men panting. Her fear had gone. "I'm glad for you. But poor Saucerhead will be brokenhearted."


  Dean gave me a disappointed scowl. Couldn't I get my mind off that for five minutes?


  Are you kidding? I'm not dead yet. But I took his hint. It wouldn't be worth the trouble, anyway, just to get turned down. Sour grapes.


  She got along with him better than she did with me. For us it was one of those things where nobody could think of anything to say.


  Garrett tongue-tied around a gorgeous blonde? That did wonders for my self-esteem. But Dean's ducks were so good they made up for the lack of crisp repartee.


  The main trouble was that Jill Craight wasn't about to tell me anything about Jill Craight. Not about her now, not about her then. She was slick, changing the subject or just sliding away from it so smoothly I didn't realize what she was doing until she'd done it several times.


  Giving up on her left me only one area of expertise where I could talk extensively: Garrett. And a little bit of Garrett goes a long way.


  I guess the high point was the wine she'd brought. It was an import. It was almost good.


  To me wine is just so much spoiled fruit juice. It all tastes the same, with rare exceptions. This was the rarest. It was as good as the famous TunFaire Gold, which meant I drank most of my gobletful without sneaking off to wash the taste out of my mouth with a slug of beer. The ice maiden was on holiday, but this thing wasn't going anywhere. I figured as soon as dessert was over we ought to put it out of its misery.


  Jill was more a lady than I thought. She got us through the difficulties. We helped Dean clear the dead soldiers, then I walked her home.


  We'd gone less than a block when I missed something you can't miss if he's in the neighborhood. "What's happened to Saucerhead?" It wasn't like him to wander off.


  "I let him go. I don't need him now. My friend straightened things out."


  "I see." Especially why she was willing to let me walk her home.


  I didn't say much after that. I watched for shooting stars but the gods had closed the show. We said goodnight outside her apartment building, a refurbished tenement. Jill did not ask me in for a nightcap and I made no attempt to fish an invite. She gave me a sisterly peck on the cheek. "Thanks, Garrett." She marched inside. She never looked back.


  I considered the newly risen moon with misdirected animosity. I muttered, "Sometimes you have nothing at all in common." Not even a language where the words mean the same things.


  I turned toward home and almost fell over Maya.
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  She'd come out of nowhere. I hadn't heard a sound. She laughed.


  "What were you doing with that woman, Garrett?" She sounded like Tinnie asking the same question. What was this?


  "We had dinner. You object?"


  "I might. You never took me to dinner."


  I grinned. "I didn't take her, either. She came to the house." I'd call her bluff. "You want me to take you someplace classy? The Iron Liar? You got it. But get yourself a bath, comb your hair, put on something a little more formal." I chuckled. I could just picture the Liar if Maya walked in. They'd scatter like roaches in sudden light.


  "You're making fun of me."


  "No. Maybe going at it the long way around, telling you to think about growing up." I hoped she wouldn't be one chuko who fought that.


  She sat down on somebody's steps. The moonlight was in her face. She was pretty under the grime. She could even be a heart stopper if she wanted to be. First she'd have to come to terms with her past and decide she wanted to attack the future. If she kept drifting she'd be another burned-out whore living off garbage in fifteen years, brutalized by anyone who wanted to bother, protected by no one.


  I sat down beside her. She seemed to want to talk. I didn't say anything. I'd said enough to make her defensive.


  "Nobody watching your place anymore, Garrett. Vampires or anybody else."


  "Probably pulled out when they heard about Snowball and Doc."


  "Uhm?"


  "The kingpin had them put to sleep."


  She didn't say anything while that sank in. Then, "Why?"


  "Chodo doesn't like people who don't listen. He put it out to lay off me and they didn't."


  "Why would he look out for you?"


  "He thinks he owes me."


  "You get to meet a lot of people, don't you?"


  "Sometimes. Usually they turn out to be the kind I wish I didn't know. There are some bad people in this world."


  She was quiet for a while. She had something on her mind. "I met some of those today, Garrett."


  "Oh?"


  "Those guys you said to run a Murphy on. I used Clea because she can get a statue excited. They almost killed her." She got graphic with her account of the torture of a thirteen-year-old.


  "I'm sorry, Maya. I had no idea they were. . . . What can I do?"


  "Nothing. We take care of our own."


  I had a bad feeling. "And the two Smiths?" The Doom wouldn't have been kind.


  She mulled over how much to admit. "We were going to cut them, Garrett." That was a mark of the Doom. "Only somebody already did it."


  "What?"


  "Both of them. Somebody took all their business oaf. They'll have to squat like women."


  This was getting weird. They don't make eunuchs anymore, even as a criminal punishment.


  "So we just broke their legs."


  "Remind me not to get on the bad side of the Doom. Did you find out anything?"


  "Garrett, if those guys weren't walking around they wouldn't exist. They didn't have anything but their clothes. You should see the woman at the Blue Bottle. A cow."


  "Weirder and weirder, Maya. What do you think?"


  "I don't, Garrett. You do that."


  "Eh?"


  "You said do a Murphy on two guys watching that place. Tonight you go strolling over there with Tawny Dawn Gill, she gives you a peck on the cheek, I figure you're working for her and you know what's doing."


  "I didn't even know that name. She told me it was Jill Craight. You know her?"


  "She was in the Doom when they took me in. Never told the truth when a lie would do. Had a different name every week. Toni Baccarat. Willi Gold. Brandy Diamond. Cinnamon Steele. Hester Podegill. That's the only one that sounded dumb enough to be real. She lied all the time about who her family was and the famous people she knew and all the stuff she'd done. She mostly hung out with the younger girls because everybody else had her figured out and wouldn't listen to her shit."


  "Hold on. Hester Podegill?"


  "Yeah. One of her thousand and one names." She looked at me odd.


  There were Podegills off in a back room of my mind. Neighbors in the old days. Bunch of daughters. A couple of them turned up pregnant at thirteen. I began to recall the talk and the way people had shunned the parents. . . . Third floor, that's where they'd lived. And the little one, a blonde named Hester, would have been about ten when I left for the Marines.


  But the Podegills were dead.


  The only letter my brother wrote in his life he wrote to tell me how the Podegills died in a fire. The tragedy really broke him up. He'd had it bad for one of the girls.


  That letter had taken two years to catch up to me. By the time it did my brother had been in the Cantard a year himself. He's still down there. Like a lot of others, he won't be coming home.


  Maya asked, "That name mean something to you, Garrett?"


  "It reminded me of my brother. I haven't thought about him for a long time."


  "I didn't know you had one."


  "I don't now. He was killed at Flat Hat Mesa. Ask me sometime and I'll show you the medal they gave my mother. She put it in a box with the ones for her father, her two brothers, and my father. My father got it when I was four and Mikey was two. I used to be able to remember Dad's face if I tried hard. I can't anymore."


  She was quiet for a few seconds. "I never thought about you having a family. Where's your mom now?"


  "Gone. After they gave her Mikey's medal she just gave up. Nothing to live for anymore."


  "But you—"


  "There's another medal in that box. It has my name on it. The Marines delivered it four days before the Army delivered Mikey's."


  "Why? You weren't dead."


  "They thought I was. My outfit was on an island the Venageti invaded. They claimed they killed us all. Actually, we were out in a swamp, living on cattails and bugs and crocodile eggs while we picked them off. Mom was gone before the news got back after Karenta recaptured the island."


  "That's sad. I'm sorry. It isn't fair."


  "Life isn't fair, Maya. I've learned to live with it. Mostly, I don't think about it. I don't let it shape me or drive me."


  She grunted. I was getting preachy and she was getting ready to respond the way kids always do. We'd been sitting there no more than ten minutes but it seemed a lot longer.


  "Somebody's coming," she said coldly.
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  Somebody was Jill Craight looking like she'd seen a zombie and his seven brothers. She would have run past us if I hadn't said, "Jill?"


  She squeaked and jumped. Then she recognized me. "Garrett. I was coming to see you. I didn't know where else to turn." Her voice squeaked. She looked at Maya but didn't recognize her.


  "What's the trouble?"


  Jill gulped air. "There's. . . . There are dead men in my apartment. Three of them. What should I do?"


  I got up. "Let's go look."


  Maya bounced up and invited herself along. Jill was too rattled to care. I figured she'd be safer tagging along than wandering around alone.


  Near the door to Jill's building I spied something I'd missed when the light was poorer—blood. The women didn't notice.


  I found more spots inside, small, nothing to grab the attention if you weren't looking. I noted that the building was in better shape than its contemporaries.


  Lamps on the landings lighted the stairs. I caught sounds of life as we stole to the second-floor landing, first a woman's laughter sudden as the shattering of a glass, then sounds of a woman either having one heck of a good time or fighting a bad bellyache.


  There were four doors down the second-floor hall from which the sounds came. There had been four on the first. The apartments couldn't be big, sound not much retarded. How come the place wasn't an overturned anthill if three guys had gotten killed?


  Because Jill lived higher on the hog. Her floor was class, only two larger apartments. "Who lives across the way?"


  Jill pushed her door open. "Nobody right now. It's empty."


  "Wait." I wanted to go in first just to be sure. I checked the door. The lock was designed to keep the honest folks out. Anyone with a little know-how could get past it.


  So somebody with no knowledge had used a wrecking bar for a key. And nobody had heard that?


  People do tend to mind their own business.


  The room appeared untouched. It was a lot classier than a Jill Craight could afford. I'd seen less luxury in places on the Hill.


  Jill Craight had a sugar daddy. Or she had something heavy on somebody with a lot to lose, which could be an explanation for somebody watching and trying to get in. Maybe she had a piece of deadly physical evidence.


  A trail of blood led to a door standing two inches ajar. It opened on a room eight feet by eight, jammed with stuff. That's all you could call it. Stuff. Jill was a pack rat.


  Sprawled amid the plunder was a body, blond, middle twenties, still marked by that weathered look you pick up in the Cantard. He might have been handsome. Now he just looked surprised and uncomfortable. And very dead.


  "Know who he was?" I asked.


  Jill said, "No." Maya shook her head. I frowned. Maya let go of the silver doohickey she was about to pocket.


  "I'd guess he walked in on somebody who was digging through your stuff and both of them were surprised." I stepped over the dead man to a door.


  The room beyond was where Jill slept and maybe paid her rent. It had that look.


  There were two more stiffs in there, and blood all over, like somebody lugged in buckets and threw it around. It looked like several men had chased the guy from the walk-in while more had headed him off at the bedroom door, which opened on a hallway. Both bodies were near the door.


  Maybe if you're a Crask, or Sadler, or even Morley Dotes, you get so the red messes don't touch you. It took me a minute to get my brain moving, judging the splash patterns and the way things were kicked around. I went over to eyeball the dead men.


  I don't know how long it was. A while. Jill touched my arm. "Garret? Are you all right?" There wasn't any ice in her eyes. For a moment the woman behind the masks looked out, humanly concerned.


  "I'm all right." As all right as I could be looking at a guy I'd had over to supper less than thirty hours ago.


  What the hell was Pokey doing in Jill's apartment in the first place, let alone getting himself killed there? He'd given the job to Saucerhead and Jill had fired Tharpe before he'd gotten started.


  I went to the bed, picked a clean spot, and sat down. I had some thinking to do.


  Pokey had been less of a close friend than a professional acquaintance I respected. And he hadn't been working for me when he'd gotten it. I didn't owe him. But something got me on a level where there isn't any common sense.


  I wanted whoever had done it.


  Maya spoke for the first time. "Garrett," was all she said but her tone told me it was important.


  She was in the walk-in, squatting by the dead man. I joined her. Jill stayed in the doorway, paying attention to Maya for the first time. She did not look happy.


  "What?"


  "Pull his pants down."


  "Say what?"


  "Just do it, Garrett."


  Maya was too serious to answer with a wisecrack. I did it, turning a pretty shade of pink. "Hunh?"


  He'd been surgically and thoroughly de-sexed. He'd healed but the scar tissue was still a virulent purple. It had been done since his return from the Cantard.


  I scrunched up like I had spiders stomping on my naked skin.


  Jill said, "That's sick."


  I agreed. I agreed just a whole hell of a lot. That mess of scars gave me the heebie-jeebies.


  I didn't want to, but I went and checked the other one.


  He was older. His scars had lost their color long ago.


  I went back to my place on the bed. After a while, I told Jill, "You can't stay here. Somebody will come to clean up."


  "You think I could stay here with this? Are you crazy?"


  "You got anywhere to go?"


  "No."


  I sighed. It figured. "What about your friend?"


  "I don't know how to get a hold of him. He finds me."


  Of course he would. Nobody's husband wanted his mistress turning up on his doorstep. Had he given her his real name? "Put together what you'll need for a few days." Now I had to make a choice. I wanted to track the guys who had gotten away. They'd left a bloody trail. But somebody ought to walk Jill over to my place.


  I glanced at Maya, looking bad in her colors. She said, "No way, Garrett. I'm sticking with you."


  Hell, it was bad enough having the ones my own age read my mind. Now kids were going to start, too?


  Jill said, "I can make it from here to your place, Garrett."


  I didn't argue. She wasn't high on my list of favorite people. "You have a lantern around here?"


  She told me where to find one.
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  It was quiet out, but it wasn't trouble quiet. There just wasn't anybody around.


  It was after midnight but that doesn't make much difference most places. The day people go to bed, then the goblins and kobolds and ratmen and whatnot come out to do the night work. I guess it just wasn't their kind of neighborhood.


  I opened the lantern's shutter and looked for blood spots. They got harder to see as they dried.


  Maya asked, "How come all the lights in her place, Garrett? She must have had twenty lamps burning."


  "You got me." It had been bright in there. I hadn't paid attention, though. "Guess they wanted to see what they were doing."


  "She done pretty good since she left the Doom."


  "If you say so." Was she going to chatter at me all night?


  "You don't think so?"


  "Is that your goal in life? To have some guy keep you in an apartment full of dead men? Those guys came with whatever is going on in her life."


  She had to think about that. I finally got some quiet.


  It didn't last. "You notice she had real glass windows in that fancy sitting room?"


  "Yeah." That I'd noticed. Real glass is expensive. I know. I've had to replace a few panes. Those had impressed me.


  "The other apartment had them, too."


  "Yeah. So?"


  "So somebody was watching us from there when we left."


  "Oh?" Interesting. "What did he look like?"


  "I couldn't even tell if it was a he. All I saw was a face. It was only there for a second. Plain luck I saw it."


  I grunted, not giving her my complete attention. The trail was getting harder to follow, like maybe the guy doing the bleeding had had most of the juice squeezed out. The going was getting slower.


  The trail led into an alley so narrow a horseman would lose his knees if he tried to get through. It was not an inviting place. I shone the light in but couldn't see anything.


  "You're not gong in there, are you?"


  "Sure I am." I fished out my brass knuckles. I hadn't brought my favorite head-knocker. It hadn't seemed appropriate dress for a dinner date.


  "Is that smart?"


  "No. Smart would be to throw you in first and see what eats you." Either Maya had begun to wear or I was getting crabby. "How come you're following me around, anyway?"


  "So I can learn the trade. So I can find out what kind of man you are. You put on a good show but nobody is that decent. There's something weird about you. I want to find out what it is."


  Maya was wearing real thin. Weird! No woman had called me that before. "Why's that?"


  "I'm thinking about marrying you."


  "Hoo!" I went into that alley without throwing rocks first. There was nothing in there that scared me now.


  I found the dead guy ten paces into the darkness. Somebody had set him down with his back against a building, had made him comfortable, then had gone on, presumably to get help. He'd bled to death there.


  I squatted, checked him out. Maya held the lantern.


  He was still dead. He didn't have anything to tell me. I figured he was even less happy about the situation than I was. But he wasn't complaining.


  I took the lantern and moved on.


  There was more blood, but not much.


  Poke had put him up a hell of a fight.


  The trail petered out in the next street. I gave it my best look but couldn't take it any farther.


  Maya asked, "What're you going to do now?"


  "Hire a specialist." I started walking. She caught up. I asked, "Doesn't any of this bother you?" She'd stayed cooler than Jill Craight.


  "I've been on the street five years, Garrett. Only things that bother me are the ones people try to do to me."


  She wasn't that tough, but she was getting there. And that was a shame.
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  Sometimes it seems Morley's place never closes. It does, but only during those hours of the dawn and morning when only the most twisted are up and about. Noon to first light the place serves its strange clientele.


  It had thinned out, but forty pairs of eyes watched us from the entrance to the serving counter, eyes more puzzled than hostile.


  Wedge was behind the counter. Of all Morley's henchmen he's the most courteous. "Evening, Garrett." He nodded to Maya. "Miss." Just as though she didn't look like death on a stick and smell like it, too.


  "Morley still up?"


  "He's got company." The way he said it told me the company wasn't business.


  "That resolution didn't last long."


  Wedge flashed me a smile. "Were you in the pool?"


  "No." They would, that bunch.


  Wedge went to the speaking tube, talked and listened, talked and listened, then came back. "He'll be a while. Said have dinner while you wait. On the house."


  Ugh.


  Maya said, "That sounds great," before I could turn him down. "I could eat a horse."


  I grumbled, "You won't eat one here. Horseweed, horse fennel, horseradish, horse clover, yeah, but. . . ."


  Wedge yelled into the back for two specials, then leaned on the counter. "What you need, Garrett? Maybe I can save you some time."


  I glanced at Maya. She smiled. She knew damned well Wedge was being nice because I had a woman along.


  How do they get that way so young?


  "I need a stalker, Wedge. A good one. I'm trying to track a guy."


  "Cold trail?"


  "Not very. And he was bleeding. But it's getting colder."


  "Back in a few. I know what you need." He went into the kitchen. Another human-elf breed took his place. He was younger. He plunked a couple of platters on the counter, tossed up some utensils, looked at Maya like he wondered if it was catching, and went to the end of the counter to take somebody's order.


  "That one's no prince," Maya told me. "But the old guy was all right." She eyed her platter.


  The special looked like fried grass on a bed of blanched maggots, covered in a slime sauce filled with toadstool chunks and tiny bits of black fur. I muttered, "No wonder vegetarians are so nasty."


  Maya assaulted her meal. When she stopped to catch her breath she said, "This ain't bad, Garrett."


  I'd begun nibbling the mushrooms out of mine. She was right. But I wasn't going to admit it out loud, in front of witnesses. I muttered, "Wedge is no prince, either. He takes people out on the river, ties rocks to their feet, dumps them in, and tells them he'll race them back to shore. Tells them he'll turn them loose if they beat him. I hear some of them paddle like hell all the way to the bottom."


  She checked to see if I was joking. She saw I wasn't. Well, maybe I'd exaggerated a little, but Wedge wasn't nice people. Morley Dotes didn't have nice people working for him.


  She was reading my mind again. "Aren't there any decent people anymore?"


  "Sure. We just don't run into many."


  "Name two," she challenged.


  "Dean. Friend of mine named Tinnie Tate. Her uncle Willard. Friend of mine called Playmate."


  "All right."


  "Not to mention I have a fair opinion of myself."


  "You would. I said all right, Garrett. Forget I asked. You going to finish that? I'll take it."


  I pushed my platter over. Where was she putting it?


  Wedge came back with the sleaziest ratman I'd ever seen. He had a lot of the old blood: long whiskers, a long snoot, patches of fur, a four-foot tail. He'd be a descendant of one of the less successful experimental strains of two centuries back, when the life magic's were the rage and anybody who could diddle up a spell was trying to create new forms. None of those sorcerers are remembered today but their creations are with us still. They'd been inordinately fond of messing with rats.


  I pride myself on my open mind and freedom from prejudice, but I've always found room to exclude rat-people. I can't help it. I don't like them and none of them have done anything to improve my opinion.


  Wedge told me, "This is Shote, Garrett. As good a stalker as you'll find. And he's available."


  I nodded to Shote and tried to shelve the prejudice. "Wedge tell you what I need?"


  Shote nodded. "Forrow sssomebody whosss breeding."


  I grinned. None of those guys were going to do any breeding. "Basically, I've got a solid starting point. Shouldn't be hard."


  "Two marks frat fee, I take you to the end of the track. Arr I do is track. No fighting. No pottering. No nothing else."


  "That's fine with me." I dug out two marks silver.


  Morley arrived. He leaned on the counter beside me. He looked at Maya. "Picking them a little young, aren't you?"


  "This is Maya, my self-appointed assistant and understudy. Maya, the famous Morley Dotes."


  "Charmed." She eyed him. "He a friend of yours, Garrett?" She'd know the name.


  "Sometimes."


  "You going to invite him to the wedding?"


  She had set me up and cut me off at the knees.


  Morley had to ask. "What wedding?"


  "Him and me," Maya said. "I decided I'm going to marry him."


  Morley grinned. "I'll be there. Wouldn't miss it for a barge loaded with gold." I've seen toads with straighter faces than he had on.


  I bet they heard my teeth grind all the way to the waterfront.


  "Maya Garrett?" Morley said. "It does have a ring." He looked at the ratman. "Shote. How you doing? I thought you didn't have anything going, Garrett." He was having a hell of a time keeping from laughing.


  "I didn't. Now I do. Somebody offed Pokey Pigotta. I want to ask them why."


  That took the grin off his clock. "You taking it personal?" He thinks I take everything personal.


  "I don't know. Pokey was all right, but he wasn't really a friend. I just want to know why he turned up dead where he did."


  Morley waited for me to tell him where and when. I disappointed him. I asked Shote, "Are you ready? Let's go."


  Maya downed the rest of my celery drink and pushed away from the counter. She grinned at me.


  Morley asked, "Mind if I tag along?"


  "Not at all." He'd be useful if we walked into something.
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  I expected the dead man's friends would have collected him, but when we reached that death-trap alley, there he was, taking it easy, like a drunk sleeping it off.


  "They left this one where he croaked," I said. "At least one more was bleeding when they left."


  The ratman grunted and started sniffing around.


  "Morley, I want to show you something." I had Maya hold the lantern while I pantsed the dead guy.


  "What are you, some kind of pervert?" Morley asked.


  "Just take a look. Ever seen anything like this?"


  Morley looked for a long time. Then he shuddered and shook his head. "No. I've never seen anything like that. That's sick. Crazy sick. How did you know? What have you gotten yourself into?"


  "This is the fifth one today. All cut bald." I didn't go into detail.


  Morley said, "Why would anybody let somebody do that?"


  "There are a lot of crazies in this world, old buddy."


  "I didn't think there was anybody that crazy."


  "That's because you think with yours."


  "Ha! The pot calling the kettle black."


  "If you're ready?" The ratman sounded offended.


  "Whenever you are," I told him.


  "One man went on from here. He was wounded, as you surmised." Put me in my place. He led off, dropping to all fours so his legs folded up like a grasshopper's hind legs. That hurt just to see but didn't bother him. He snuffled and muttered and scooted along, growling at Maya to douse the damned light.


  The trail turned south, headed across town a mile, a mile and a half into a better part of the city, not wealthy like the Hill and the neighborhoods clinging to its skirts, but definitely middle-class.


  I began to get the feeling I'd missed something important. I suspected I knew something I didn't know I knew. I tried going over everything.


  I should know better than to force it. That never works. Thinking just confuses me.


  The stalk turned out to be a giant anticlimax. We caught our quarry in another alleyway. "Dead as a wedge," Shote announced. "Been gone a couple of hours."


  "He was alone?" Morley asked.


  "Did I tell you he was alone? I told you he was alone. He was alone."


  "Touchy, touchy."


  Maya searched the body. I hadn't done that with the others, except cursorily. I expect it would have been a waste of time. Maya didn't find anything.


  Morley said, "I didn't know old Pokey had it in him. He was always a talker. He could bullshit his way out of anything."


  "I don't think he had time to talk."


  Maya asked, "What do we do now, Garrett?"


  "I don't know." My inclination was to go home and sleep. We'd hit a dead end here. "We could keep going the way we were headed, see if we run into anything that bites."


  Morley said, "There's nothing ahead but the Dead Zone, the Dream Quarter, and the Slough of Despond." Those were vulgar names for the diplomatic community, the area where TunFaire's religions maintain their principal temples, and the tight island where the city maintains two workhouses and a jail, a madhouse, and a branch of the Bledsoe charity hospital. The Slough is surrounded by a high curtain wall, not to keep anyone in or out but to mask the interior so as not to offend the eyes of passersby headed for the Dead Zone or the Dream Quarter.


  There was a lot more to the South End, including industry, fairgrounds, shipyards, acres and acres of graveyards, and most of the Karentine Army's city facilities. But I thought I caught what Morley meant.


  There was a chance our dead madmen had originated in one of those three areas. I'd be hard put to decide which was the craziest.


  I said, "Whoever sent those guys might be wondering what happened to them. I'm going back where Pokey got it and see if anybody turns up."


  Maya thought that was a good idea. Morley shrugged. "I've had a long day. I'm going to get some sleep. I'd be interested in hearing if you find something, Garrett. Want to head back, Shote?"


  The ratman grunted.


  I had a thought. That happens. So do lunar eclipses. "Wait up. I want you to look at something. Everybody." I took out my coin card. "Shine the light on this, Maya."


  "Temple coinage," Morley said. "Can't tell what temple."


  Maya and Shote couldn't tell me anything, either.


  Morley asked, "It have anything to do with this?"


  "No. These have to do with who sicced Snowball on me. Whoever hired him paid him in these."


  Morley pruned his lips. "Check the Royal Assay. They're supposed to keep samples of private coinages."


  That was a good idea. I wished I'd thought of it. I thanked him and said good night.
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  Maya and I had a quiet walk back. Maybe she was as worn out as I was. I didn't try to make conversation.


  I tried to stay alert. It was late for chukos but I was crossing town with the war chief of the Doom, showing her colors, asking for trouble if she was spotted.


  Trouble didn't find us. We saw mostly ratpeople sweeping streets, clearing trash, scrounging, stealing whatever wasn't nailed down. I have to admit they contribute, mainly by doing work no one else wants. They are industrious.


  I went back to the steps where Maya and I had been sitting when Jill brought the bad news. The moon had moved along. The place was no longer in the light. Jill's building was. I watched.


  Maya helped. She seemed disinclined to head for her lair. After a while, she said, "The Vampires were really trying to kill you?"


  "Sure seemed like it." I shrugged. "Doesn't matter now."


  "Huh? That Snowball is crazy. He'll try again."


  Was she kidding? "No he won't. He really is dead, Maya."


  The look she gave me.


  After that we didn't talk much.


  I ran out of patience. Weariness will do that. "I'm going over there. See what happened while we were roaming."


  Maya followed me. She moved like she was worn out. At eighteen? After only these few hours? Hell, I was the old-timer here.


  We had no trouble getting in the street door, same as before. That implied the place had heavyweight protection, something to check on, though it would lead back to Chodo if the women were what I thought. If the place was his and he found out who sent those men, somebody was in for hard times. Chodo's enforcers go after their jobs with the gusto and arrogance of tax collectors. They don't stop coming and they don't leave you anywhere to hide.


  The place was quiet. The keepers had gone home to less winsome company. The kept were asleep, visions of presents prancing in their pretty heads.


  We went up slowly, carefully. Earlier there had been lamps to light the way, but now they were dark. I figured the caretaker had extinguished them but I wasn't going to dance into an ambush because it seemed unlikely.


  We reached Jill's door. I listened. Nothing. I pushed the door. It swung inward, as it should, quietly. I stuck my head inside.


  All but two lamps had burned out, and those wouldn't be with us long. I saw no evidence that we weren't alone. "See if you can find some oil." While she looked I checked the corpses. They hadn't walked away.


  I came back to find Maya filling lamps. "Long as we're here I'm going to toss the place. Those guys were looking for something and they didn't find it."


  "How do you figure?" She got a couple of refills burning.


  "They didn't have anything when we found them. And we accounted for all of them. So whatever it was it's here or wasn't here to begin with." I thought. I hoped.


  "Oh."


  "I'll do this room first so we can get the lights out. Keep an eye on the street. Anyone comes, holler."


  I ripped the room apart. Jill would be pissed if she found out. I wouldn't tell her. Let her think the bad boys did it.


  I demolished furnishings. I looked for secret hiding places. I didn't find doodly squat. And Maya didn't see anything in the street.


  "Darken the room so nobody will see the lights and wonder. Stay back a few feet so the moonlight doesn't hit your face." I recalled the face she'd seen in the window of a supposedly empty apartment. Maybe we'd take a look in there, too.


  "All right."


  "Getting tired?" She sounded it.


  "Yes."


  "I'll hurry."


  "If you're going to do it, do it right. I'll stay awake."


  I hoped so. I didn't need a surprise like the one Pokey got.


  I did the walk-in next. All I found out was that Jill couldn't get rid of anything. There are two kinds—sentimentalists who keep everything for what it meant, and the ex-poor, who keep everything as a hedge against revenant poverty. I pegged Jill for the latter.


  I hit the kitchen next. All I learned there was that Jill didn't eat at home. In fact, as I went along, despite the heap of stuff in the walk-in, I began to suspect that Jill didn't really live there, but just kept stuff there and met someone there.


  I stalled doing the bedroom until I'd drawn blanks everywhere else. I didn't want to keep climbing over Pokey, reminded that life is chancy for guys like us. It might be enough to rattle me into getting a job.


  I didn't like it but I went at it, doing a fast round first, in case something turned up the easy way.


  It didn't. I hadn't counted on it, anyway. The only thing that comes easy is trouble.


  I went after it the hard way.


  Still nothing.


  Well, Jill hadn't struck me as stupid. She'd had plenty of storm warnings.


  I wondered if she'd carried whatever it was over to my place. I hadn't watched her pack. Sure she had, if it had been here and was portable.


  Had I just wasted a couple of hours I could have spent sleeping?


  I made only one find of more than passing interest.


  A small chest of drawers stood beside the bed. It was an expensive piece. The top drawer was just two inches deep. Jill had used it to dump small change. There had to be a pound of copper in there. Junk money to her, probably, though there were characters on the street who would take her head off for less.


  I sat on the bed, pulled the drawer into my lap, and stirred its contents. The coins weren't all copper. Maybe one in twenty was a silver tenth mark.


  The mix was eclectic, new and old, royal and private, as you'd expect of general change. Should I let Maya know the rainbow ended here?


  Whoa! A perfect, mint-condition brother of the copper coin on the card in my pocket. A gem of the minter's art. I fished it out.


  It meant nothing, of course. . . .


  "Garrett!" Maya called.


  I shoved the drawer into the chest and headed for the front room. "What you got?"


  "Take a look."


  I looked. Six men moved around the street below, furtive, studiously ignoring the building while they talked.


  Maya asked, "How do we get out?"


  "We don't. Keep watching. I'll be across the hall. Let me know when they come inside." I got a lamp, scurried across the hall, knelt, and got to work with a skinny knife.


  I had the door open when Maya arrived. "Four are coming in."


  I doused the lamp and moved forward into darkness, assuming the layout to reflect that of Jill's apartment, going slowly so I wouldn't get bushwhacked by rogue furniture.


  I'd gone about eight feet when somebody knocked me ass over appetite. I never saw him, just heard his feet and Maya's squeak as he pushed past her. I fought off a man-eating chair with fourteen arms and legs. "Close the door. Quietly."


  She did. "What do we do now?"


  "Sit tight and hope they don't break in here. You carrying?"


  "My knife."


  They always have that. For chukos the knife is who they are. Without it they're just civilians.


  "You get a look at that guy?"


  "Not really. He was bald. He was carrying something. A corner of it hit me in the tit. I thought I'd scream."


  "Don't talk like that."


  "What'd I say?"


  "You know. . . . Ssh!" They were in the hall. They were trying to be quiet but had invaded unfamiliar territory in the dark.


  Maya whispered, "He had a funny nose, too."


  "Funny how?"


  "Big and bent. Like it was broken or something."


  "Sshh."


  We waited. After a while I sent Maya to watch from the window, in case they left without us hearing them. I got into ambush near the door in case they decided to drop in. I wondered what had become of the guy who had run out. If he'd been one of them we'd have had company by now. And if he'd run into them there would have been some kind of uproar.


  It was a long wait. The sky had begun to show some color when Maya said, "They're leaving."


  I went and watched. The two biggest men each carried one of the lighter corpses. The other two carried the heavier corpse. The whole bunch got out of there fast.


  I figured the smart thing would be to follow their example. So of course I took my dead lamp across the hall to see if I couldn't get it lit.


  I was so long Maya was in a panic when I got back. "They cleaned the place up so it looks like nothing happened."


  "Why would they do that?"


  "You tell me and we'll both know."


  "You going to follow those guys?"


  "No."


  "But—"


  "There are six of them and one of me and they're going to be looking for trouble. They're real nervous right now, I guarantee you. I've been there. If they've got the sense the gods gave a duck they'll get rid of those bodies fast, then scatter. And anyway, I'm so tired I couldn't not walk into something. The best thing we can do is get some sleep."


  "You're just going to drop it?" There was a peculiar edge to her voice.


  "What's it matter to you?"


  "How am I going to learn?"


  "You don't have an audience here, Maya." That proved how tired I was.


  She took it like a slap in the face. She didn't have anything to say after that.


  I glanced around a minute later. Maya wasn't with me anymore.


  I suffered a twinge of self-disgust. I hadn't needed to stomp all over her. She'd had enough of that from the rest of the world.
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  I slept past noon. When I stumbled into the kitchen I found Jill Craight with Dean, the two of them chattering like old girlfriends who'd been out of touch for years. Jill asked brightly, "What did you find out last night?"


  Dean looked expectant. I hadn't told him anything when he'd let me in. I'd growled and snorted and stamped hooves some and gone to bed. Anything he knew he'd gotten from Jill.


  "A whole bunch of nothing," I grumbled. I plopped into a chair. It barked back at me. "That damned Pokey put up too damned good a fight. Both guys that got out croaked before they got wherever they were headed."


  Dean filled my teacup. "Mr. Garrett is a little ragged before he's had breakfast."


  I folded my lips back in a snarl.


  "Don't work so hard at it, Garrett," Jill said. "I know you're a wolf."


  "Ouch."


  She laughed. That surprised me. Snow queens can't have a sense of humor. That's in the rule book somewhere.


  She said, "So they're all dead. That mean it's over?"


  "No. They didn't find what they were after. But you deal with that however you want. It's your problem."


  Dean brought me a platter piled with rewarmed biscuits, a pot of honey, butter, apple juice, and more tea. Just a morning snack for the boss. But the boss's houseguest had eaten better than the king had this morning.


  Jill looked at me. "You said Pokey did too well. Who is Pokey?"


  I had stepped right in that time. I would have to be more careful not to put that foot in my mouth. "Pokey Pigotta. The skinny dead man in your apartment. He was in the same business as me, more or less. You paid him, he found things out, took care of things for you. He was the best at what he did, but his luck ran out."


  "You knew him?"


  "There aren't a lot of us in this racket. We know each other."


  Dean looked at me weird. He didn't give me away.


  She thought a bit. "You couldn't guess who might have sent him, could you?"


  I did have a notion and planned to check it out. "No."


  "Looks like I'll have to try to hire you again. I can't live like this."


  "You ever tried running through the woods in the dark?"


  "No. Why?"


  "You do, you keep smashing your face against things you can't see. Running in the dark can shorten your life. I don't run in the dark."


  She got the message. There was no way I'd work for her if she wouldn't tell me what was going on. "I have a prior commitment, anyway."


  "What's that?"


  "Somebody tried to kill me. I want to find out who."


  She didn't try to con me out of that.


  I told her, "Get Saucerhead Tharpe. He's no investigative genius but he'll keep you safe. You thought about what might've happened if you'd been home when those guys dropped in?"


  I could see that she had. She was worried.


  "Get a hold of Saucerhead." I got up. I told her how to find Tharpe. "Dean, on the off chance Maya turns up, tell her I apologize for running my mouth. For a minute I forgot she wasn't a civilian."


  Dean's face pruned up and I knew he was going to say something I didn't want to hear. "Mr. Garrett?" There it was. Hard proof. Bad news, bad news. "Miss Tate was here this morning."


  "Yes?"


  He wilted. "I. . . . Uh. . . ."


  "What did she say?"


  "Well, I. . . . Uh. . . . Actually, Jill . . . Miss Craight answered the door. Miss Tate left before I could explain."


  That was my gal Tinnie. She kept her gorgeous figure through vigorous exercise jumping to conclusions.


  "Thanks." I wasted a raised eyebrow on him. "I'm going out." I did. I stood on the front stoop and wondered what else could go wrong.


  I figured I had two choices. I could go to the Royal Assay Office to check the provenance of the temple coinage or I could go to the Dream Quarter after Magister Peridont and the answer to a question that had nagged me since I'd found Pokey.


  Or I could find Tinnie. But right now hunting thunder-lizards held more appeal.


  The Assay Office seemed of more immediate interest, yet. . . . I took out the coin I'd swiped from Jill's drawer. I flipped it. Well. The Grand Inquisitor it was.


  I started walking. Though I shuffled along and might have looked preoccupied, I was reasonably alert. I noticed, for example, that the sky was overcast and a chill breeze was as busy as a litter of kittens tumbling leaves and trash. There wasn't much else to notice as far as I could see.
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  Chattaree, the Church's citadel-cum-cathedral, sits at the hub of the Dream Quarter. I looked it over from across the avenue. How many millions of marks did it take to erect that limestone monstrosity? How many more to keep it up?


  In a city where you see uglies as a matter of course, artisans had had to stretch to make Chattaree hideous. Ten thousand fabulous beasties snarl and roar from the cathedral's exterior—supposedly to keep Sin at bay. The Church has that neatly personified in a platoon of nasty minor demons. Maybe the uglies work. They gave me the creeps as I started across to the cathedral steps.


  There are forty of those. Each has a name and they surround the cathedral completely. It looks like somebody started to build a pyramid and suffered a change of heart a third of the way through the project. The cathedral itself starts thirty feet above street level, all soaring spires covered with curlicues and ugly boys. The steps are uneven in width and height to make running difficult for unfriendly people in a hurry to drop in. There was a time when rivalries between sects were less restrained.


  The dungeons where Magister Peridont reputedly had his fun were supposed to exist as catacombs wormholed into the foundations beneath the steps.


  Halfway up I met an old priest. He smiled and nodded benevolently, one of those guys who are what priests are supposed to be, and as a consequence, remain at the foot of the episcopal ladder throughout their lives.


  "Excuse me, Father," I said. "Can you tell me how to find Magister Peridont?"


  He seemed disappointed. He studied me and saw I wasn't one of the faithful. That left him perplexed. "Are you sure, my son?"


  "I'm sure. He invited me over, but I've never been here before. I don't know my way around."


  He looked at me funny again. I guess people don't come prancing in looking for Malevechea every day. He gave me a lot of near-gibberish Church cant. Boiled down, it told me I should ask the guy on guard duty inside the cathedral door.


  "Thanks, Father."


  "For nothing, my son. Have a pleasant day."


  I clambered to door level and surveyed the Dream Quarter. The Church's nearest neighbor was also its most bitter competitor. The sprawling grounds of the Orthodox basilica and bastion began a hundred yards to the west. Its domes and towers looked somber behind surrounding trees. People came and went at the minority temple but nothing moved over there. It was as silent as a place under siege. I guess the scandals were bad for business.


  I stepped in out of the gloom, found the guard and woke him up. He didn't like that. He liked it even less when I told him what I wanted.


  "What do you want him for?"


  "About twenty minutes."


  He didn't get it, which was why he had a guard's job. He wasn't smart enough for anything else. He wasn't your everyday parish priest. He was a no-neck kind of guy who probably should have been a wrestler. His frown threatened to fold a mountain range in the center of his forehead. He deduced that I was poking fun and didn't like it.


  I told him, "Me and the Magister are old war buddies. Tell him Garrett is here."


  A second mountain range rose atop the first. An old buddy of Malevechea? He knew he'd better be careful until he got the go-ahead to stomp me. "I'll tell him you're here. You keep an eye out. Don't let nobody carry nothing off." He looked at me like he wondered if maybe I might plunder the altars.


  It was not a bad idea if you could get away with it. You'd need a train of wagons to haul the goodies away.


  He was gone a while. I hung around beaming at passersby. The regulars did a double take and frowned, but went about their business when I told them, "New on the job. Don't mind me." A dumb smiled helped.


  The guard came back looking perplexed. His world was tilting. He'd expected Peridont to tell him to bounce me down all forty steps. "You're supposed to come with me."


  I followed him, surprised that it had been so simple. I trod warily. When it's easy you don't go barefoot because there's always a snake in the grass.


  I didn't see any prisoners. I didn't hear any wails of despair. But the ways we followed were narrow and dark and damp and rat-haunted and sure would have made nice dungeons. Hell, I was disappointed.


  No-Neck brought me to a cadaverous, bald, hooknosed character about fifty years old. "This is the guy. Garrett."


  Hawknose gave me the fisheye. "Very well. I'll take charge. Return to your post." His voice was a heavy, breathy rasp, like somebody had smashed his voice box for him. It's hard to describe how creepy it was, but it gave me the feeling he was the guy who had all the fun tightening the thumbscrews.


  He gave me the evil eye. "Why do you want to see the Magister?"


  "Why do you want to know?"


  That caught him off balance, like what I wanted really wasn't any of his business.


  He looked away, got himself under control, grabbed papers off his escritoire. "Come with me, please."


  He led me through a maze of passages. I tried to picture him as the guy who'd run over me and Maya last night. He had no hair and a weird nose but was about a foot too tall. He tapped on a door. "Sampson, Magister. I've brought the man Garrett."


  "Show him in."


  He did. Behind the door lay a chamber twenty feet by twenty and cheerful for a place that was buried. Magister Peridont didn't have ascetic tastes, either. "Doing all right for yourself, I see."


  Hawknose pursed his lips, handed over his papers, bowed toward Peridont, and hurried out, closing up behind me.


  I waited. Peridont didn't say anything. I told him, "That Sampson is a creep."


  Peridont put the papers on a table twelve feet long and four wide. They vanished in the litter already there. "Sampson has social disabilities. But he makes up for that. So. You've reconsidered?"


  "Possibly. I'll need some information before I make up my mind. It may have become personal."


  That puzzled him. He studied me. I was doing a boggle on everybody today. It's all in knowing how, I guess. "Let's have the questions, then. I want you on the team."


  I never trust guys who want to be my pal. They always want something I don't want to give.


  I showed him the coins. "You recognize these?"


  He placed the card on his table, put on bifocals as he sat down. He stared for half a minute and took his cheaters off. "No, I don't. Sorry. Do these have a bearing on our business?"


  "Not that I know of. I thought you might know who put them out. They're temple coinage."


  "Sorry. That's strange, isn't it? I should." He perched those bifocals on the tip of his nose and eyed the coins again. He handed me the card. "Curious."


  I'd tried. "More to the point. Did you hire somebody else when I turned you down?"


  He poked at that question before he admitted he had.


  "It wouldn't have been Pokey Pigotta, would it? Wesley Pigotta?"


  He wouldn't answer that one.


  "It's a small field. I know everybody. They know me. Pokey would have suited your requirements. And he took on a new client right after I turned you down."


  "Is this important?"


  "If you did hire Pokey, you're short a hired hand. He got himself killed last night."


  His start and pallor answered my question.


  "So. A big setback?"


  "Yes. Tell me about it. When, where, how, who. And why you know about it."


  "When: last night after dark sometime. Where: an apartment on Shindlow Street. I can't tell you who. Four men were involved. None survived. I know about it because the person who found the bodies asked me what to do about them."


  He grunted, thought. I waited. He asked, "That's why you came? Pigotta's death?"


  "Yes." That was partly true.


  "He was a friend?"


  "An acquaintance. We respected each other but kept our distance. We knew we might butt heads someday."


  "I don't quite see your interest."


  "Somebody tried to kill me, too. Me and Pokey both doesn't read coincidence to me. I talk to you and somebody tries to off me. You hire Pokey, he gets it. I wonder why but even more I wonder who. I want to cool him down. If that helps you, so be it."


  "Excellent. By all means, if the people responsible for Pigotta's death tried to kill you too."


  "So who did it?"


  "I don't follow you, Mr. Garrett."


  "Come on. If somebody wants in your way bad enough to kill anybody you talk to, you ought to know who. There can't be so many you can't pick somebody out of the crowd."


  "Unfortunately, I can't. When I tried to hire you I told you I think there's a concerted effort to discredit Faith, but I don't have one iota of evidence that points in any particular direction."


  I gave him my eyebrow trick in its sarcastic mode. He wasn't impressed. I'll have to learn to wiggle my ears. "If you want me to find somebody or something—like the Warden and his Relics—you'll have to give me somewhere to start. I can't just yell ‘Where the hell are you?' Finding somebody is like picking apart an old sweater. You just keep pulling loose threads till everything comes apart. But you have to have the loose threads. What did you give Pokey? Why was he where he was when he got killed?"


  Peridont got up. He prowled. He lived on another plane. He was deaf to anything he didn't want to hear. Or was he? "I'm disturbed, Mr. Garrett. Being outside this you miss the more troublesome implications. And they, I regret, tie my hands and seal my lips. For the moment."


  "Oh?" I gave my talented eyebrow one last chance.


  He missed it again. "I want your help, Mr. Garrett. Very much. But what you've told me puts matters into a new perspective. Contrary to popular imagining I'm not a law unto myself. I'm one tree in a forest of hierarchy."


  "A tall tree."


  He smiled. "Yes. A tall one. But only one. I'll have to consult my peers and ask for a policy decision. Bear with me a few hours. If they want to pursue this I'll give you the information at my disposal. Whatever the decision, I'll be in touch. I'll see you're compensated for what you've already done."


  How very thoughtful of him. How did such a nice guy get such a nasty reputation?


  He was being nice because he wanted something he couldn't get by tossing me into a cell and pulling my nails. I said, "I have to get moving on my own hunt."


  "I'll get in touch at your home. Before you go—"


  I interrupted. "The name Jill Craight mean anything to you?"


  "No. Should it?"


  "I don't know. Pokey died in an apartment occupied by a Jill Craight."


  "I see. Would you hold on a minute?" He opened a cabinet. "I don't want to lose another man. I want you to take something as a hedge against the kind of surprises that got Pigotta." He pawed around amongst several hundred small bottles and phials, selected three.


  He placed those on the table, three colorful soldiers all in a row: royal blue, ruby, and emerald. Each bottle was two inches tall. Each had a cork stopper. He said, "The ultimate product of my art. Use the blue where maximum confusion would benefit you. Use the green where death is your only other out. Break the bottles or just unstop them. That doesn't matter."


  He took a deep breath, lifted the red bottle carefully. "This is the heavyweight. Be careful. It's deadly. Throw it against a hard surface at least fifty feet away. You don't want to be any closer. Run if you have the chance. Got that?"


  I nodded.


  "Be careful. Twenty years from now I want to tip one with you and reminisce about the bad old days."


  "Careful is my middle name, Magister." I put the bottles away gingerly, where I could grab them in a hurry. Garrett never argues with a gift horse. I can always deal it to the glue works.


  I sneaked a peek at his cabinet. What could those other bottles do? They came in every color. "Thanks. I can find my way out." I shot my final question as I neared the door. "You ever hear of a cult that cuts its members? Takes all their equipment, not just their testicles?"


  He blanched. I mean, he really turned white. For a second I thought his hair would change. But he showed no other reaction. He lied, "No. That's grisly. Is it important?"


  Lie to me, I'll lie to you. "No. It came up in a bull session the other night. The weather was pretty drunk out. Somebody heard something like that from somebody who heard something about it from somebody else. You know how that goes. You can't trace the source."


  "Yes. Good day, Mr. Garrett." Suddenly he wanted me out of there.


  "Good day, Magister."


  I closed the door behind me. Smiling Sampson was right there to make sure I had no trouble finding the street.
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  A drizzle had started. The breeze had freshened. I put my head down and walked into it, grumbling. I wouldn't be out in this if the world would learn to leave me alone. How thoughtless of it.


  Head down with not much going on inside—some would say that's the normal state of my bean—I trudged toward that small district beyond the Hill where both city and Crown maintain their civil offices. I hoped the Royal Assay people could tell me what Peridont wouldn't.


  He had recognized the coins.


  I didn't believe much of what he'd told me—though some of it might have been true. I disbelieved only selectively. I took nothing at face. Everywhere I turned religion popped up, and that's a game of masks and deceits and illusions if ever there was one.


  My course took me within a block of the Blue Bottle, where curiosities Smith and Smith had holed up. Wouldn't hurt to stop by, see what Maya had missed.


  The place didn't look promising. There'd been no upkeep done in my lifetime. But it was a cut above places where all you got for your copper was a place on a rope that would support you while you slept standing up.


  It was the sort of place frequented by the poor and the lowest-order bad boys. The people who operated it wouldn't be eager to talk. I'd have to use my wits to get anything.


  Not always the best hope with me.


  The interior delivered the promise of the outside. I stepped into a dingy common room inhabited only by a flock of three winebirds hard at their trade. Some invisible force had pushed them to the extremities of the room. One was educating himself in a continuous muttered monotone. I couldn't make out one word in five but he seemed to be engaged in a furious debate on social issues. His opponent wasn't apparent and seemed to have a hard time making himself heard.


  I didn't see anybody who looked like a proprietor. Nobody responded to the bell over the door. "Yo! Anybody home?"


  That didn't bring any customer-conscious landlord charging in from his toils in the kitchen. But one of the silent drunks detached himself from his chair and reeled toward me. "Wha'cha need? Room?"


  "Looking for a couple of my pals, Smith and Smith, supposed to be staying here."


  He leaned against the serving counter, bathed me in fumes and knotted his face into a ruddy prune. "Uh. Oh. Third floor. Door at the end." He didn't work up much disappointment over the fact that I wasn't going to put money in his pocket.


  "Thanks, pal." I gave him a couple of coppers. "Have one on me."


  He looked at the coins like he couldn't figure out what they were. While he pondered the mystery I went upstairs. Carefully. The way those steps creaked and sagged it was only a matter of hours until one collapsed.


  I wasn't disappointed by the third floor, either. It was more like a half story—five rooms under the eaves, two to either side of a claustrophobically narrow hall and one at the end. Two of the side rooms didn't have a hanging to ensure privacy. One still had a door that hung on one hinge, immobile. My destination was a door that wouldn't close because of a warp in the floor. The Smiths weren't home. Surprise, surprise. I hadn't expected them to be after their encounter with the Doom. I pushed inside.


  Whatever plot or conspiracy or outfit the Smiths were with, it was miserly. They'd slept on blankets on the floor. And they hadn't had a change of clothing to leave behind.


  I started going over the room anyway. You never know when something minute will make everything fall together.


  I was on my knees looking into the canyons between floorboards when the hallway floor creaked. I looked over my shoulder.


  The woman looked like the Dead Man's wife. There was enough of her to make four women with some to spare. How had she gotten that close without raising a roar? How had the stairway survived? Why was the building standing? It was top-heavy enough to tip over.


  "What the hell you doing, boy?"


  She was spoiling for a fight and there wouldn't be any getting around it. "Why do you ask?"


  "Because I want to know, shithead."


  So it don't always work.


  She was carrying a club, a real man-sized head-buster. I pitied the guy who got hit when she got her weight behind it.


  It looked like I might get a chance to practice my self-pity if I didn't use those wits I'd been daydreaming about. "Who the hell are you? What the hell are you doing sticking your face in my room?"


  When you don't have space to dazzle them with your footwork you try baffling them with bullshit.


  "Your room? What the hell you yelling, boy? This room belongs to two guys named Smith."


  "The guy I paid said take this room. I did what he told me. You got a problem with that you take it up with the management."


  She glared at me. "That goddamned Blake up to his old tricks, eh?" Then she yelled, "I am the management, shithead! You been conned by a wino. Now get your ass out of here. And don't come whining to me for your money back."


  What a dreamboat.


  She turned around and stomped away. I held onto the floor. If the building went I could ride it down. She kept grumbling. "I'm going to kill that sonofabitch this time."


  What a sweetheart. It was a good thing she didn't get physical, because I don't think I could have taken her.


  I did some more quick looking, but when the yelling started downstairs I figured it was time I made my getaway.


  Then I spotted something.


  It was a copper coin all the way down in a crack. I whipped out a knife and started digging.


  There was no reason to believe the coin had been lost by the Smiths. It could have been there for a hundred years.


  It could have been. But I never believed that for a second.


  Maybe I wished hard enough. That scrungy little hunk of copper was the brother of those I'd collected already.


  Click. Click. Click. Pieces started falling together. Everything was part of the same puzzle, except, improbably, Magister Peridont. Improbably because he'd lied. He knew something about what was going on even if he wasn't involved himself.


  It was time to go.
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  Big Momma was in full cry when I hit the bottom of the stairs. She was after the drunk I'd tipped. He dodged her with the nimbleness of long practice. She took a mighty swing as I arrived, but missed him. Her club smashed a bite out of a table. She yowled and cursed the day she'd married him.


  The muttering drunk paid no attention. Maybe he was a regular and had seen it all before. The other drunk had disappeared. I thought he'd set a good example.


  I slid toward the door.


  Big Momma spotted me. She whooped. "You sonofabitch! You lying sonofabitch!" She headed my way like a galleon under full sail.


  I'm not a fool every time. I got the hell out of there. The drunken husband must have zigged when he should have zagged. He came flying through the doorway, ass over appetite, and lay panting and puking in the drizzle. The woman did some yelling but didn't come out for the kill. When she quieted down I went to see how the guy was.


  He had scrapes and a bloody nose and needed throwing into a river but he'd survive. "Come on." I offered him a hand up.


  He took it, got up, teetered, looked at me with eyes that wouldn't focus. "You really done it to me, man."


  "Yeah. Sorry about that. I didn't know your personal situation was so bad."


  He shrugged. "Once she calms down she'll beg me to come back. A lot of women don't got any husband at all."


  "That's true."


  "And I don't cheat on her or beat her."


  Somehow I couldn't picture him as a wife-beater. Not with that wife.


  He asked, "What the hell were you trying to do, anyway?"


  "Find out something about those guys Smith and Smith. Some friends of theirs killed a buddy of mine. Come on. Let's go somewhere out of the wet."


  "Why should I believe anything you tell me after the stories you told already?" His speech wasn't that clear but that's what he wanted to say.


  He was unhappy with me but that didn't keep him from tagging along. He muttered, "I need to get cleaned up."


  So he wasn't all the way gone to wine. Yet. There's a point beyond which they just don't care.


  I led him to a place a couple blocks away, as seedy as his own. It was a little more densely populated—five guys had gotten there ahead of us—but the ambience was the same: gloom laden with despair.


  The operator was more businesslike. A frail ancient slattern, she was on us before we got through the doorway. She made faces at my newfound friend.


  "We need something to eat," I told her. "Beer for me and tea for my buddy. You got someplace he can clean himself up?" A flash of silver stilled her protests.


  "Follow me," she told him. To me, "Take that table there."


  "Sure. Thanks." I let them get out of the room before I went to the door for a peek outside. I hadn't imagined anything. Mumbles had followed us. He was doing his routine against a wall down the street. I suppose he was talking about the weather.


  If he'd taken a notion to keep an eye on me he wouldn't be going anywhere. I could handle him when I wanted. I planted myself at the appointed table and waited for my beer. The prospect of the kind of food such places served depressed me.


  My pal didn't look much better when he came back but he did smell sweeter. That was improvement enough for me. "You look better," I lied.


  "Bullshit." He dropped into a chair, slouched way down. The old woman brought beer and tea. He gripped his mug with both hands and looked at me. "So what do you want, pal?"


  "I want to know about Smith and Smith."


  "Not much to tell. Them wasn't their real names."


  "No! Do tell. How long did they stay there?"


  "They first come two weeks ago. Some old guy come with them. Paid for them to stay, room and board, for a month. He was a cold fish. Eyes like a basilisk. They wasn't none of them from TunFaire."


  That got my attention. "How do you figure?"


  "Their accents, man. More like KroenStat or CyderBen, somewhere out there, only not quite. Wasn't one I ever heard before. But it was like some. You get what I'm saying?"


  "Yeah." I got it. Sometimes I catch on real fast. "That man who came with them. Did he have a name? What was he like?"


  "I told you what he was like. Cold, man. Like a lifetaker. He didn't exactly encourage you to ask questions. One of the Smiths called him Brother Jersey."


  "Jerce?"


  "Yeah. That's it."


  Well, well. The very boy who hired Snowball and Doc. That coin from up there maybe didn't prove anything but this did. "Any idea how I could find him? He's got to be the guy who had my friend killed."


  "Nope. He said he'd come around again if Smith and Smith had to stay more than a month."


  "What about them? Anything on them?"


  "You kidding? They never said three words. Didn't socialize. Ate in their room. Mostly they was out."


  I nibbled at him this way and that while we ate a chicken and dumpling mess that wasn't half bad. I couldn't get anything else until I showed him my coin collection.


  He barely glanced at them. "Sure. That's the kind that Brother Jersey used to pay the rent. I noticed on account of most all of them was new. You don't see a bunch of new all together at once."


  You don't. It was a dumb move, calling attention that way. Except Jerce probably figured Smith and Smith would never get made.


  "Thanks." I paid up.


  "Been a help?"


  "Some." I gave him a silver tenth mark for his trouble. "Don't spend it all in one place."


  He ordered wine before I got to the door.


  I went out thinking I had to bone up on my geography. KroenStat and CyderBen are out west and west-northwest, good Karentine cities but a far piece overland. I'd never been out that way. I didn't know much about the region.


  I also thought about asking Jill Craight a few more questions. She was in the center of the action. She knew a lot more than she'd admitted.


  Mumbles was on the job. I'd make it easy for him to stick if he wanted—if he wasn't following my drunken buddy or wasn't there by absurd coincidence. I didn't care if I was followed.
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  I was followed.


  The drizzle tapered off to nothing most of my walk. But as I neared the Royal Assay Office the sky opened up. I ducked inside grinning, leaving Mumbles to deal with it.


  Considering the size of Karenta as a kingdom and considering TunFaire's significance as largest city and chief commercial center, the Assay Office was a shabby little disappointment. It was about nine feet wide, with no windows. A service counter stood athwart it six feet inside. There was no one behind that. The walls were hidden behind glass plates fronting cases that contained samples of coins both current and obsolete. Two antique chairs and a lot of dust completed the decor.


  No one came out though a bell had rung as I entered.


  I studied the specimens.


  After a while somebody decided I wouldn't go away.


  The guy who came out was a scarecrow, in his seventies or eighties, as tall as me but weighing half as much. He was thoroughly put out by my insistence on being served. He wheezed, "We close in half an hour."


  "I shouldn't need ten minutes. I need information on an unfamiliar coinage."


  "What? What do you think this is?"


  "The Royal Assay Office. The place you go when you wonder if somebody is slipping you bad money." I figured I could develop a dislike for that old man fast. I restrained myself. You can't get a lot of leverage on minions of the state. I showed him my card. "These look like temple coinage but I don't recognize them. Nobody I know does, either. And I can't find them in the samples here."


  He'd been primed to give me a hard time but the gold coin caught his eye. "Temple emission, eh? Gold?" He took the card, gave the coins a once-over. "Temple, all right. And I've never seen anything like them. And I been here sixty years." He came around the counter and eyeballed the coins on one section of wall, shook his head, snorted, and muttered, "I know better than to think I'd forget." He hobbled around the counter again to get a scale and some weights then took the gold coin off the card and weighed it. He grunted, took it off the scale, gouged it to make sure it was gold all the way through. Then he fiddled with a couple other tests I figured were meant to check the alloy.


  I studied the specimens quietly, careful not to attract attention. Nowhere did I spy a design akin to the eight-legged fabulous beasties on those coins. Real creepies, they looked like.


  "The coins appear to be genuine," the old man said. He shook his head. "It's been a while since I was stumped. Are there many circulating?"


  "Those are all I've seen but I hear there's a lot more." I recalled my drunk's remark about accents. "Could they be from out of town?"


  He examined the gold piece's edge. "This has a TunFaire reeding pattern." He thought a moment. "But if they're old, say from a treasure, that wouldn't mean anything. Reeding patterns and city marks weren't standardized until a hundred fifty years ago."


  Hell, practically the night before last. But I didn't say that out loud. The old boy was caught up in the mystery. He'd already worked past his half hour. I decided not to break his concentration.


  "There'll be something in the records in back."


  I bet on his professional curiosity and followed him. He didn't object though I'm sure I broke all kinds of rules by passing the counter.


  He said, "You'd think the specimens out there would be enough to cover every inquiry, wouldn't you? But at least once a week I get somebody who has coins that aren't on display. Usually it's just new coinage from out of town and I haven't gotten my specimens mounted. For the rest we have records which cover every emission since the empire adopted the Karentine mark."


  Hostility certainly fades when you get somebody cranked up on their favorite thing.


  "I've been at this so long that most of the time I can take one look and tell you what you need to know. Hell. It's been five years since I had to look anything up."


  So, he was excited by the challenge. I'd brought novelty into his life.


  The room we entered was twenty feet deep. Both side walls, to brisket level, boasted cabinets containing drawers three-quarters of an inch high. They contained older and less common specimens, I presumed. Above the cabinets, to the ten-foot ceiling, were bookshelves filled with the biggest books I've ever seen. Each was eighteen inches tall and six inches thick, bound in brown leather, with embossed gold lettering.


  The back wall, except for a doorway into another room, was covered with shelves bearing the tools and chemicals an assayer needed. I hadn't realized there was so much to the business.


  A narrow table and reading stand occupied the middle of the room.


  The old man said, "I suppose we should start with the simple and work toward the obscure." He hauled out a book entitled Karentine Mark Standard Coinages: Common Reeding Patterns: TunFaire Types i, ii, iii<(span>.


  I said, "I'm impressed. I didn't realize there was so much to know."


  "The Karentine mark has a five-hundred-year history, as commercial league coinage, as city standard, then as the imperial standard, and now as the Royal. From the beginning it's been permissible for anyone to mint his own coins because it began as a private standard meant to guarantee value."


  "Why not start with my coins?"


  "Because they don't tell us much." He snagged a shiny new five-mark silver piece. "Just in. One of one thousand struck to commemorate Karentine victories during the summer campaign. The obverse. We have a bust of the King. We have a date below. We have an inscription across the top which gives us the King's name and titles. At the toe of the bust we have a mark which tells us who designed and executed the engraving for the die, in this case Claddio Winsch. Here, behind the bust, we have a bunch of grapes, which is the TunFaire city mark."


  He placed my gold coin beside the five-mark piece. "Instead of a bust we have squiggles that might be a spider or octopus. We have a date, but this is temple coinage so we don't know its referent. There are no designer's or engraver's marks. The city mark looks like a fish and probably isn't a city mark at all but an identifier for the temple where the coin was struck. The top inscription isn't Karentine, it's Faharhan. It reads, ‘And He Shall Reign Triumphant.' "


  "Who?"


  He shrugged. "It doesn't say. Temple coinage is meant for use by the faithful. They already know who." He stood the coins on edge. "TunFaire Type Three reeding on the five-mark piece. Used by the Royal Mint since the turn of the century. Type One on the gold. All Type One means is that the reeding device was manufactured before marking standards were fixed. Minting equipment is expensive. The standardization law lets coiners use their equipment until it wears out. Some of the old stuff is still around."


  I was intrigued but also beginning to feel out of my depth. "Why city identification by marks and reeding both?"


  "Because the same dies are used to strike copper, silver, and gold but copper coins and small fractional silver aren't reeded. Only the more valuable coins get clipped, shaved, or filed."


  I got that part. The little lines on the edge of coins are added so alterations will be obvious. Without them the smart guys can take a little weight off every coin they touch, then sell the accumulated scrap.


  The human capacity for mischief is boundless. I once knew a guy with a touch so fine he could drill into the edge of a gold coin, hollow out a quarter of it, fill the hollow with lead, then plug the drill hole undetectably.


  They executed him for a rape he didn't commit. I guess you'd call that karma.


  The old man turned the coins face down and went on about the markings on their reverses. They told us nothing about the provenance of my coins either.


  "Do you read?" he asked.


  "Yes." Most people don't.


  "Good. Those books over there all have to do with temple coinage. Use your own judgment. See if you can luck onto something. We'll start from the ends and see what we can uncover."


  "All right." I took down a book on Orthodox emissions just to see how it was organized.


  The top of each page had an illustration of both sides of a coin from a rubbing of the original, lovingly and delicately inked. Below was everything anyone could possibly want to know about the coin: number of dies in the designs, the date each went into service, the date each was taken out and destroyed, dates of repairs and reengravings on each, quantities of each kind of coin struck. There was even a statement about whether or not there were known counterfeits.


  I had a plethora of information available to me for which I could see little practical use. But the purpose of the Assay operation is partly symbolic. It is the visible avatar of Karenta's commitment to sound, reliable money, a commitment which has persisted since before the establishment of a Karentine state. Our philosophical forebears were merchants. Our coinage is the most trusted in our end of the world, despite the absurdities of its production.


  I spent an hour dipping into books and finding nothing useful. The old man, who knew what he was doing, moved from the general to the particular, one reference after another, narrowing the hunt by process of elimination. He came to the wall I was working, scanned titles, brought a ladder from a corner, went up, and brushed a century's worth of dust off the spines of some books on the top shelf. He brought one down, placed it in his work table, flipped pages.


  "And here we are." He grinned, revealing bad teeth.


  And there we were, yes. There were only two examples listed, one of which matched the coins I had except for the date. "Check the date," I said.


  It had to be important. Because according to the book these coins had last been struck a hundred seventy-seven years ago. And if you added one hundred seventy-six to the date pictured you got the date on the gold piece I'd brought in.


  "Curious." The old man compared coin to picture while I tried to read around his hands.


  My type of coin had been minted in TunFaire for only a few years. The other, older type had been minted in Carathca. . . . Ah! Carathca! The stuff of legend. Dark legend. Carathca, the last nonhuman city destroyed in these parts, and the only one to have been brought low since the Karentine kings had displaced the emperors.


  Those old kings must have had good reason to reduce Carathca but I couldn't recall what it was, only that it had been a bitter struggle.


  Here was one more good reason to waken the Dead Man. He remembered those days. For the rest of us they're an echo, the substance of stories poorly recalled and seldom understood.


  The old man grunted, turned away from the table, pulled down another book. When he moved away I got my first clear look at the name of the outfit that had produced the coins. The Temple of Hammon.


  Never heard of it.


  The TunFaire branch was down as a charitable order. There was no other information except the location of the order's temple. Nothing else was of interest to the Assay Office.


  I hadn't found the gold at the end of the rainbow but it had given me leads enough to keep me busy—particularly if I could smoke the Dead Man out.


  I said, "I want to thank you for your trouble. How about I treat you to supper? You have time?"


  Frowning, he looked up. "No. No. That's not necessary. Just doing my job. Glad you came in. There aren't many challenges anymore."


  "But?" His tone and stance told me he was going to hit me with something I wouldn't like.


  "There's an edict on the books concerning this emission. Still in force. It was ordered pulled from circulation and melted down. Brian the Third. Not to mention that there's no license been given to produce the ones you brought in."


  "Are you sneaking up on telling me I can't keep my money?"


  "It's the law." He wouldn't meet my eye.


  Right. "Me and the law will go round and round, then."


  "I'll provide you with a promissory note you can redeem—"


  "How young do I look?"


  "What?"


  "I wondered if I look young enough to be dumb enough to accept a promissory note from a Crown agent."


  "Sir!"


  "You pay out good money when somebody brings you scrap or bullion. You can come up with coins to replace those four."


  He scowled, caught on his own hook.


  "Or I can take them and walk out and you won't have anything left to show anybody." I had a feeling they'd constitute a professional coup when he showed them to his superiors.


  He weighed everything, grunted irritably, then stamped off through the rear door. He came back with one gold mark, two silver marks, and a copper, all new and of the Royal mintage. I told him, "Thank you."


  "Did you notice," he asked as I turned to go, "that the worn specimen is an original?"


  I paused. He was right. I hadn't noticed. I grunted and headed out, wondering if that, too, had been part of the message I was supposed to get.


  I didn't want to go anywhere near the kingpin but I was starting to suspect I'd have to. He might know what was going on.
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  It had turned dark. The rains had gone. My pal Mumbles hadn't. He was right where I'd left him, soggy, and shivering in the breeze. It was cold. A freeze before dawn wouldn't be a surprise.


  I passed within two feet of him. "Miserable weather, isn't it?" I wish there'd been more light, the better to appreciate his panic.


  He decided I was just being friendly, that I hadn't made him. He gave me a head start, then tagged along. He wasn't very good.


  I wondered what to do with him. I couldn't see him as a threat. And he couldn't report on me while he was on my trail—if he wasn't just a drunk who liked to follow people.


  I thought about going back to the Blue Bottle to check him out but couldn't bring myself to go nose to nose with Big Momma again. I thought about giving him the shake, then reversing our roles. But I was tired and cold and hungry and fed up with walking around alone in a city where some strange people were taking too much interest in me. I needed to go somewhere where I could get warm, get fed, and not have to worry about watching my back.


  Home and Morley's place recommended themselves. The food would be better at home. But at Morley's I could work while I loafed. If I played it right I could get my job on Mumbles done for me. The disadvantage was the food.


  It was the same old story. The crowd—down a little because of the weather—went silent and stared when I stepped inside. But there was a difference. I got the feeling that this time I wasn't just a wolf from another pack nosing around, I was one of the sheep.


  Saucerhead was at his usual table. I invited myself to join him and nodded politely to the cutie with him. He has a way of attracting tiny women who become fervently devoted.


  "I take it Jill Craight didn't get in touch."


  He wasn't pleased by my intrusion. The story of my life. "Was she supposed to?"


  "I recommended it." I had the feeling he was surprised to see me. "She needs protection."


  "She didn't."


  "Too bad. Excuse me. Morley beckons." I nodded to his lady friend and headed for Dotes, who had come to the foot of the stairs.


  Morley looked surprised to see me, too. And he was troubled, which wasn't a good sign. About the only time Morley worries is when he has his ass in a sling. He hissed, "Get your butt upstairs quick."


  I went past him. He backed up the stair behind me.


  Strange.


  He slammed his office door and barred it. "You trying to start a riot, coming around here?"


  "I thought some supper would be nice."


  "Don't be flip."


  "I'm not. What gives?"


  He gave me the fisheye. "You don't know?"


  "No. I don't. I've been busy chasing a two-hundred-year-old phantom charity. Here's your chance. What gives?"


  "It's a marvel you survive. It really is." He shook his head.


  "Come on. Stop trying to show how cute you are. Tell me what's got your piles aching."


  "There's a bounty out on you, Garrett. A thousand marks in gold for the man who hands over your head."


  I gave him a hard look. He has the dark-elfin sense of humor.


  He meant it.


  "You walk into this place, Garrett, you jump into a snake pit where the only two cobras that won't eat you are me and Tharpe."


  And I wasn't so sure about Morley Dotes. A thousand in gold can put a hell of a strain on a friendship. That's more than most people can imagine.


  "Who?" I asked.


  "He calls himself ‘Brother Jerce.' Staying at the Rose and Dolphin in the North End, where he'll take delivery anytime."


  "That's dumb. Suppose I just waltzed in to take him out first?"


  "Want to try? Think about it."


  There'd be a platoon of smart boys hanging around figuring I might try that.


  "I see what you mean. That old boy must be worried I'll get next to him somehow."


  "You still not working on something that's going to get you killed anyway?"


  "I'm working now. For myself. Trying to find out who wants to kill me. And why."


  "Now you know who." He chuckled.


  "Highly amusing, Morley." I dragged one of my copper temple coins out. I hadn't shown them all at the Assay Office. I sketched what I'd learned. Then, "Carathca was a dark-elfin city. Know anything about it? This thing seems to go back there."


  "Why should I know anything more about Carathca than you do about FellDorhst? That's ancient times, Garrett. Nobody cares. This thing keeps yelling religion. Find your answers in the Dream Quarter." He studied the coin. "Doesn't say anything to me. Maybe you ought to have a skull session with the Dead Man."


  "I'd love to. If I could get him to take a twenty-minute break from his crusade against consciousness."


  Someone pounded on the door. Morley looked startled, then concerned. He indicated a corner. "What is it?"


  "Puddle, boss."


  Morley opened a large cabinet. It was the household arsenal, containing weapons enough to arm a Marine platoon. He tossed me a small crossbow and quarrels, selected a javelin for himself. "Who's with you, Puddle?"


  "Just me, boss." Puddle sounded confused. But life itself confuses Puddle.


  Morley lifted the bar and jumped back. "Come ahead."


  Puddle came in, looked at the waiting death, asked, "What'd I do, boss?"


  "Nothing, Puddle. You did fine. Close the door and bar it, then fix yourself a drink." Morley replaced the weapons, closed the cabinet, and settled into his chair. "So what do you have for me, Puddle?"


  Puddle gave me the fisheye, but decided it was all right to talk in front of me. "Word just came that Chodo put a two-thousand-mark bounty on that guy who put the thousand on Garrett."


  Morley laughed.


  Great. "It isn't funny." Here was a chance for the daring to make a truly outrageous hit by selling my head to Brother Jerce, then taking his and selling it to Chodo.


  Morley laughed again, said, "It is funny. The auction is on. And this Brother Jerce would have to be awful naive to think he could outbid the kingpin."


  TunFaire is full of people who want to do favors for Chodo.


  Puddle said, "Chodo says he'll give two hundred a head for anybody who even talks about laying a hand on Garrett. Three if you bring him in alive so he can feed him to his lizards."


  My guardian angel. Instead of using guard dogs he has a horde of carnivorous thunder-lizards that will attack anything that moves. He favors them because they dispose of bodies, bones and all,


  "What a turnaround!" Morley crowed. "Suddenly you've got everybody in TunFaire looking out for you."


  Wrong. "Suddenly I've got everyone watching me. Period. And getting underfoot, maybe, while they wait for somebody to take a crack at me so they can snag him and collect on him."


  He saw it. "Yeah. Maybe you'd be better off if everybody thought you were dead."


  "What I should do, if I had any sense, is say the hell with it all and go see old man Weider about a full-time job at the brewery." I got myself a drink uninvited. Morley doesn't indulge but he keeps a stock for guests. I thought. Then I told Morley about Mumbles and how I'd like to know a little more about him, only I'd had about all I could take for one day and just wanted to go home and get some sleep.


  Morley said, "I'll put a tag on him, see where he goes." He seemed a little remote since Puddle's advent, which is how he gets when he's thinking about pulling something slick. I didn't see how he could make things worse so I didn't really care.


  "It should be safe now. I'm heading out." I no longer wanted what I'd gone there to find. The quiet and loneliness of home had more appeal.


  "I understand," Morley said. "Keep Dean over and have him wait up. I'll get word to you. Puddle, send me Slade."


  "Thanks, Morley."


  Things had changed downstairs. Word was out. I didn't like the way they looked at me now any more than I'd liked their looks before.


  I went out into the night and stood a few minutes in the cold letting my eyes adjust. Then I headed for home. As I passed Mumbles I said, "There you are again. Have a nice evening."
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  I strolled into Macunado Street daydreaming about a pound of rare steak, a gallon of cold beer, a snuggly warm bed, and a respite from mystery. I should have remembered my luck doesn't run that way.


  The pill-brain microdeity whose mission is to mess with my life was on the job.


  There was a crowd in front of the house. Floating in the air around it were a half-dozen bright globules of fire. What the hell?


  I was running slow in the gray matter. It took me a minute to realize what had happened.


  Some fans of mine had decided to firebomb my house. The Dead Man had sensed the danger and wakened, catching the bombs on the fly and juggling them now, to the consternation of bombers and witnesses.


  I pushed through. The bombers were still there, rigid as statues, faces contorted into shapes as ugly as the gargoyles on Chattaree. They were alive and aware and as frightened as men can be. I stepped in front of one. "How you doing? Not so good, eh? Don't worry. It'll turn out all right."


  The bombs began to sputter. "I have to go inside. Wait right here. We'll chat when I get back." I knew he'd be thrilled.


  Dean opened the door a crack. "Mr. Garrett!"


  Yeah. Right. I shouldn't be playing with these guys. "See you in a couple." I trotted up the steps.


  Dean let me in, slammed the door, secured all the bolts. "What's going on, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I kind of hoped you'd tell me." He looked at me like I was off my nut. He probably wasn't far wrong. "So let's see what Chuckles has to tell us." I wouldn't need to bust my butt and theirs if I could get the Dead Man to read their minds. It would save everyone a lot of trouble—except for him.


  I went into the room. Dean waited outside. He won't go in unless he has what he considers a compelling reason. "I'll keep an eye on those brigands, Mr. Garrett."


  "You do that." I faced the Dead Man. "So, Old Bones. You will wake up to save your own skin. Now I know how to get your attention. Light a fire under you."


  Garrett, you plague upon my final hours, what have you brought down upon my house this time?


  "Nothing." It was going to be one of those discussions.


  Then why are those maniacs pitching bombs at me?


  "Those boys outside? Hell. They don't even know about you. They're just having fun trying to burn my house."


  Garrett!


  "I don't have the slightest idea. You want to know, poke around in their brains."


  I have. And I have found a fog. They did it because they were told to do it. They believe they need no other reason than the will of the Master. They were joyful because they had been entrusted with a task that would please him.


  "Now we're cooking. The Master? Who is he? Where do I find him?"


  I can answer neither question. It may not be possible. I do not exaggerate when I tell you it is their express and certain belief that the Master they serve has neither form nor substance and manifests himself only where and when he chooses, in any of a hundred forms.


  "He's like a ghost or spirit or something?" I wasn't going to say the word god.


  He is a bad dream that has been dreamed by so many so intensely that he has gained a life of his own. He exists because will and belief compel him to exist.


  "Woo-oo! We're getting weird here."


  Why did you stir these madmen up, Garrett?


  "I didn't stir anybody, Chuckles. They stirred me. Out of the blue, for no reason, somebody has been trying to send me off. Crazy stuff has been happening all over. Especially in the Dream Quarter. Maybe I ought to catch you up on the news."


  I am supremely uninterested in your squalid little slitherings through the muck and stench of this cesspit city, Garrett. Save it to impress the tarts you drag under my nose to harass me.


  So, he was crabbed about Jill. He doesn't like women much. Having one in the house will set him off every time. Tough.


  "So we're going to go straight from the snooze stage to the sulks, eh? Saves us time on courtesy and catching up on the latest adventures of Glory Mooncalled. We'll just wake up and act like a cranky three-year-old."


  Don't vex me, Garrett.


  "The gods forefend! Me be vexatious? With my angelic disposition?" I didn't like this.


  We go at it tooth and claw but it's always a game. There was a dark undercurrent of hostility this time. This wasn't play. I wondered if he was moving into some new and darker phase of being dead. Nobody knows much about dead Loghyrs, or even much about live ones for that matter since both kinds are so damned rare.


  You have had the benefit of my wisdom and instruction long enough to stand on your own legs now, Garrett. There is no justification for your incessant pestering.


  "There isn't any for your freeloading, either, but you do it." My temper was shorter than I'd thought. "The Stormwarden Raver Styx wanted to buy you a while back. She made a damned good offer. Maybe I shouldn't have been so damned sentimental."


  I stepped out then, before the foolishness got out of hand. I looked for Dean. He was watching the street. The firebombs had burned out. With no entertainment to be had the crowd had dispersed. But the bombers were still there, rigid as lawn ornaments. "Help me carry one of those guys in so I can ask him what he was doing." I opened the door.


  "Are you sure that's wise?" No Mr. Garrett anymore. He'd stopped being scared.


  "No. I'm never sure of anything. Come on. . . . Damn his infantile soul. Look at that."


  The Dead Man had turned loose. The bombers were running like frightened mice.


  Even in my anger I didn't really think he'd let go out of spite. He's long on argument but he's also long on sense. My guess was he'd hoped I could track them to their hideout. Which meant he hadn't taken a close enough look at me.


  I couldn't fault the reasoning but I couldn't carry it off, either. I didn't have any energy left. Too much activity, not enough rest.


  I shrugged. "The hell with them. I'll settle up with them pretty soon, anyway." Garrett whistling in the dark. "Ask Miss Craight to come to my office. Then bring me a pitcher of beer. Then cook supper. Bring it when it's ready. She knows what's going on. It's time to squeeze a little blood out of that stone. Why the hell do you keep shaking your head?"


  "Jill left shortly after you did. She said to tell you she was sorry for the trouble she'd caused you. She hoped your retainer would make up for it. Before you ask, yes, she sounded like she wouldn't be back. She left a note. I put it on your desk."


  "Beer and dinner, then, and I'll question the note." Nothing was going to stay still long enough for me to grab it.


  I went to the office, planted myself, put my feet up, and waited until I had beer before I opened Jill's note.


  


  Garrett:


  I really did have a crush on you. But things happened and that little girl's heart petrified. She is only a bittersweet memory, cold copper tears. But thank you for caring.


  Hester P.


  


  I leaned back, closed my eyes, and considered the snow queen.


  The little girl wasn't dead yet. She was hiding, way back somewhere, afraid of the dark, letting Jill Craight take care of the business of staying alive. The little girl wrote that note. Jill Craight wouldn't have been able. I don't think she'd have thought of it.


  With a few beers inside, then a decent supper stacked in on top, Garrett turns halfway human. I asked Dean to stay late again. Over more beer I told him the whole story, not because he needed to know but because I knew the Dead Man would be listening. If he wouldn't take my news direct he'd get it this way.


  I'd try to talk to him in the morning, when I was rested and feeling civil and he'd had a chance to contemplate his sins.


  I set a record falling asleep.
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  I didn't set any record staying asleep, though I did get in four hours of industrial-weight log-sawing before Dean interceded. "Hunh? Wha'zat? Go way." Other highly intellectual remarks followed. I don't wake easily.


  "Mr. Dotes is here," Dean told me. "You'd better see him. It's important."


  "It's always important. Whoever it is or whatever it is, it's always more important than whatever I want to do."


  "If that's the way you feel, sir. Pleasant dreams."


  Of course it was important if Morley had bestirred himself enough to come over personally. But that didn't touch off any fires of enthusiasm.


  It just isn't good to ask me to do more than one thing at a time. And right then sleeping was the skill I was honing.


  Dean came back after only a flirtation with retreat. "Get up you lazy slob!"


  He knows how to get me started—just get me mad enough to want to brain him.


  His technique is somewhat like the way I get the Dead Man started.


  Rather than endure his harassment I got me up and halfway dressed and headed downstairs.


  Dean had Morley settled in the kitchen, where he was drinking tea and commiserating with the old man over the trouble he was having getting his gaggle of nieces decently—or even indecently—married and out of his house. Dean nattered on about how they were driving him crazy. I think he has some notion that someday I'll feel guilty enough to take one of them off his hands.


  I suggested, "Why not sell them?"


  "What?"


  "They've got some good years on them yet. And they're all good cooks. I know a guy might give fifty marks apiece. He sells brides to the guys who hunt and trap up in thunder-lizard country."


  "Your sense of humor leaves something to be desired, Mr. Garrett." He used his admonitory "Mister."


  "You're right. I'm not at my best lately. Not getting enough rest, I think."


  "You can relax now," Morley told me. "Your nemesis, Jerce, got excited and lost his head a while ago."


  The way he made a joke of it I suspected he'd had something to do with that.


  It is his line and he's the best there is. And two thousand is enough to get his attention.


  Maybe I should have been grateful. But grateful doesn't come easy for most people and my mood was too black to make me the rare exception. I kept it bottled up. I kept most of my sour in there with it, too, though. I didn't need to hand out more excuses for folks to get ticked off at Garrett. So I just hinted. "I wonder what he could have told me."


  Morley scowled. "What difference does that make? He's a closeout. You can get on with your life without watching over your shoulder."


  "Want to bet?"


  He gave me an ugly look.


  "Sorry. Bad choice of words. What I mean is, he wasn't the source. He was an agent of the source. Unless his getting killed is enough to scare them off, we'll both hear from them again. I don't have the faintest idea what they're up to, but they're serious about it and they're not worried about the costs or consequences."


  Morley wanted to disagree but had no facts. He was wishful-thinking and he knew it.


  I asked, "What became of the guy who was following me?"


  "I put Puddle, Wedge, and Slade on him. They followed him following you here. He tried to talk to some men who were part of the excitement. They decided to each take one and see what happened."


  I know my Morley Dotes. He was stretching it out because he didn't want to get to the bad news. "So what happened?"


  "Puddle and Wedge lost their men. Slade hasn't reported back yet."


  So the big news was that there was no news. "Odd. Those guys strike me as amateurs."


  Morley shrugged. "Even an amateur is hard to stay with one-on-one."


  True. A decent tail job needs at least four men.


  Somebody pounded on the front door. I told Dean, "I'd better," and wondered what it was now. I'd just started wondering how I could ease Morley out and now somebody else wanted in. Jill, I figured, after some thinking about being a walking target.


  I peeked before I opened up.


  There were no gorgeous blondes on Garrett's stoop this time, panting for protection. This was an ugly, little old Magister who was very unhappy.


  I opened up and checked to make sure nobody would come speeding in behind him. "Come in. I'd given up on you." Actually, I'd forgotten he'd said he'd be coming.


  He pushed inside. "Those morons! Those shortsighted fools! They force me—me!—to sneak out in the dark, like a thief, because they're too scared to let me out on my own."


  What the hell? At least he wasn't mad at me. I guided him into my office, planted him in the good chair, got some lights burning, and asked, "Can I get you something to drink?"


  "Brandy. In a jar. I haven't gotten blotted since I was in the seminary. If ever there was an appropriate time, it's now."


  "I'll find something." I hustled into the kitchen. Dean and Morley had heard enough to keep them quiet.


  Dean had drawn my pitcher and was digging for a bottle of brandy. Morley tried to look like he'd explode if I didn't whisper a name. I didn't. He stayed in one piece. I grabbed everything and headed for my office.


  We got comfortable. Peridont poured himself some brandy, sipped, looked surprised. "Not bad."


  "I thought you'd appreciate it." I wet my whistle. "I gather things aren't going well."


  "To understate. My brothers in God are cowards. I presented my information and suspicions and instead of responding vigorously, with the full power of the Church, they've chosen to turn their backs and hope the whole thing fades. They've withdrawn permission for me to employ you. They've enjoined me from telling you anything. They've done their damnedest to sew me up, to tie my hands, to shut my mouth, knowing I can't possibly disregard canon law after having spent a career enforcing it."


  "In other words you came over to tell me to forget it instead of to point me in the right direction."


  He smiled. The nasty man of legend shone through. "Not quite. They overlooked a possibility. They didn't rape away my rights as a private person."


  I tried my eyebrow trick. This time it worked.


  "Mr. Garrett, they failed to overrule my right to, say, employ an investigator to look into the death of Wesley Pigotta. I give you that as your express brief. Whatever else you stir up, well, that's beyond my control."


  I smiled back. "You think as sneaky as a lawyer. I like that. In this case." I put the smile away. "How blind do I have to fly?"


  "Almost completely. They sewed me up on that. You already know enough to realize you have to be careful. You're well grounded in the basic information. You'll have to develop from that. Once you flush the villains we can put our heads together again. My brethren might be moved by an opportunity for a quick resolution."


  I don't like that kind of game. But I smiled and pretended. I wanted to stay on good terms with him. He could be helpful even while playing mental chess to get around telling me anything. "All right. I'll play along." That had been my intention no matter what he wanted. "Is there anything you can give me?"


  He took a long pull of brandy. He was serious about getting ripped. He grinned and tossed a bag of money my way. A big bag. "My own money. Not Church money." He sobered a little. "The only thing I can tell you is that the woman who occupied the apartment where Pigotta died was my mistress. I knew her as Donna Soldat. I think that was a false name. She was a difficult woman. Though I kept her in style she had other lovers. One of those men may have been why Pigotta went there that night."


  I asked him some standard questions about his relationship with Jill and got some ordinary, sleazy answers. They embarrassed the hell out of him.


  "I'm sure this is all more amusing than sordid to you, Mr. Garrett. I'm sure you see worse every day."


  Right.


  "For me it was a traumatic surrender to my sinful side." He took a long pull of brandy. He was drinking straight from the bottle now. "I've always suffered from a weakness for female flesh."


  "Don't we all."


  He scowled. "That wasn't a problem when I was younger. If I visited a prostitute and she found me out, she'd laugh. Priests are their best customers. But if I were found out now I could be destroyed."


  I understood. It was not that it would make him a better or worse person, but it would be a tool that could be used to bludgeon him.


  "I wrestle the demon within but in the end I always lose, so discreet women are a must. Donna was a godsend. Whatever her faults, she kept her mouth shut."


  She did that. "Did she know who you were?"


  "Yes."


  "That's a lot of power to hand a working girl."


  "It was accidental. And she never abused it."


  Maybe. "How did you meet her?"


  "She was an actress. Working in a playhouse on Old Shipway. I saw her. I wanted her. She led me on a long chase but persistence paid off."


  For both of them. But I didn't say that.


  "I moved her into that place barely three months ago. It was less dangerous to visit her there. Those were three happy months, Mr. Garrett. And now all this."


  He finished the brandy. He looked the sort to become a maudlin drunk. I didn't need that. I had no time to feel sorry for anybody but me. It was time to start easing him toward the door. "How should I get in touch?"


  "Don't try. I'll find a way to see you." Suddenly, he was as ready to leave as I was to have him go. The beer had me too sleepy to concentrate. He started toward the door. "Good luck, Mr. Garrett. And thank you for a fine brandy, though I cheapened it by swilling it like bottom-grade wine."


  I got him out the front door, locked up, and hurried back to see how many marks could be stuffed into a bag a little bigger than my clenched fist.


  Morley invited himself in as I got started. "What was that, Garrett? He was weird."


  "A client who prefers to remain anonymous."


  He didn't like that. Like everybody else, he thought I should make an exception and trust his discretion.


  "I don't want to seem impolite, Morley. But I haven't been getting much sleep."


  "I can take a hint, Garrett. Let me say good night to the old man."


  "Go ahead."


  A minute later, as I took the money to the Dead Man's room, I overheard him giving Dean advice about how to adjust my diet so I wouldn't be tired and cranky all the time.


  Good old Morley, looking out for my well-being behind my back. If Dean started trying to feed me salads and bean curd, I'd strangle them both.
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  I closed the door behind Dotes, bolted up, leaned against the door frame and sighed. Now back to my dreams of blonde sugarplums. I'd stay with them a while. No need to be a fanatic about getting an early start.


  Then I recalled that I hadn't tried to straighten things out with Tinnie. The longer I let that slide, the more difficult it would be. And I really needed to find Maya and apologize to her.


  There are only so many hours.


  The street was so quiet I heard the hollow, echoing clop-clop of horse approaching, the metallic rattle of iron rims on cobblestones. I listened. There isn't much vehicular traffic after dark. It advertised the fact that here was somebody worth robbing.


  The sound died.


  My heart sank, though there was no obvious reason it should.


  I went to the kitchen to see if Dean could use some help. Maybe I'm a little psychic and sensed there was no point in trudging upstairs.


  Someone pounded on the door. The knock had a ring of determination, as though whoever was there had no intention of going away.


  I employed my best put-upon sigh and went to see what it was.


  It was the kingpin's man Crask, looking uglier and meaner than ever because he was trying to be friendly and courteous. "Chodo says he'd consider it a big favor if you'd come out to the house right away, Mr. Garrett. He said to give you his assurance that it's important and that you'll be compensated for your trouble."


  I was getting compensated by everybody in sight without having the slightest notion what was going on. I'd get rich if the mess never sorted itself out.


  And the Dead Man thought I couldn't survive without him.


  I didn't turn Crask down. Sooner or later I'd end up butting heads with his boss, but when that happened it would be over something more substantial than lost sleep.


  "Let me finish getting dressed," I said. Damn, Crask gave me the creeps. I never met anybody who reeks of menace the way he does, except his sidekick Sadler, who has a soul struck from the same cold mold.


  Five minutes later I clambered into Chodo Contague's personal coach. Chodo wasn't aboard. Morley Dotes was. I wasn't surprised. He looked as sour as I felt.


  Not much was said during the trip. Crask is no conversationalist. His presence tends to put the damper on a party.


  Chodo's estate is a few miles north of TunFaire's northernmost gate, in a manor that would do any duke proud. The grounds are extensive, manicured, and surrounded by a wall meant more to keep in than to keep out. Several hundred thunder-lizards cruise the grounds and provide protection more certain than any moat or castle wall. I've heard that Chodo has survived assassination attempts he knows nothing about because his guardians ate everything but the assassins' names.


  I looked out the window. "Chodo's pets seem frisky tonight." It was cold out. The colder it gets the more sluggish thunder lizards become.


  "He had them warmed up," Crask said. "He thought there might be trouble."


  "That why we're here?"


  "Maybe."


  There must be two guys living inside Crask's skin. One is the stiffly formal butler character that Chodo turns loose on diplomatic errands, and the other is the Crask who grew up on the waterfront, whose hobby is biting the heads off cobras. I hope I never have to deal with that Crask, though I expect it's inevitable. He's a completely casual and remorseless killer and he's smart. If he got the word to get me, he'd have me before I knew he was coming.


  The coach stopped at the foot of steps leading to Chodo's front door. There was light enough to read by, lanterns by the dozen burning, like Chodo was throwing a party and we were the first to arrive. Crask said, "Don't get out." Like Morley or I might be dumb enough to step outside and pet the monsters snuffling around the coach. He got out and went up the steps. The beasts didn't bother him.


  Morley employs profanity sparingly so when he spat, "Shit!" I knew he was rattled. I looked around.


  A thunder-lizard with a head the size of a five-gallon bucket and breath that would gag a maggot was peeking in on Morley's side. It had about a thousand teeth, every one like a four-inch knife. When it stood back up to claw at the door with its silly little hands, it stood about twelve feet tall. Its scales were a lovely shade of putrescent gray-green. The coach driver whacked it across the snout with the haft of his whip. It made a noise like twenty jackasses singing and stomped away.


  Morley said, "Reminds me of a woman I knew once. Only this one had better breath."


  "I always knew you'd plook anything that moved. What did you do with her tail?"


  "You got room to talk, don't you? I've seen the woolly mammoths you go around with."


  "They still have their own teeth."


  "I noticed the other night. Snappy dresser, too, with an amazing concept of what constitutes good grooming. You going to dump her when she loses her baby teeth?"


  I was saved having to defend Maya by Crask's return. He got into the coach. He handed us each a stone pendant on an iron chain. "Wear these while you're here. They'll keep the lizards off. Come on."


  I put my gizmo on and got out behind him. A shoulder-high lizard muzzled me but didn't nibble. I managed to keep from drizzling down my leg.


  The inside of Chodo's place is plush. The King himself should live so good. It was quieter than the last time I'd visited, though there were more hoods around. Last time the place had been overrun with naked women, part of the decor. There were no girls tonight.


  Chodo awaited us beside the indoor lake of a pool where the cuties liked to congregate. I resisted an urge to chide him for disappointing me.


  Chodo was a hairless, colorless, ugly lump confined to a wheelchair. People wonder how a cripple can be so feared. They haven't gotten close enough to look into Chodo's eyes. What Crask and Sadler have, Chodo has squared. And he has them to be his hands and legs. In some ways they have no independent existence. But they seem content.


  Sadler was there behind Chodo's chair. So were several lesser lieutenants I didn't know by name. I stopped six feet from the old man, didn't offer to shake. He doesn't like to be touched.


  "Mr. Garrett. Thank you for responding so promptly." His voice wasn't much more than a raspy wheeze.


  "Crask said it was important. He implied some urgency."


  Chodo smiled thinly. He knew the smell of crap. We understood one another, which was maybe more to his advantage than to mine.


  "There's something strange afoot, Mr. Garrett." So much for the amenities. "Because of that, because I've striven to keep you alive, I've been drawn into it and have, perhaps, fallen deeper into your debt."


  I opened my mouth to deny that. He lifted one white hand an inch off the drab brown blanket covering his lap. For Chodo that was an impassioned gesture. I kept silent.


  "Earlier today I learned that the people chasing you had the temerity to invade a building owned by the organization. They killed a man there. I find this intolerable."


  I didn't look at Morley, though he had to be Chodo's source. And he'd had the nerve to get indignant when I wouldn't give him Peridont's name.


  "Still, I might have overlooked that, crediting it to youthful high spirits, had they not, tonight, offended me again in an inexcusable manner."


  Now I saw it. He was hot. He was so angry smoke should have been pouring out his ears.


  "Sadler. Tell Mr. Garrett." The old man wanted to gather his energy.


  Sadler had a voice like winter. "Shortly after sunset three men, representing someone they called the Master, came to the gate. Their manners were so offensive that Chodo asked to see them himself."


  The kingpin's indignation bubbled over. "In fine, Mr. Garrett, this Master has ordered me to stop interfering in his business. He threatened me."


  I call that a stupid move. Not even the King dares make a direct threat against the prince of the underworld. Whatever else he lacks, Chodo has an ego. It wouldn't let something like that slide. I pitied the guys who brought the message. They would've paid the first installment on the tribute Chodo was going to extract.


  Sadler smiled thinly, divining my thoughts. "One survived to carry the heads of the others back to the fool who sent them."


  I said, "These people are raving amateurs. They don't bother finding out what they're jumping into before they leap."


  Chodo growled. "Nevertheless, their confidence may not be misplaced. They don't mind wasting men. Maybe they have them to throw away."


  He paused to gather his strength again, signing that we were to wait.


  Finally, he said, "I suggest we join forces, Mr. Garrett, to the extent that we have a common interest." He was a realist, that old thug. He knew I had no love for him or his. "You haven't the resources to battle an organization. It would take you an age to do the footwork. I have those kinds of resources. On the other hand, you have your network of friends and contacts, your knowledge in hand, your access in places where my men have no entree." He ran out of energy again.


  I surprised myself. "I wouldn't mind that. But I don't have much to kick in. I don't have any idea what's going on. I think that way back in the shadows there's a nasty dragon waking up, that has religious overtones, and the guys involved don't have any qualms."


  "Why don't we pool what we know?" Sadler said. I'm sure Chodo fed him that line before I got there. He started talking.


  He gave me everything they had, which wasn't diddly. For them the thing had been a triviality until Chodo got his feelings bruised. There had been no special significance to the coins he'd sent me, for instance, except he'd thought they'd point me toward the temple that had put them out.


  "They did," I said. "Only the outfit is supposed to have been out of business for two hundred years. Banned by Brian the Third." I told the story. In for a copper, in for a mark in gold. I gave them everything but the name of my connection inside the Church, and they got that soon enough.


  Chodo said, "This would be a good moment for refreshments."


  One of his lesser lieutenants took off. He was back in two minutes pushing a cart loaded with goodies. In the silence, while Chodo ruminated, we became aware of a nasty thunderstorm approaching from downriver.


  There was beer for me. I went after it determined to make the trip worth the trouble. It had to be getting on toward dawn. By the time I got home it would be so late there would be no point hitting the sack.


  Chodo said, "This churchman knows things. Maybe I should press him."


  "That might not be wise." I named the name.


  "Malevechea himself?" Chodo asked. He was impressed. There are powers whose indignation he won't risk needlessly.


  "The very one." The kingpin's organization is powerful and deadly, but the Church is bigger and has heaven on its side and might not have much trouble recruiting the support of the state.


  Thunder crashed as though to make a point.


  "The woman will be the key, then. Mr. Garrett, I'll deal with the Master. I'll haunt him and hunt him and hold his attention. I'll become his worst nightmare. You find that woman." Because I was the only one who knew what to look for, I presumed.


  Life must be simple when you have no conscience and enough power to just say you want something and have people bust their butts to get it for you.


  Morley spoke for the first time. "The gods must be holding a barn dance." The thunder had gotten unruly.


  Chodo made a sign. Sadler took two sacks from beneath the kingpin's chair. He tossed me one and handed a bigger one to Morley. Morley's two thousand, I supposed. Sadler said, "You've been avoiding the waterbug races, I hear."


  A thug came in and whispered to Crask. He looked excited.


  Morley told Sadler, "I've been trying."


  Sadler looked at the sack and smiled, confident Dotes couldn't resist betting now, confident that money would find its way home.


  Crask said, "Sadler, problems. Out front." He took off. Everybody but Chodo and a bodyguard went with him.


  Chodo said, "I'll keep in touch, Mr. Garrett. Let me know when you find the woman. Crask will take you home once he's dealt with whatever is brewing out there."


  I nodded, turned away, dismissed.


  He had such confidence in Sadler and Crask. But confidence was one of the attributes that took him to the pinnacle of TunFaire's underworld.


  Morley didn't move. He'd received some sign that Chodo wanted to talk privately.


  I headed to the front door, bemused. I'd made an alliance with the man I disliked most in this world.


  I hoped I wouldn't regret it.
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  I stepped out of Chodo's house into weirdness like nothing I'd ever seen.


  Crask, Sadler, a dozen goons and a herd of thunder-lizards had gathered out front. They gawked at the heavens.


  The storm kicking up the racket didn't cover more than a few acres of sky. And it was headed straight for Chodo's place. I'd never seen a storm so close to the ground.


  Lights bobbed inside that thunderhead, three the color of candle flames, the fourth a malignant red. When the cloud arrived, the yellow lights dropped toward the crowd on the lawn. When they got closer I saw that they were three guys walking on air, all of them in old-time armor.


  The mind works funny. I didn't boggle over them walking on air; I wondered what museum they'd robbed to get their iron suits.


  A couple of thugs headed for the house. Their eyes were huge when they stampeded past me. Crask and Sadler decided their move made practical sense and ordered everybody inside. They weren't equipped to face men in armor, let alone guys who pranced on moonbeams.


  They pushed by without a word. Inside, Crask and Sadler started yelling about crossbows and pikes and whatnot. If they had the weapons they'd know how to use them. They'd served their five in the Cantard, too.


  Nobody invited me to the party.


  My feelings weren't hurt.


  The first floating guy touched down. The light around him faded. He took a step toward me, raising a hand.


  The thunder-lizards hit him. They took him apart in two blinks of an eye. Lucky for him he was wearing plate. Without armor they would've killed him quick.


  The other two changed their minds about coming down. I don't know what they'd thought they were headed into, but they weren't here to become monster snacks. They hung there trying to decide what to do. The lizards started snapping at their heels. The guys decided to go up a little.


  They started whipping lightning bolts around. The thunder-lizards were too dumb to hightail it but Garrett knows when he's overmatched.


  As I turned away I noticed the red light was missing from the thunderhead.


  I got a bad feeling.


  Crask, Sadler, and the boys went racing outside, carrying enough deadly equipment to mount a siege. I hadn't seen any of the big wizardries during my war, but I'd seen enough little ones to realize those flying guys could be in trouble.


  They couldn't do three things at once. If they protected themselves from missiles and kept flailing around with thunderbolts, they were going to have to come down. Bingo. Instant monster munchies.


  It was not my worry. I was headed for the pool.


  The whole manor shook.


  I hit the doorway and skidded to a halt.


  Something was tearing its way into the pool room through the roof, going at it like the place was made of paper. A big, shiny, ugly, purplish-black face like that of a fangy gorilla glared through the hole. Then it started ripping the hole bigger.


  Damn, it was huge!


  Chodo's bodyguard headed for it. I don't know what he thought he was going to do. Maybe he just wanted to show the boss how brave he was.


  I arrived beside Morley and Chodo. "Might be smart to get him out of here. That thing don't look sociable."


  It dropped through the hole, and landed at the far end of the pool, fifty feet away. It was twelve feet tall, had six arms, and might have been the thing on those temple coins. It wavered as though I was seeing it through an intense heat shimmer. Or as though it didn't know if it wanted to be a six-armed gorilla or something even uglier.


  Chodo's bodyguard stopped charging. I guess he had suffered a fit of sense.


  Morley said, "I think you're right."


  The thing jumped Chodo's man before he could turn around. Their struggle was a one-second contest. Pieces of thug flew. The ape thing munched on a leg and eyed the rest of us.


  Chodo cursed. Morley got his chair moving. I dipped a hand into a pocket. This seemed like the time.


  The thing roared and charged. I let fly with the ruby bottle Peridont had given me. It splattered on the monster's chest. I spun to race Morley and the kingpin.


  The monster skidded to a halt, scratched itself, and woofed puzzledly before it let out a howl. I reached the doorway and turned.


  Flesh dribbled down the thing's chest like wax on a candle. And it was evaporating, shedding a red mist. It screamed and clawed itself and threw gelatinous gobbets of itself that splattered on the marble floor, evaporated, left pitted stains. It went into convulsions, tumbled into the pool, thrashed the water into a scarlet lather.


  Morley said, "I'd hate to be the one who has to clean that up."


  Chodo croaked, "Now it's a life I owe you, Mr. Garrett."


  And Morley said, "Garrett, I grow ever more fearful that someday I'll be with you and you won't have a trick up your sleeve."


  "Me too, Morley. Me too."


  "What the hell was that thing?"


  "Tell me and we'll both know."


  "Never mind," Chodo growled. "Talk later. Take me to the front door."


  He was right. We weren't out of anything yet. There was a brawl out front.


  We arrived as it broke up. Most of the thunder-lizards and half the thugs were out of action. But the effort put out by the airborne guys cost them, too. An athletic lizard caught one with a flying leap and dragged him down. The other, with about twenty missiles stuck in his armor, shot off like a comet going the wrong way.


  Crask and Sadler noticed their boss. They came over as fast as they could limp.


  Chodo told them, "Gentlemen, I'm angry." He didn't sound it. He's one of those guys who is at his nastiest when he seems his coolest. "There will be no more surprises."


  The house and grounds shuddered. A scarlet fog belched through the spine of the house and dispersed in the breeze.


  A diminished thunderhead went off with the last sky walker. And the sun peeked over the horizon, checking to see if it was safe to come out.


  Chodo told his boys, "Find those people. Kill them." What a sweetheart. He looked at me and Morley. "Have someone drive these men home." He seemed blind to the fact that Crask and Sadler had been knocked around like shuttlecocks. "Here come Cage and Fletcher. Get their reports. Then move."


  Two thugs were coming up the drive, their chins dragging on the ground.
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  I dropped out of the coach in front of my place and thought I'd keep dropping. "Getting too old for this," I muttered. This thing had become too deadly. I barely had time for a cleanup and maybe an hour's nap before I started tracking Jill down.


  If I could decide where to start.


  I was sure she hadn't gone back to her apartment, though I'd check. She'd have more savvy.


  Dean let me in. He fed me. I told him what had happened so my useless boarder could listen in. Dean was properly appalled, though he thought I'd exaggerated an incident into a whopper. Afterwards I went upstairs, stretched out, and continued to worry the problem I'd badgered all the way home.


  Was I becoming identified with the kingpin?


  People were getting killed and people were trying to kill me and all I could think about was the chance that my reputation for independence might be sullied.


  That rat Dean let me snore for four hours. I yelled at him. He just smiled. I didn't yell too much. Chances are his reasoning was sounder than mine. Rested I was less likely to do something stupidly fatal.


  I jumped up, did a quick change and cleanup, a quicker meal, and hit the street. My first stop was Jill's apartment. I had no problem getting inside. At first glance nothing had changed. But I felt a change. I looked around until I caught it.


  The coin drawer was empty. Anybody could have gotten to that. But a battered old rag doll had disappeared too. I was willing to bet nobody but Hester Podegill would bother taking that.


  So she'd risked coming back, if only for a moment. Just to grab a doll and some change? I didn't think so, not the ice maiden. It felt like a byproduct of a more desperate mission. So I tossed the place again. And I didn't find another thing added or taken away.


  I wasn't pleased as I slipped out. There should have been something. . . . I eyeballed the doorway across the hall.


  Why not look?


  The door swung quietly as I pushed it inward. Nobody stampeded over me. I went inside. And there it was, lying in plain sight on a small writing table.


  


  Darling:


  The key is safe. I have to disappear. They are getting desperate. Be careful.


  Love.


  Marigold.


  


  Marigold? The handwriting matched that in a note written to me by one Hester Podegill. Did she have a different name for every person she knew? That would make her hard to find. No one would know who I was talking about.


  She was an actress. Suppose she became a different person each time she donned a different name? She'd really be hard to find then.


  I had to get to know who Jill had been before I looked for the Jill who existed now. That was a technique Pokey had used when he was after someone who was voluntarily missing. He talked to relatives, friends, enemies, neighbors, acquaintances, seducing them into talking however he had to, until he knew the missing person better than anyone else alive—until he was able to think like his quarry.


  But that took time, and time was at a premium.


  My best bet was Maya and the Doom. They were handy. And I owed Maya that apology.


  I hit the street, troubled by a vague certainty that I'd overlooked something critical. But what? Nothing came. I moved slowly, checked my surroundings. Yep. The boys were out there.


  They'd picked me up as I'd left my place. I'd spotted three of them coming over. They weren't getting close. They didn't seem inclined to get in the way. Nor did they work real hard at staying out of sight. I couldn't get a close look but they didn't have the lean, impoverished look I'd seen in my recent enemies.


  If they were going to keep their distance I'd worry about them when the time came.


  I was a block from the Doom's lair when I realized those guys weren't the only folks stalking me. The Sisters of Doom were on me, too.


  People don't pay enough attention to kids, especially youngish girls not showing colors. I didn't get it until I realized I'd seen the same faces several times. Then I paid enough attention to pick out a couple I'd seen before.


  Now what?


  They closed in as I neared their hideout. I must have hurt Maya's feelings more than I'd thought.


  She always was touchy and unpredictable.


  If there was a confrontation it would come off better in the open, where I'd have some choice about which way I'd run.


  I sat down on a tenement stoop.


  That threw them, which was the plan. I expected them to get Maya and she'd come explain what a horse's ass I am.


  It didn't work that way.


  After a few minutes the girls understood that I was calling. They moved in. Some electric sense of trouble flooded the street. Everybody who wasn't part of it disappeared, though nobody ran and nobody hollered. The girls edged toward me with the group confidence of pack animals. I slid a hand into a pocket and toyed with one of Peridont's gifts.


  I picked a sixteen-year-old I recognized, looked her in the eye and said, "Maya is overreacting, Tey. Tell her to get her tail out here and talk before somebody gets hurt."


  The girls looked at each other, confused. But the one I'd spoken to didn't let an antique baffle her with bullshit. "Where is she, Garrett? What did you do with her?"


  The gang was in close now, feeling nastier. And those guys that I'd noticed before were moving in behind the girls. There were five of them and I knew two, Saucerhead Tharpe and a slugger named Coltrain.


  I got it.


  Chodo was sure he'd need Jill's knowledge before he could settle with the Master. He was just as sure that I'd be the guy to find her. So he'd gotten Morley to lay on a loose cover to make sure I stayed healthy and to keep him posted.


  Morley is a friend, sort of. He's a lot better friend when you keep an eye on him. He works these deals with his conscience.


  I watched those five drift in behind the girls. I chuckled.


  "You think it's funny, Garrett? You want to find out what we do with comedians? You want to see if you can laugh with your balls down your throat? What did you do with Maya?"


  "I didn't do anything with her, Tey. I haven't seen her. That's why I came here. I want to talk to her."


  "Don't feed us a ration of shit, Garrett. The last time anybody saw Maya she was hanging out with you, with moon eyes as big as a cow."


  One of the little ones noticed my guardian angels. "Tey. We got company." The girls all looked around. The level of hostility dropped dramatically. Five guys like those five guys are enough to dampen anybody's belligerence.


  "So," I said, grinning. "Tey. Why don't you sit down and we'll talk like civilized people." I patted the step.


  Tey looked around. So did her friends. Those guys didn't look like their consciences would bother them much if they stomped a bunch of girls. They looked like they ate kids for snacks.


  Tey was one of Maya's lieutenants. She fancied herself Maya's successor. She was a nasty little thing, uglier than a boiled turnip, with manners that made Maya seem genteel. But she had brains. She understood talk as an alternative to more popular methods of resolving disputes. She sat. I said, "I get the impression you guys have misplaced Maya."


  "She never came home. Things she said made it sound like she had plans."


  "She was with me," I admitted. "We wandered around trying to get a lead on some guys who killed a buddy of mine." I outlined our evening. The mob listened like they wanted to catch me in a lie.


  Tey said, "You don't know Maya the way you think. You've got to take her seriously. She don't say it unless she means it. You know what she's done, don't you?"


  "She tried to follow those guys so she could show me what she could do on her own," I said.


  "Yeah. She gets dumb stubborn sometimes. What're we going to do?"


  "I'll find her, Tey."


  "She belongs to the Doom, Garrett."


  "These guys play rough. This isn't a turf rumble, bang a few heads and it's over. These guys tried to hit Chodo Contague. They used sorcery."


  She didn't bat an eye. "Sorcerer bleeds same as anybody else."


  I looked at her hard. She wasn't whistling in the dark.


  "You recall a blonde gal used to belong to the Doom, used a lot of made-up names, told a lot of lies about herself to make herself look important?"


  "Hester Podegill?"


  "That's one name she's used. She may be a little crazy."


  "More than a little, Garrett. Sure, I remember her. Hester was her real name. She wanted to be crazy. She said when you're crazy the truth is whatever you want it to be. She wanted what she remembered not to be true."


  I gave her the hard eye again. "You were close?"


  "I was her only friend because I was the only one who listened. I was the only one who understood. I was the only one who knew what she had to forget."


  Sometimes you cross the river so fast you don't get your toes wet getting to the other side. I flashed on all those lamps in Jill's apartment. "She started the fire that killed her family."


  Tey nodded. "She dumped a gallon of oil on her stepfather when he was passed out drunk. She didn't think what the fire could do. She just wanted to hurt him."


  If I'd killed my whole family I'd want to be somebody else, too. I'd want to be crazy. I might even want to be dead like them.


  "What about her?" Tey asked.


  "She's the key in the mess Maya and I were snooping around." I gave her more background. "She might be able to tell us something." I spoke softly, not wanting word to get around that Garrett wasn't the only one who might get a line on Jill Craight. For my sake and the Doom's.


  Like I said, Tey had a brain. I'd told her enough for her to put a lot more together. "You're a snake, Garrett. A slick-talking snake. We're going to turn you loose. But next time you see me I just might be Maya's maid of honor."


  I didn't handle that well. She laughed at me. It wasn't a pleasant laugh. She said, "I have some ideas where to look for Hester. I'll let you know."


  I wanted to argue but it was too late. My convoy had decided I was safe and had faded. If I pressed I'd get the hostility perking again. So I sat quietly while the girls went off to do the hunting themselves.


  I could think of nothing better to do so I went home, where Dean told me there had been no message and no visitors. I told him Maya might be in trouble. That upset him. He blamed me without saying a word. I asked if the Dead Man's temper had improved. He told me the old sack of lard had gone back to sleep.


  "Fine. If that's the way he wants it, we'll just leave him out of our lives. We won't even bother him with the latest about Glory Mooncalled."


  I was bitter. I blamed me for Maya's predicament, too. I had to take something out on somebody. The Dead Man could handle it.
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  I took a bath, changed again, ate, then for lack of any brilliant plan, walked up to the Tate family compound and had a big row with Tinnie. Then we made up.


  Making up was so much fun we decided to do it twice.


  It was getting dark by the time we finished making up for the third time and I started having trouble keeping my mind off business, so we had another little row to give us an excuse to make up again later. Then I headed out.


  On the way I bumped into Tinnie's uncle Willard and he kind of obliquely wondered when Tinnie and I would be setting the date. He had the same problem Dean had.


  It was going to start with him, too?


  How come there are so many people trying to get other people hitched? Maybe if they backed off and didn't keep reminding a guy, he might drift into it before he sensed his danger.


  Why was I so sour?


  Because it had been such a nice afternoon. Because while I was playing, the bad guys were hard at work. Because a troubled kid that I liked was in it up to her ears and I hadn't lifted a finger to do anything about it.


  "Oh, boy. Here we go again." I knew the signs. Out comes the squeaky old armor and the rusty old sword. Garrett was going to get all noble.


  At least this time somebody would pay me for my trouble—though I wouldn't exactly be doing what they were paying me to do.


  But I never quite do what they want done. I do what I think needs doing. That is why not all of my former clients give me favorable references.


  Not having any better idea what to do, I headed for the Old Shipway theater district. Who knew? I might stumble onto something blonde.


  My convoy went with me. The faces changed periodically but there were never fewer than four men hovering around. It's nice to know you're loved.


  I wondered why the Master's gang hadn't tried to pick me up again. Those I'd seen already had been too unskilled to notice I was traveling with protection.


  I talked to everybody I knew in theater. They knew gorgeous blondes by the cartload, but none they could connect with any of the names I could tie to Jill. Since there was nothing about her that wasn't shared by a platoon of others, my sources couldn't help much. They were reduced to showing me the crop of blondes (some of them very) available, all of them squeezably lovely, and none of them Jill Craight.


  Some of those lovelies were pleased to speculate on other lovelies not present, usually in less than flattering language, but that didn't help. Some just purred and begged to be petted.


  It's a hard life.


  Had I been in another mood it might have been a marvelous little treasure hunt. I made a mental note to cook a similar story someday and come wander through wonderland again, taking time to smell the flowers.


  Where did they all come from? Where were they on my better days?


  Sometime toward the end what was old news to everybody else caught up with me when I overheard a conversation among City Watch officers and their wives.


  What the Watch is most famous for is its invisibility. TunFaire has one thousand men employed in the interest of public safety, but over the past century the Watch has become a place to hide freeloading nephews and other embarrassing relatives without recourse to the familial purse. These days ninety percent of those guys do their damnedest to stay out of harm's way and not interfere with the disorderly progress of life. When they do try something, it's invariably the wrong thing and they screw it up anyway.


  The officers get to wear pretty uniforms and they like to show them off. The theater is a good place.


  This bunch was grumbling about a crime so monstrous that popular outrage might get their butts kicked until they had to go out into the streets and do something. The consensus among the wives was that the Army ought to evict all the lower classes and nonhumans.


  I wondered who they thought would cook for them and garden and do their laundry and make their cute little shoes and lovely gowns.


  "What the hell was that all about?" I asked the guy who was squiring me from blonde to blonde at the Stratos.


  "You haven't heard?"


  "Not yet."


  "Biggest mass murder in years, Garrett. A real massacre. It's all over town. You had your head under a rock?"


  "A sheet. Cut the editorializing. What happened?"


  "In broad daylight this afternoon a bunch of gangsters busted into a Wharf Street flophouse down in the South End and killed everybody. Smallest number I've heard is twenty-two dead and half a dozen dragged away as prisoners. They're saying Chodo Contague did it. Looks like we're in for a gang war."


  I muttered, "When Chodo gets mad you don't have any trouble understanding his message." I wondered what Crask and Sadler were getting out of their prisoners. I'd hate to think they were ahead of me because they were less restrained in their methods.


  What could I do? The one angle I had was Jill Craight. And that was turning up a big dead end.


  Hell. Might as well go home, get in eight hours, and make an early start in the morning.
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  As Dean let me in he whispered, "There's a young woman here who wants to talk to you about Maya." His wrinkled nose told me what he thought of the visitor. And gave me a good idea who she was.


  "Tey Koto?"


  "She didn't offer a name."


  Tey had gotten into the beer while Dean was away. "You got it whipped, you know that, Garrett?" She tried to pour beer down like she'd been drinking for twenty years, got some down the wrong pipe. She coughed foam all over the kitchen. Dean wasn't pleased. I pounded her on the back.


  And as though he'd been waiting for me to get home, someone started pounding on the front door.


  "Damn it! Now what?" I stomped up the hall, took a peek. It wasn't anybody I knew. He did have the rangy, weathered, impoverished look I associated with the Master's gang. So Chodo hadn't gotten them all.


  I gave a look around to make sure he wasn't part of a tribe, then eyeballed him to get an estimate of what he might do himself. He kept pounding away.


  "Guess I'd better talk to you before Saucerhead eats you up." Having a flight of guardian angels occasionally gets in the way.


  I yanked the door open, grabbed him by the jacket, jerked him inside, and slammed him against the wall. He was astonished. "What?" I demanded.


  He gobbled air and stammered.


  I slammed him against the wall a couple more times. "Talk to me."


  "The Master. . . . The Master. . . ." He had a set speech to make me think my welcome had put him off his pace. He'd lost his lines.


  Slam! "I can't play all night, low grade. You got something to say, spit it out. I'm ticked off at you guys already. Try my patience and I'll hurt you."


  In a semi-coherent babble he let me know that the Master felt the same about me and was going to allow me one chance to get out of his way and start minding my own business. Or else.


  "Or else he'll put a bug down my shirt? Come on. The creep has more nerve than brains. He's dead meat. He's got about as long as it takes Chodo Contague to find him. If you and your buddies have the sense of a goose you'll dump him and run back where you came from." I started muscling him out the door. "Tell your harebrained boss he is my business and I intend to mind it real close."


  "Wait!"


  The "or else" came. It wasn't the personal threat I expected. I've been threatened plenty so I don't pay much attention anymore. But this guy told me, "The Master said to tell you he has your friend Maya Stump and it will be she who pays if—"


  Wham! Back against the wall. "And I have you, old buddy."


  "I am nothing. I am a finger on his hand. Cut me off and another will grow in my place."


  "You really believe that crap?" He did. What our commanders in the Cantard wouldn't give for a few thousand guys who didn't mind being expendable. "Tey! Come in here."


  She came. She'd been eavesdropping, anyway. "What?"


  "This guy says his boss has got Maya and they're going to do nasty things to her. He doesn't care what we do to him."


  She sneered. "He'd care before I got through with him." Oh, the easy cruelty of the young.


  "He would. But his boss wouldn't have sent him if he knew anything. So I think I'll just bruise him a little and throw him out with the trash."


  Like I said, she was a smart kid. She figured out what to do. "Well, if I can't have him, the hell with you." She pranced back to the kitchen. And out the back door to talk to the Sisters she would've left around the neighborhood.


  I banged the guy off the wall again. "You tell your boss if he messes with Maya he better pray Chodo finds him first. All Chodo wants to do is kill him.


  "There. We've threatened each other and pounded our chests and acted like jerks. Get out before I lose my temper."


  He looked at me like he thought it was a trick. Then he edged toward the door. When he was almost there I jumped at him. He yelped and took off.


  I settled on the stoop and watched him go.


  All that bullying hadn't accomplished a thing. I hadn't gotten any pleasure out of it. It didn't make me feel good now. I couldn't even convince myself there had been purpose in it.
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  Tey came out of the dark. I asked, "You got somebody tailing him?"


  "Yeah."


  "So that's taken care of. Why did you come? Dean said it was about Maya."


  "Yeah. I think we've got a lead."


  I gave her my raised eyebrow. It went to waste in that light, so I said, "How's that?"


  "You hear about that mess on Wharf Street? Where Chodo's boys offed a whole mob? That sounded like some of what you told me about. We went down there and talked to kids who live there. Some of them saw the whole thing. Chodo's guys didn't kill everybody. A bunch got away out the back. They dragged a couple people with them. One of them sounded like Maya."


  Well, well. "Very interesting. Where did they go?"


  "We couldn't find out. They jumped into boats and headed down the river. But they didn't go far. The kids told us what the boats looked like. We found one of them a half mile away. And we know they didn't leave TunFaire because that one just came here to threaten you."


  I sure as hell didn't feel like taking a walk but I said, "Suppose we go nose around?"


  I told Dean what I'd be doing. I expected some backchat, because he'd had to stay away from home a lot. But he didn't say a word. I bet he would've said a few if I hadn't been looking for Maya.


  It was several miles to the Wharf Street massacre site. Tey's boats had gone south from there, a goodly hike. After a while we started talking, mostly Tey making herself shine bright in the Doom. I asked her about Maya. She wouldn't tell me anything I didn't already know. From time to time a messenger came to tell her about the man being followed. He was headed the same direction we were. Tey told the messengers our anticipated route so she could be found again.


  My angels were out there, too, shadowing me.


  We had a parade going.


  "I tried looking for Hester tonight," I said at one point. "I looked at every blonde who works Old Shipway. None of them were her."


  Tey laughed. "Old Shipway? You're precious, Garrett."


  "Eh?" Precious?


  "You believed that actress stuff?"


  Well, yes, I'd bought it after Peridont validated it.


  "Garrett, the only acting she ever did was the kind where the other actors are donkeys or guys that should have been born donkeys or ogres or trolls. You know what I mean?"


  I grunted. I knew. I was disgusted, not so much because of what Jill might be doing as because of a failure of my vaunted eyesight. I'd let myself see only what I'd expected to see. I'd swallowed it whole when Peridont had fed me a whopper about the provenance of his mistress. I'd forgotten the first rule: everybody lies about sex, and the client always lies about it.


  I felt pretty dumb.


  Tey said, "She's back in the Tenderloin. I had a couple kids go down there. They saw her but she disappeared before they got close enough to find out anything."


  I wondered if I ought to buy that. Jill had come up with the Doom. They didn't have much reason to turn her up for me.


  This was an odd one, all intangibles. In a case where a pot of money is the stake, you know where the axis is. You watch the money and soon enough everything becomes clear—even when some of the players aren't motivated primarily by greed. For them the pot becomes an excuse, a lever.


  So far I hadn't caught a whiff of a pot, excepting maybe the Relics Peridont had mentioned the first time we talked, or whatever it was the boys had been so sure they could steal from Jill. That seemed to have been forgotten in the fussing and feuding since.


  I'm a guy who doesn't understand intangible stakes. I know some would argue that I have a set of values I take pretty seriously, but if I can't eat it or spend it or make it go purr in the night, I don't know what to do with it. It's a weakness, a blind spot. Sometimes I forget there are guys willing to get killed over ideas. I just go bulling ahead looking for the pot of gold.


  We got onto Wharf Street. The guy who had dropped by my place was still ahead of us. My angels were out there in the dark, probably cussing me for my thoughtlessness in running them all over the city. Didn't I ever sleep?


  Guys, I was cussing me, too. For the exact same reason.


  "There's the place where it happened."


  Wharf Street, the waterfront, the whole commercial and industrial strip down there facing the river, is a whole lot like me. It never goes to sleep. When the day people move out, the night workers come in and the economy keeps rolling along.


  Forty or fifty goblins and ogres and whatnot were standing around gossiping while a group of city ratmen got set to load the bodies on wagons for delivery to crematoria. Moving with its customary lightning efficiency the city was just now getting around to cleaning up.


  The operation was proceeding in the usual fire-drill state of confusion.


  The ratmen moved at a velocity barely perceptible. I said, "I'm going to go nose around."


  "Won't they stop you?"


  "Maybe. But any human who turns up this time of night looking officious they'll figure belongs."


  I was right. I got some dark looks but they were the kind reserved for bosses in general, for being bosses. Nobody said a word.


  I didn't expect to find much and I was right again. The scavengers and sightseers and souvenir hunters had picked the bones clean. They'd even stripped the stiffs. The rat-men were bitching because there wasn't anything left.


  If they want the cream, they ought to get there in time to skim it.


  I did notice one thing right off. Those sopranos had taken over the whole building and had been there long enough to turn it into a weird residential temple. One wall in every room had been replastered and painted with murals depicting creatures with eight limbs, no two the same. I saw a spider, a crab, an especially ugly octopus, and a lot of things that don't come with eight limbs, including a ringer for the thing that had visited Chodo. One double-ugly was human except that it had a skull for a face and something disgusting in every hand. Above him was the same motto as on the temple coins, "He Shall Reign Triumphant."


  I said, "I don't think I'd like that."


  "Ugly mother, ain't he?" a ratman remarked.


  "He is. Any idea who he's supposed to be?"


  "You got me, chief. Looks like something somebody dreamed up while he was doing weed to get him through a withdrawal fit."


  "Yeah. Not your average boy next door."


  There wasn't anything else. I hit the street. We headed south. I didn't have much to say. I was thinking that if I ever stopped chasing around long enough I'd have to spend some time researching these guys and their devil god.


  We walked another mile. I started mumbling about only now realizing how damned big TunFaire is. One of the Sisters told us the guy we were following had gone into a warehouse half a mile ahead, fifty yards from where the one getaway boat had been abandoned.


  The girls had the place scouted when we got there. There were two doors, front and back, and no windows at ground level, just some high up to let out the heat during the summer. The main door was big enough to roll wagons in and out. The girls had the back covered. They had no idea who or what was inside. They didn't want to find out.


  I looked at the place. What did I have here? An army of kids, nasty but not real fighters. My angels, who had no interest in launching a raid. And a big unknown.


  "I'm going in there," I said.


  "You're crazy, Garrett." Tey shook her head slowly.


  "Sometimes you have to make things happen."


  


  


  


  34


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  The man-sized door in the wagon door wasn't locked. I stepped inside. The place was as dark as a tax man's heart. I listened. I heard nothing but what might have been mice scurrying, then what sounded like a door slamming at the far end of the place.


  I eased forward, sliding my feet, feeling the air with my left hand. Far away, I glimpsed a flicker of light above head level. I kept moving cautiously, wishing I had owl's eyes.


  I didn't get that wish but I did get light.


  A bunch of guys jumped out of nowhere, opening the shutters of lanterns they'd kept well hidden. I counted nine. A tenth, from behind the others, said, "Mr. Garrett. We'd begun to fear you hadn't taken the bait."


  "Sorry I'm late. Had trouble with tardiness all my life."


  Weapons appeared. My sense of humor wasn't going to play with this crowd.


  "If I'd known it was that kind of party I'd have dressed."


  I had no idea how I'd be affected myself, but I let loose with my green bottle.


  I reacted the same as everyone else. In three seconds I not only didn't know where I was or why I was there, but I wasn't too sure who I was. I couldn't move in a straight line. I tried—and hung a left and walked into a stack of crates. They were empty. I kept going. The whole pile came down on top of me.


  That was one to brag to the grandkids about.


  I tried to fight the crates, but they were too quick. So I just gave up and let them have their way with me.


  I would have taken a nap except a bunch of people kept yelling at some guy called Garrett and I couldn't get to sleep for all the racket.


  Somebody dug me out of the pile. Two of my angels stood me up while another popped me in the face. That didn't help a whole lot.


  The other two started tying guys up. There were girls all over the place, looking for something portable and valuable. I got my tongue untangled. "Maya."


  Kids started running around yelling, "Maya!"


  Guys yakked about getting hold of some guy named Chodo, they could sell him their prisoners for a fortune. I seemed to remember them as angels. They didn't sound very angelic.


  My head began to clear. "I'm all right now, guys. You don't need to hold me up."


  Wedge snapped, "What the hell kind of stunt was that, Garrett? Walking into a trap you knew was there."


  "Had to make something happen." I wasn't going to admit the ambush had been a surprise to me, too. Anyway, I figured it would not be smart to brag that I'd wanted to make them come in the warehouse after me. They might not appreciate that.


  They grumbled and let me go. I picked up a lantern and tottered back into the warehouse, following shouting girls.


  Maya was in a loft office all the way back, above another double-ugly homemade temple. She was tied up enough for four kids. She looked a little shopworn, with bruises and abrasions that said she hadn't been a cooperative prisoner.


  I didn't find her. The girls got there first. They were slicing her out of her cocoon when I arrived. But I got the credit. "Garrett! I knew you'd come."


  "Had to, Maya. When somebody does something to a guy's partner, a guy is supposed to do something about it."


  She squealed and stumbled at me.


  Some females can't tell a wisecrack from a marriage proposal. "I don't want to hurt your feelings, kid, but maybe you ought to stand downwind till we get you next to some soap and water."


  "We can throw her in the river, Garrett," Tey suggested.


  Maya glared green death. Tey glared back. There was no love lost between those two. I asked, "How many got away?"


  "None." Tey snapped it. "They were all waiting for you except one. They have him out back."


  "Good. Can you walk, Maya? We can't hang around. These guys have friends who'll check up on them. Not to mention the Doom is way off its turf."


  "You're not going to ask those guys questions?"


  "If I was to set an ambush I wouldn't use guys that could tell anybody if they blew it. And these guys are making a career of screwing up. You think any of them can tell me anything you didn't pick up while you were their guest?"


  She admitted it was unlikely. "They were a bunch of farmers before they came to TunFaire. They don't know spit from dog doo. They're just trying to do what their wacko god wants." But she wanted to get back at somebody.


  "Kick somebody in the ribs on the way. Come on. We've got to go. Thank Tey for helping find you. She didn't have to."


  Maya did, but not very graciously. She must have felt threatened. When you're a chuko, you have to prove yourself everyday.


  There wasn't anyone for her to kick. Wedge had decided reinforcements were likely to arrive so he and his buddies had made sure they'd collect whatever bounties Chodo had put on those guys.


  Maya looked bad when we hit the street. I said, "I told you Wedge wasn't nice people."


  "Yeah." After we walked a while, she said, "Men like that Wedge, they're a whole different kind of bad, aren't they? People like my stepfather. . . . He was cruel, but I don't think he could've killed a dog. That Wedge did it like it was nothing."


  Chukos put a lot of value on being tough. And a lot of them are hard, nasty little critters—especially in front of an audience. Some are dead losses at thirteen. But some still have the kid in there somewhere behind the defenses, and that kid wants to believe there's some point to living. Maya still contained that hidden child. And it wanted some reassurance.


  "Who do you think does the most real harm?" I asked, thinking maybe anybody else was better qualified for this. "The emotional cripple who tries to cripple people who can't protect themselves? Or the emotionally dead killer like Wedge who basically doesn't bother anybody but them that asked for it?"


  That wasn't saying what I wanted to say the best way. Maybe there were big holes in it, but there was plenty of truth, too. The hurt a creep like her old man did lasts a lifetime. It gets passed on to the next generation. Wedge's kind of hurt is flashy but it doesn't last. And it doesn't eat up kids who can't fight back.


  I didn't like Wedge. I didn't like what he was. He probably didn't have much use for me but I'd bet he'd agree.


  Anyway, I knew what I was saying. And Maya seemed to get the message. "Garrett. . . ."


  "Never mind. We'll talk when we get home. The bad time is over."


  Sure it was. You smooth talker, Garrett. Now try and convince yourself.


  Dean fussed over Maya like he was her mother. I didn't get a chance to talk to her. The sun was coming up, so I said the hell with it and went to bed.
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  My own body turned traitor. I woke up at noon and couldn't get back to sleep. I should have been smug, the hero who had gone out to save the damsel and had succeeded, but I didn't feel smug or heroic. I felt confused, angry, put upon, frustrated. Most of all I felt out of control.


  I'm not used to getting knocked around without at least some idea of what's happening and why. In this one I was starting to suspect that maybe nobody knew and everybody was too busy bobbing and weaving to figure out why we were in the ring.


  Well, hell! I'm a thug for hire. I get paid. Do I have to think, too?


  I want to know, for my own peace of mind. I'm no Morley Dotes, for whom the money is the only morality.


  I went downstairs to stoke the body's fires.


  Dean had heard me knocking around and had gotten a meal started. Hot tea was on the table. Rewarmed muffins landed beside it as I entered the kitchen. There was butter and blueberry preserves and apple juice, and sausages were popping in the pan while eggs boiled.


  The place was crowded. "You having a party?" Two women were there with Dean.


  He gave me one of his looks.


  I recognized one of his more determined nieces, Bess, but the other woman, whose hair Bess was plaiting. . . . "Maya?"


  "Do I look too awful?"


  No. "Stand up. Turn around. Let me look at you." She didn't look awful at all. They'd drum her out of the Doom if they saw her like this. "I just ran out of excuses for not taking you out. Except for maybe there'd be riots." She looked good. I'd guessed that. But I hadn't guessed just how good.


  Bess said, "Down, boy."


  Dean said, "Mr. Garrett!" He used his protective father tone.


  "Phoo! I don't mess with children."


  "I'm not a child," Maya protested. And when you thought about it, she wasn't. "I'm eighteen. If it wasn't for the war I'd be married and have a couple of kids."


  It was true. In prewar times they'd married them off at thirteen or fourteen and had given up hope of getting rid of them by the time they were fifteen.


  "She's got a point," I told Dean.


  "You want these eggs the way you like them?"


  How typical of him to drag in extraneous issues. "You won't hear another word from me."


  "Grown men," Maya told Bess, who nodded in contempt. That nearly sent Dean off on one of those tirades that bust out of him every time one of his nieces opens her mouth.


  It occurred to me that Bess was barely three months older than Maya. Dean had no trouble picturing Bess married to me.


  People seldom see any need to be consistent.


  The key word there, though—of course—is "married."


  I said, "Let's forget it. Maya. Tell me what you learned while those people had you." I went to work eating.


  Maya sat down. Bess started on her hair again. "There isn't much to tell. They didn't try to entertain or convert me."


  "You always pick up more than you think, Maya. Try."


  She said, "All right. I got the bright idea I could show you something if I followed those guys. All I showed you was a fat chance to tell me you told me so."


  "I told you so."


  "Smartass. They grabbed me and dragged me off and kept me in a place they used for a temple. A weird, grungy place they'd made over by painting the walls with ugly pictures."


  "I saw it."


  "I sat through their religious services. Three times a day I sat through them. Those guys don't do anything but work and eat and pray for the end of the world. I think. Mostly they didn't use Karentine in their services."


  "They sound like a fun bunch."


  Maya snatched a buttered muffin off my plate and smiled brightly. She was moving right in. "Get used to it, Garrett. Yeah. They were fun. Like an abscessed tooth."


  I chewed sausage and waited.


  "They're really negative, Garrett. In the Doom I know people who are negative, but those guys could give lessons. I mean it. They were praying for the end of the world."


  "You're telling me things I didn't know. Keep going."


  That was praise enough to light her up. It takes so little sometimes. I had a feeling she'd turn out all right, given encouragement. "Tell me more."


  She said, "They call themselves the Sons of Hammon. I think Hammon must have been some kind of prophet, about the same time as Terrell."


  Dean said, "He was one of Terrell's original six Companions. And the first to desert him. A bitter parting over a woman."


  I looked at him in surprise.


  He continued, "Later dogma says Hammon betrayed Terrell's hiding place to the Emperor Cedric—if you find him mentioned at all. But in the Apocrypha, written that same century and kept intact in secret since, it's the other way around and Hammon died two years before Terrell was turned in by his own wife. Known to us as Saint Medwa."


  "What?" I gave the old man the long look now. He'd never shown much interest in religion or its special folklore. "What is this? Where'd you get all this? When did you become an expert? I've never heard of this Hammon character and my mother dragged me to church until I was ten."


  "Council of Ai, Mr. Garrett. Five Twenty-One, Imperial Age. Two hundred years before the Great Schism. All the bishops and presters and preators attended, along with a host of imperial delegates. In those days every diocese spawned its own heresy. And every heretic was a fanatic. The emperor wanted to end a century of fighting. In Five Eighteen in Costain, in one day of rioting, forty-eight thousand had been killed. The emperor was a confirmed Terrillite and he had the swords. He ordered the Council to expunge the memory of Hammon, so the proto-Church and Orthodox sects wrote him out of their histories. I know because my father taught me. He was a Cynic seminarian for three years and a lay deacon all his life."


  You never know everything about somebody, do you?


  You can't argue with an expert. Besides, the "facts" I'd been taught had never made sense. The histories of Terrell's time, outside the religious community, didn't jibe with what the priests wanted us to believe.


  We had been told that Terrell had been martyred for his witnessing to the masses. But the way the secular histories go, the religion business was wide open in those days. Every street corner in the cities and every hamlet in the country had its prophet. They could rave all they wanted. Moreover, Terrell had been a prophet of Hano, who had had more followers then than he does now.


  "Then why did Cedric kill him?"


  "Because he started in on the imperial household and establishment. He got political. And he didn't have sense enough to shut his mouth when they told him to stick to putting words into the mouth of Hano, who can look out for himself."


  I always figured that. Why would Hano need henchmen down here to knock the heads of unbelievers when he's the Great Head-knocker himself? "So who are these Sons of Hammon?"


  "I don't know. I've never heard of them."


  Maya said, "They're devil-worshippers, Garrett. They won't even speak their god's name. They just call him the Devastator and beg him to bring on the end of the world."


  "Crazies."


  "He answers them, Garrett." She started shaking. "That was the bad part. I heard him. Inside my head. He promises them the end of the world before the turn of the century if they carry out his commands faithfully. Many will die in the struggle but the martyrs will be rewarded. They will be drawn to his bosom in peace and ecstasy forever."


  I exchanged looks with Dean. Maya's eyes had glazed and she was babbling like something had taken possession of her. "Hey! Maya! Come back." I clapped my hands in front of her nose.


  She jumped and looked bewildered. "Sorry. I got carried away, didn't I? But it got pretty intense when those guys got a service going and their god talked to them. Hell. It was really bad the night before last. He showed up in person."


  "Yes?" Did I want to know about this? "A thing like an ape, six arms, twelve feet tall?"


  "That was the shape he assumed. Uglier than a barrel of horned toads. How did you know?"


  "I met him. Out at Chodo's. He didn't make good company. But he seemed kind of puny for a god."


  "That wasn't really the god, Garrett. I'm not sure what they meant but the thing was something like what the real god dreamed. Only he had control of the dream, like you do sometimes. You know?"


  The more she talked the more nervous she got. I wondered if they'd done something to her that she either wouldn't talk about or couldn't remember. "Is this upsetting you?"


  "Some. Things like that don't happen to people like me."


  "Maya, things like that don't happen to people like me, either. Or anybody else. I've had some weird cases but I've never gone up against a god. Nobody these days has to deal with gods who really show up."


  I glanced around. Dean was troubled. Maya was troubled. Even Bess, who didn't have a notion what we were talking about, bless her vacant head, was worried. I thought back on what I'd said.


  A god who really shows up.


  That's nightmare stuff. Who expects the gods to take an active role these days? Not even guys like Peridont. The gods haven't busybodied since antiquity.


  What Maya had to tell was interesting, but useful only in a cautionary sense. I still had to get my hands on Jill Craight and maybe squeeze her. Something had started all this excitement bubbling.


  I recalled the note Jill had left in that apartment. I had made maybe the biggest screw up of a career checkered with goofs.


  I should have sat on that sucker for as long as it took. Somebody was going to come and get it—somebody who might be at the root of this whole damned business.


  Maybe I hadn't needed Jill at all. If only I had waited there until he came. . . . But then I wouldn't have gotten Maya loose. . . .


  Maybe it wasn't too late. "I have to go out."
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  It was too late. The note was gone. I cussed my blindness. I tore that apartment to shreds looking for something, anything, and found exactly what I deserved to find. Nothing.


  So it would be the hard way after all, hunt Jill Craight until something shook loose.


  I hoped I wouldn't be hearing from the Sons of Hammon for a while. The way they'd taken it on the chin, I couldn't see them doing anything but backing off to regroup. I just hoped the bastards were as confused as the rest of us.


  I got out of there and headed to the area where Tey Koto claimed Jill was likely to be found.


  There are pimples and pockets of Hell and Purgatory all over TunFaire. People wouldn't want their daughters hanging out there. The kingpin probably has a finger in all of them. The worst, the biggest, where Chodo's presence is heavier than that of a king, is the Tenderloin, sometimes called the Street of the Damned. If you want it, someone there will sell it. And the kingpin will get his cut.


  It's Hell on earth for those who survive that way, used and abused and discarded the instant they lose their marketability. For those who haven't been to the underside and haven't lived with the ticks on society's underbelly, it's difficult to believe people will use each other so badly.


  Believe me, there are people out there who'll destroy a hundred lives for pocket change and never know a moment's remorse. Who wouldn't, in fact, understand if you told them they'd done something wrong by addicting a twelve-year-old so she'd cooperate as a thirty-a-day flat-backer.


  They understand "against the laws of Man" but not "against the law of humanity." Right is whatever you make it, for as long as you can make it last.


  They're out there. And they're the real bogeymen.


  And through those mean streets walks a lonely man, a solitary knight-errant, the last honorable man, bent but not broken by the lowering storm. . . .


  Boy! Pile it on like that and I might have a future as a street-corner prophet—complete with all the kicks in the teeth that implies.


  People don‘t want to be told to do right. They don‘t really want to do right. They want to do whatever they want—and whine that it‘s not fair, it‘s not their fault, when it comes time to pay the piper.


  There are times when I don‘t care much for my brothers and sisters, when I‘d gladly see half of them buried alive.


  I don‘t go into my high holy mode too often, but a trip to the Tenderloin gets me every time.


  So much that goes on there is unnecessary. In many cases neither the exploiters nor the exploited need to be doing what they do to survive. TunFaire is a prosperous city. Because of the war with the Venageti and Karenta's successes in it, there's work for anyone who wants it. And honest jobs go begging until nonhuman migrants come to the city to fill them.


  A century ago nonhumans were curiosities, seldom seen, more the stuff of legend than real. Now they make up half the population and the bloods are becoming inextricably mixed. For real excitement wait until the war is over and the armies disband and all the war-related jobs dry up.


  I'll step down off my box with the observation that, hell though the Tenderloin is, and as vile, vicious, or degraded as its habitues may be, most have some choice about being there.


  "Garrett."


  I think I jumped about four feet high because my sense of survival had gone into hibernation. I came down so ready for trouble I had the shakes. "Maya! What the hell are you doing here?"


  "Waiting for you. I figured you'd come this way."


  Was the little witch turning into a mind reader? "You didn't say why." I knew why, though.


  "We're partners, remember? We're looking for somebody. And there's some places a man isn't going to get into no matter what he tries."


  "You get hiking right back home. I'm going into the Tenderloin. That's no place for—"


  "Garrett, shut your mouth and look at me. Am I nine years old and fresh out of a convent?"


  She was right. But that didn't make me like it, or incline me to change my mind. It's weird how the symptoms of fatherhood had set in. But damn it, Maya out of her sleazeball duds and chuko colors wasn't anybody's little girl. She was a woman and it was obvious.


  And that was maybe two-thirds of my problem. "All right. You want to stick your neck out, come on."


  She joined me, wearing a smug smile filled with good teeth.


  I said, "You snuck up on me, you know. You grew up. I can't help remembering the filthy brat I found beat to hell all those years ago."


  She grinned and slipped her arm through mine. "I didn't sneak, Garrett. I took my time and did it right. I knew you'd wait for me."


  Whoa! Who was talking shit to who here?


  Maya laughed. "If we're going to do it, let's go."
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  To understand the Tenderloin—to even picture it if you've never been there—you have to get in touch with the seamiest side of yourself. Pick a fantasy, one you wouldn't tell anyone about. One that makes you uncomfortable or embarrassed when you think about it. In the Tenderloin there's somebody who'll do it with you, for you, or to you, or somebody who'll let you watch if that's your need.


  Let your imagination run away. You can't think of anything somebody hasn't thought and done already. Hell, somebody's thought of something even more disgusting. And it's all available there in Wonderland. And not just sex, though that's the first thing that jumps to mind.


  At that time of day, late afternoon, most of the Tenderloin was just waking up. The district worked around the clock, but the majority of its patrons were like insects who shun the light. The district wouldn't get white-hot until after sunset.


  I asked Maya, "You been down here before?"


  "Never with a gentleman." She laughed.


  I tried to scowl but her constant good humor was catching. I smiled.


  "Sure," she said. "One of our favorite games. Come down here and watch the freaks. Maybe roll a drunk or kick the shit out of a pimp. We got up to lots of stuff. Most of the people who come here don't dare complain."


  "You know how dangerous that is?" The people of the Tenderloin are solicitous of their customers.


  She gave me the look the young save for old farts who say dumb things. "What did we have to lose?"


  Only their lives. But kids are immortal and invulnerable. Just ask them.


  It wasn't yet dark but we had plenty of company on the outer fringe, where the offerings are relatively tame. Gentlemen were window shopping, barkers were barking, my angels were lurking, and a dozen prepubescent boys were trying to mooch copper. When I turned one down he took a big pinch of Maya's bottom and ran off. I roared in outrage, as I was suppose to do, and took a step after the brat, then the humor hit me. "You're on the other side now, sweetheart. You're one of the grown-ups."


  "It hurts, Garrett."


  I laughed.


  "You bastard! Why don't you kiss it better?"


  There in the tamer parts the houses display their wares in big bay windows. I couldn't help admiring what I saw.


  "You're drooling, you old goat."


  I probably was but I denied it.


  "What's she got that I don't?" she demanded half a minute later. And I couldn't answer that one. The delicacy in question was younger than she and no prettier, but provocative as hell.


  I needed blinders. My weakness was getting me into deep shit.


  "There she is."


  "Huh? Who? Where?"


  Maya gave me a nasty look. "What do you mean, who? Who the hell are we looking for?"


  "Take it easy. Where did you see her?" Grow up a little, Garrett. You got somebody's feelings to consider.


  "Right up ahead. About a block."


  Her eyes were better than mine if she could pick somebody out of the crowd at that distance.


  I caught a glimpse of blonde hair in a familiar style. "Come on!"


  We hurried. I tried to keep that hair in sight. It vanished, reappeared, vanished, reappeared. We gained ground. The hair disappeared in the swirl near the entrance to a "theater" just opening for the first show. And it didn't reappear.


  I was as sure as Maya that we'd spotted Jill.


  I tried asking questions of the theater's barker. He was a lean whippet of a man, hide tanned from exposure to the weather. He didn't look like a nice guy. He looked at me and saw something he didn't like, either. The promise of five marks silver got me a look of contempt. This guy not only didn't know anything about any blonde, he'd forgotten how to talk.


  Maya pulled me away before I tried to squeeze something out of him. One must be careful putting the arm on the help in the Tenderloin. They hang together like grapes, them against the world. "Next time how about I do the talking?" she said. "Even these jaded apes will listen to me."


  They would, just to spite me. "All right. Let's go across the street and sit and give this a think." The Tenderloin does boast a few amenities absent from the rest of the city, like street-side loos and public benches. Anywhere else benches would get busted up for firewood and loos kicked down for the hell of it. Here the busters themselves would get broken up for kindling before they got done with their fun.


  The organization has no patience with people who cost it money.


  We went across. We sat. I considered the area and my options while Maya turned away offers by explaining that she was engaged. "Although," she told one would-be swain, "I might be able to shake this old guy later."


  "Maya!"


  "What do you care, Garrett? You're not interested. He looked like he might know how to have a good time."


  Damn them all! I swear, before they let them go into puberty, they make them sign a contract in blood saying they'll cause us all the aggravation they can. "Give me a break, Maya. At least give me a chance to get used to the idea of you being a woman."


  That put a smug look on her face. She chalked up six points for Maya on her secret scoreboard.


  The majority of nearby businesses catered to spectators rather than participants. My stomach did a little growl and knot at the thought of Jill Craight starring in one of those shows.


  Nothing is impossible, of course. I just didn't like it.


  I didn't have much trouble believing it. The woman obviously had mental problems. I could see her making the kinds of connections that would convince her she was fit for nothing else. The human mind does weird things.


  What amazes me is that we manage to cope as well as we do, that the race not only survives but manages to make the occasional stumbling advance. Maybe there is a force greater than ourselves, an engine driving us toward greatness.


  It would be comforting to know my species is destined for something that will outshine its past and present. The Church, the Orthodox sects, all the Hanite cults and factions and denominations, offer that hope, but they've surrounded it with so much bullshit and in so many cases have given in to worldly temptations which act against the hope, that they've forfeited any right to guide us toward the brighter day.


  Maya snuggled a little closer, as though the evening breeze had begun to bite. "What're you brooding about, Garrett?"


  "The Sons of Hammon as a committed entropic force, convinced that our proper destiny is oblivion."


  She leaned back and looked me in the eye. "You trying to shit me? Or are you just talking dirty?"


  "No." I started to explain. After a minute she snuggled up again, got hold of my hands, and rested her cheek on my shoulder. She grunted in the right places to show she was listening. I'm sure we made a touching picture.


  After a bit I said, "We got to get our minds back on business." I had to anyway. The little witch was getting to me. "You know anything about this area?"


  "There's a lot of freaks."


  I didn't need to be told that. I have pretty fair eyesight.


  Six of the nearer buildings hosted live shows. Several more were havens for those who provided special services. A few seemed to be genuine residential hotels. And there was one place I couldn't pin down at all.


  It had no barker. It had no sign. It had no heavy traffic, but in the time we'd been sitting, five men and a woman had entered the place. Four had come out. Only one had shown the furtiveness which characterizes a move toward an act considered perverse. Those who had come out had looked pleased and relaxed, relieved, but not in the way the sexually sated do.


  "What about that place?" I pointed. "Know it?"


  "No."


  Curiosity had a hold of me. A lamplighter was working his way toward us, pushing his cartload of scented oils from post to post, topping things up and lighting the parti-colored lights that lend Tenderloin evenings a sleazy mask of carnival. When he stopped at the lamppost at the end of the bench I opened my mouth to ask about the place that intrigued me.


  Maya elbowed me in the ribs. "My turn, remember?"


  She got up.


  It must be something they get in their mother's milk. I've never seen a woman yet who couldn't turn on the heat when she wanted. She whispered. The lamplighter's eyes took fire without help from his match. He nodded. She touched him over the heart and let her fingertips slide over a half foot of his jacket. He grinned and looked at the place that caught my eye. Then he saw the deaf barker looking daggers his way.


  He ran out of words before he spoke. He turned stupider than an ox. I told Maya, "I'm getting irritated. Let's go."


  I got up, took her hand, headed for the entrance to the curious place.


  The barker saw my intent and abandoned his post. He hustled up the street, planted himself in my path. I told him, "Friend, you're getting on my nerves. In about two seconds I'm going to break your leg."


  He grinned like he hoped I'd try. Maya said, "Garrett, be careful."


  I looked around. Half a dozen natives were closing in. They looked like they'd been deprived of the pleasure of stomping somebody for a long time. But my angels were moving in behind them, and Saucerhead was leading the pack. He could handle this bunch by himself. I told the barker, "Move it or lose it, Bruno."


  "You asked for it. Take him."


  Saucerhead smacked a couple of heads together. Wedge cracked a couple more with a club. The barker's eyes got big. I asked, "You ready to move?"


  Saucerhead said, "Garrett, you got to quit this crap. You're going to start a riot."


  The barker's eyes popped. He had a nasty suspicion. "You the Garrett that works for Chodo?" He stepped out of the way. "Why didn't you say so?"


  Saucerhead rumbled. "Yeah, Garrett. Why didn't you say so?"


  "Because I don't care what Chodo claims, I don't work for him. I work for me." I had to keep that point clear for my own peace of mind.


  The barker said, "You understand, I didn't know you was working for Chodo. We get all kinds down here. I wouldn't of give you no shit if you'd told me."


  It was going to be a long fight, shaking loose from that tie. "Look, all I want to do is go in there and see what goes on."


  The barker said, "You was asking about some blonde bitch. What you want to know? If I can help. . . ."


  And Saucerhead, at the same time, said, "I come down here to tell you Morley needs to see you. Says he got some news for you."


  "Good for Morley. If you'll all excuse me?" I pushed past the barker and headed inside. Maya stuck close and kept her mouth shut. Good for her, too.
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  The door to the place was unlocked. Maybe it couldn't be locked. It sagged in its frame. Inside there was a scrawny old guy in a rickety chair shoving sticks into a stove. It was hot enough to broil steaks but he was grumbling about the cold. He was one giant liver spot. "Drop it on the counter," he said, not bothering to look up.


  "What?"


  He looked, then. At me, then at Maya. His brushy white eyebrows wormed around. "You together?"


  "Yes."


  "Well, whatever. Have to charge you. Six marks silver. First time? Take any box where the curtain is open. You don't like what you get, you can move once on the house. You still ain't satisfied, it's another mark every move until you light."


  I put the money down. He went back to feeding the fire. Maya gave me a puzzled look. I shrugged and stepped up to a curtained doorway.


  It opened to reveal a long hallway. A half-dozen curtained alcoves opened to either side. Four had their curtains drawn. We walked down the hall and back. I heard soft voices behind the drawn curtains. Where the curtains were open there was nothing but a chair and a table pushed against a wall of glass. There was nothing behind the glass but darkness.


  "What is this place, Garrett?"


  "I guess if you have to ask you don't belong here." I led her into the nearest open room and drew the curtain. The place was five feet deep by six wide and very dark with the curtain closed. I felt for what looked like a pull cord and gave it a tug. Bells tinkled somewhere overhead, muted. A light appeared high on the other side of the glass.


  A well-dressed and impossibly beautiful woman came down a spiral staircase into an eight by twelve room that might have been a lady's bedroom transported from the Hill. It was a set, obviously, but just as obviously perfect in every detail.


  "Garrett," Maya whispered, "that woman isn't human. She's pure high elf."


  I saw it but I didn't believe it. Who ever heard of an elfish whore? But Maya had it right. She was elfish, and so damned beautiful she hurt my eyes.


  She began to undress as though unaware that she was being observed, pulled a chair up to a table facing the glass from the far side, then sat in her under things. She began removing makeup slowly. The glass must be a mirror on her side.


  Maya pinched me. "Stop panting. You'll fog the glass."


  The elfish woman heard something. She cocked her head quizzically. She asked, "Is someone there?"


  That was a voice men could kill for. I didn't know her from dog food. I like to think I'm as hard-nosed a cynic as they make, but I had no problem imagining that silver-bells whisper on my pillow, sending me whooping through the teeth of Hell.


  She stood up and slipped out of another layer of clothing.


  Maya said, "I'm not going to ask what this one has that I don't." She sounded awed.


  I was petrified.


  "Is someone there?" she asked again.


  I reached out and touched the glass. A sound-permeable glass that could be seen through from one side only? Someone had invested heavily in some very specialized designer sorcery. And I could see the touch of genius in it. This mundane bit of voyeurism and pretense was a hundred times as erotic as any crude stage coupling of women with one another, nonhumans, apes, or zebras. And the main reason was the natural talent of the woman behind the glass. She turned every move into something ripped out of a blazing fantasy.


  She touched the glass where my fingertips rested. "That's all right. You don't have to talk if you don't want." It felt like my fingers were pressed to a grill.


  I wanted. I wanted desperately. I was in love. And I was as tongue-tied as a twelve-year-old with designs on someone Maya's age.


  I yanked my hand away.


  I didn't know what to do.


  Maya stepped in. "Who are you?"


  "I'm whoever you want me to be." She registered no surprise at a woman's voice. "I'll be whatever you want. I'm your fantasy."


  Yes. Oh, yes.


  She started on the last layer of clothing.


  I turned around. I couldn't handle it, not with Maya there.


  I wondered if there was some drug in the air, or maybe a subtle sorcery that enhanced the normal magic of a beautiful woman disrobing.


  I knew what kind of acting Jill did. She'd be a natural here. She had the looks, she had the style, and she had the heat when she wanted. Put her in one of those rooms, and she could be bewitching.


  I rested my hand on Maya's shoulder, whispered, "I'm going to check the other boxes."


  She nodded.


  When I stepped out only two sets of curtains were drawn. A man was just leaving. I went up and down the hall quickly. Four of the empties had signs up indicating there would be no response if you rang. I guessed the place was a twenty-four-hour operation and only one woman used a setup. Most would be on duty now because the Tenderloin was headed into its busy hours.


  I rang a bell and conjured a redhead who reminded me of Tinnie but wasn't Jill Craight. I got out before she worked a spell on me.


  The old man was in the hall. He looked at me quizzically. I dropped coins into his hand. "I'm going to take the tour."


  "Suit yourself." An old veteran of the Tenderloin. No surprises. None of his business what I did as long as I paid.


  Each woman was as marvelous as the last but none were Jill. I even waited out the occupants of the two busy boxes. One of the ladies wasn't Jill and the other put out her sign and refused to answer her bell.


  Twelve possibilities whittled down to five. I considered working on the old man, discarded the idea. Unless I wanted to sit on him he'd warn Jill that somebody was asking questions. I knew where to look now. All I needed to do was come back until I'd seen them all.


  I went back to box one. Maya and the elfish woman were chattering like sisters. The woman had her clothes on. Just as well. There are limits to what a man can take.


  Maya glanced back to make sure it was me. "I'm almost done. Time's up anyway."


  They exchanged a few pleasantries in a way that made me suspect I'd interrupted some girl talk. Maya got up and leaned close, whispered, "You have to leave a tip. That's the way they make their money. The old man keeps what he takes."


  Except for the kingpin's cut, of course. Which would come out of the tips, too.


  "Where?"


  Maya showed me a slot in the tabletop which was the only way to pass objects from one side of the glass to the other. I rilled it with a generous sprinkle of silver. I wasn't out much. It had come from the kingpin to begin and some of it might have gone to him from here.


  Maya squeezed my arm. She was pleased with me. I figured the woman had run a good game on her. I led her out of there.


  A man was coming in the front door as I parted the hall curtains for Maya. I caught only a glimpse of a little dink with a shiny head and an epic schnoz. He froze. Maya froze. I walked into her. We tangled. When we untangled he was gone. "What the hell?"


  "That was him, Garrett. He recognized me."


  "That was who?"


  "The guy that was in that apartment. The one that ran me over."


  The old man fed his fire. He saw nothing. He heard nothing.


  That runt had some eye if he'd recognized this Maya as the filthy girl who'd been in that apartment.


  I plunged into the street and saw a lot of what the old man saw inside. The dink was a magician. Or maybe he was just so short he couldn't be spotted in the crowd.


  It's carnival every night down there. I have to admit it's not all whoring and sleaze. There are tamer entertainments. Hell, two doors from where I stood there was a bingo hall with the vanguard of its regiment of old ladies just arriving. But sleaze is the axis of the Tenderloin and the misery there outweighs the innocuous entertainments.


  I asked my angels if they'd seen the little guy. They didn't know what I was talking about. I asked the barker. He hadn't seen a thing and was too busy to chat. Irked, I told him, "I'll be back tomorrow. We'll talk when you're not so pressed."


  "Yeah. Sure. Nobody's going to say I don't cooperate with the organization."


  Exasperated, I collected Maya and headed home.
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  We didn't say much for a while. Then I recalled something and changed course abruptly.


  "What're you doing now?"


  "Almost forgot I have to see Morley."


  "Oh. Mr. Charm."


  "He gets a look at you tonight you might have to fight him off with a stick."


  She gave me a look. "Thanks for the compliment. I think."


  Half a block later she told me, "I was going to seduce you tonight. But now I can't."


  "Hunh?" Investigators are fast on their feet and quick with a comeback.


  "If I did, it wouldn't be me you were with. You'd be thinking about her."


  "Who her?" Look at that footwork. The boy is so fast you can't see him move.


  "Polly. The elfish girl."


  "Her? I'd forgotten her already," I lied.


  "And the moon is made of green cheese."


  "That's what the experts say. But as long as you bring her up, what'd she have to say?"


  "I couldn't get specific because I didn't want her to know what we were up to. She might tell Hester. I think you're right. One of the girls sounds like her. Polly doesn't like her. Polly is kind of a prude."


  "A what?" I laughed.


  "It's all look-and-don't-touch on the premises there, Garrett. Polly says her regulars just want to talk to somebody who's easy on the eyes. Somebody who can listen and talk back, and who isn't any kind of threat. She never actually sees any of them. She says some of them must be important men but she doesn't know who they are. She never sees them outside. Some of the other girls do. Polly claims she's a virgin."


  Maya found that hard to swallow. I didn't want to think about it.


  It was a strange setup but I could see how it could be a gold mine—without extortion. The one thing the movers and shakers lack is somebody they can relax with and talk to without risking betrayal.


  That was the essence of the racket. Polly harvested enough in tips to satisfy herself. But some of her co-workers wanted more.


  "It's because she's elfish," Maya guessed. "She doesn't have to hurry. She can trade on her looks for a long time. Human women only get a few years." Hint, hint. Nudge, nudge. The girl had her own talent for distraction. Had to be inborn. How would she learn it running with a street gang?


  We got to Morley's place. Maya reaped a harvest of appreciative looks. Nobody paid any attention to me. So that was the secret of getting in without the gauntlet of hostile stares—bring a woman to distract them.


  Slade was behind the counter. He lifted the speaking tube and pointed upstairs. We took the hint. I knocked on the office door. Morley let us in.


  "Your taste has improved, Garrett." He ogled Maya.


  I slipped my arm around her waist. "Didn't have time to get her into the disguise we use to protect her from characters like you."


  His eyes popped. "You're the lady he was with the other night?"


  She just smiled mysteriously.


  "Miracles do happen," he said. And whined, "But they never happen to me."


  At which point a gorgeous half-caste brunette stepped out of his back room and draped herself on his shoulder.


  "I hope your luck turns, Morley. Saucerhead said you had some news for me."


  "Yes. Remember the man whose name you mentioned to the kingpin? The one who visited you the night you got into your mess?"


  I presumed he was being cagey about naming Peridont. "That religious character?"


  "The very one."


  "What about him?"


  "Somebody sent him to his reward. Put a poisoned quarrel in his back. About four blocks from your place. I figure he was going to see you. He wouldn't have any other reason to be around there dressed like somebody's gardener."


  Maybe. "Damn! Who did it?"


  Morley spread his hands wide and gave a blank look. "I suppose one of the same fun-loving bunch. It went down in broad daylight, in front of fifty witnesses. Farmer-looking guy just steps out of a doorway behind him and lets him have it."


  "Being a wizard ain't everything." I'd developed an itch between my shoulder blades. That could happen to anybody at any time. If somebody wants you bad enough, they'll get you. "I don't know if I wanted to know that."


  "We'll tighten up around you, Garrett. We'll make them work for it."


  "That's a comfort, Morley." Peridont getting it bothered me bad. I had this feeling I'd lost my last best ally.


  "You think I want to go tell Chodo I blew it?"


  I knew what he wanted to say, but he was saying it so clumsily it was worse than if he hadn't said anything. For Morley, the actual expression of concern or friendship is next to impossible.


  "Never mind," I told him. "Quit while you're ahead. Was there anything else?" His friend was tickling his neck with a fingernail. He wouldn't keep his mind on business long.


  "No. Go home and stay there. We won't have to pick up pieces of Garrett if you keep your head down."


  "Right. I'll think about it."


  "Don't think. Do."


  "Come on, Maya. Let's go home." Morley and I both knew I wouldn't give it a thought.
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  It started when we were two blocks from my house, a roaring and grumbling hurrying up from the south. Lightning zigged around it. I pulled Maya into a doorway.


  "What is it?"


  "Something we don't want to notice us." A big, red nasty bobbed in the middle of the cloud.


  People stuck their heads out windows, got a look, and decided they didn't want to know.


  The micro storm headed straight for my place.


  Wouldn't you know it?


  This time there was no roof busting. A nasty red spider strutted down out of the night—and something swatted it right back.


  "Old Chuckles is going to pay his rent tonight," I muttered.


  "You're shaking."


  I was, worse than if I'd been in the thick of it. Yet my mind wasn't working right. I didn't think about Dean or the Dead Man. All I could think about was what might happen to my house. It was all I had in the world. I'd gone through hell to get the money to pay for it. I was getting too long in the tooth to start over.


  The storm whooped and hollered. The spider headed in again, scarlet swords of fire leaping from its eyes. Bam! They hit an invisible wall. The spider bounced back.


  "I didn't know he had it in him."


  The Dead Man had a lot more than I'd suspected. He never tried to hurt the spider, but he turned every assault. The more its efforts were stymied, the more ferocious the monster became. It didn't worry about damaging the neighborhood.


  This was going to make me popular with my neighbors.


  You can only stay keyed up so long. When I began to settle down I had a thought. "This doesn't make sense. I may have been a pain in the ass to those guys, but not this big a pain. There's something else going on."


  The flash and fury distressed Maya less than it did me. Maybe it was her lack of experience with sorcery. "Analyze it, Garrett. This is the second time your place has been attacked. You weren't home either time. Maybe it doesn't matter if you are. Maybe it's the house."


  "Or something in it."


  "Or something in it. Or someone."


  "Besides me? Nobody. . . ." The Dead Man? But he'd been dead too long to have enemies left. "Know what I think? I got started on the wrong foot at the beginning. I've been trying to get it to make sense."


  Maya looked at me weird. "What the hell are you yapping about?"


  "I'm trying to make sense of something that isn't rational. I knew from the beginning that religion was involved. Several religions, maybe. You can try from now until the end of the world and you're not going to make sense out of that. I shouldn't be attacking it that way. I should be going with it, going after who's doing what to who and not trying to figure out why."


  Her look got weirder. "Did you get hit on the head? You're raving."


  Maybe I was. And maybe somewhere in my nonsense there was a kernel of wisdom. That business down the street looked like a good argument for reassessing my place in the excitement. "Ever been to Leifmold, kid?"


  "What?"


  "I'm starting to think the smart thing would be to get out of town. Let this thing take care of itself."


  She didn't believe me for a moment. And she was right. Maybe it's a lack of common sense. Maybe I just have a feeble survival instinct. I'd hang in until the end.


  I mean, what kind of reputation would I get if I backed off just because that was the safe thing to do? Somebody hires you, he wants you to stick. You want to work, you got to do that—at least until moral revulsion forces you out. You don't let a little thing like fear slow you down.


  The thing with eight limbs was on the ground now, stomping around the house, making the earth shake, roaring, grabbing up cobblestones and throwing them. I told Maya, "Every living city flunky will be around to pester me now." I didn't look forward to that. I'm not at my best with those people.


  One of my angels darted through the shifting witch light. I recognized Wedge.


  "Remind me I don't want to get into your line of work, Garrett." He looked up the street. "What the hell is going on?"


  "You got me. I'm not sure I want to know."


  The eight-limbed thing tore chunks out of a couple of houses, and flung them at my place. They bounced back. The Dead Man was showing unnecessary patience. The monster jumped up and down like an angry child. It looked to me like he and the Dead Man had a standoff. I was amazed. I couldn't picture my boarder holding his own against the avatar of a god.


  "I didn't sign on for this, Garrett," Wedge told me. "I ain't no chickenshit, but saving your ass from demons is a little too much."


  I could empathize with that. "Saving my ass from demons is a little too much for me, too, Wedge. You want to do a fade you won't hear me cry. I didn't beg Morley for any guardian angels."


  "You didn't. Chodo did. If you did he'd have told you to go tongue-kiss a ghoul. Bye, Garrett. Good luck."


  "Yeah." Candy ass. When the going gets tough, the smart get going and the stupid keep heading toward trouble. Garrett didn't have enough sense to follow Wedge's example. He hung on where he was.


  Maya asked, "We going to do something?"


  "Find a tavern and hang out till it's over."


  She knew a wisecrack when she heard one. "We hang around here and the Watch will scoop us up. They must be awake by now."


  She had a point. Something this loud would force those guys to come out so their asses would be covered when questions were asked later. In that way having the spider get held off was worse than having the house get smashed. This was a hurrah that couldn't be ignored.


  "Hell!" I spat. "Enough is enough." I stepped out of the doorway, trotted up the street, stopped a hundred-fifty feet from home, eyeballed the spider, wound up and let my last bottle fly like it was a flat rock. It didn't hit the spider but it did smash between the monster's legs. Whatever was inside splashed.


  The thing jumped about forty feet high and shrieked like the world's biggest stuck hog. It turned in the air. It picked me out of the crowd, which wasn't all that tough. It started its charge before it hit the ground.


  Now what, genius?


  I shoved Maya into a breezeway and scooted in after her. The spider smashed into the buildings as though trying to bull right through. It let out a big bass whoop of frustration, then started ripping materials out of its way. One hairy leg kept reaching for me.


  There were greenish spots on the leg where Peridont's stuff had splattered it. Every little bit it paused to scratch those. In five minutes it was scratching more than it was trying to get us.


  The breezeway was a dead end. We were caught good. I didn't waste the five minutes it took the spider to become preoccupied with itself. I tested two doors and attacked the weakest. I got it open just as the spider started spending most of its time scratching.


  "Come on." I pushed into the darkened interior, part of someone's home. Maya stumbled around behind me. When I paused I heard rapid, frightened breathing. There were people in there, trying to keep quiet and not be noticed.


  We got through without killing ourselves on unseen furniture, found a window in back, got it open and slithered through.


  "Slick, Garrett," Maya said. "You'd better hope they didn't recognize you."


  "Yeah." I already had enough trouble getting along with my neighbors.


  "What now?"


  We took half a block along an alleyway, toward home, to where I could check on the spider.


  For a god it wasn't very bright. It was still trying to tear its way into that breezeway, when it wasn't scratching. Doing a fair job, too. "When I say go, we head for the front door. And pray Dean lets us in before that thing catches up."


  "I think maybe going to Leifmold was a better idea."


  "Maybe. Ready?"


  "Yes."


  "Go."


  That damned spider wasn't as fixated as I hoped. It spotted us and began bouncing in our direction before we'd gone ten steps.


  We wouldn't make it in time.
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  Maya pounded the door with both fists. I bellowed at Dean. The spider galloped toward us. I spotted a human skull-type face where the thing's head was, sort of like it had been painted over the usual spider face. Spreading mandibles made that skull look like it was grinning.


  Chains and bolts rattled on the other side of the door.


  We had gotten Dean's attention.


  But it was too late. The spider was on us—


  It hit something. Or something hit it. There was a sound like crunching gravel. The monster went tumbling back the way it had come, trailing another of its bellows of frustration. "The Dead Man is still on the job," I gasped at Maya. "Come on, Dean!"


  The monster was charging again before the old man got the door open. We plunged inside, trampling him, then tumbled over one another trying to bolt up. Though a fat lot of good bolts and bars would do against that thing.


  "What's going on, Mr. Garrett?" Dean was pale and rattled.


  "I don't know. I was just going to call it a night when that thing dropped out of the sky."


  "Like the thing you saw at the kingpin's place?"


  "Same kind of thing in a different shape."


  "I don't think I want to be involved anymore, Mr. Garrett. Things like this don't happen in your regular cases. I think I want to go home until it's over."


  "I don't blame you. But first we have to get that thing to go away." I peeked out. It had quieted down. I thought it might be getting ready to try something nasty.


  It was standing in the street, balanced on three legs. It scratched itself with the other five. The green spots on its legs had grown and now shed a phosphorescent light. The more it dug at those the more they irritated it.


  Good. Maybe it would forget us altogether.


  It pounced at my place like it meant to take us by surprise. Off it went with a howl, slapped away. It stood up unsteadily, scratched vigorously. I told Maya, "I'm going to have a chat with my dead buddy. Why don't you help Dean in the kitchen?" Hint, hint.


  It took the old boy a while. But he got it after I told him to bring me a pitcher.


  The house shook again. Storms of rage played around outside. I went into the Dead Man's room, settled into the chair we kept there for me, and considered the old mountain of blubber. Despite the excitement he looked no more animated than usual. You couldn't tell if he was asleep or awake if it wasn't for a sort of electric radiation bleeding off him. "Whenever you have a minute or two," I told him.


  He wasn't himself. Go ahead, Garrett. He was saving his irritation for the thing outside.


  "Got any idea what that thing is?"


  I have begun to develop a suspicion. I have not yet gathered evidence enough to establish a certainty. I do not like the suspicion. If that thing is what I fear. . . .


  He wasn't going to say, but then he never let anything out of the bag until he was sure he wouldn't contradict himself later. I knew what sort of answer I'd get, but I asked anyway. "And what's that?" Maybe he'd be distracted enough to let something slip.


  Not yet.


  "Can you at least get it to go away?"


  I do not have that power, Garrett. You seem to have done what was needed to discourage it, though it is losing its determination very slowly.


  Not sure what he meant, I took a peek outside. The spider was more involved in scratching itself and less interested in my place. I went back. "You going to contribute something now or are you just going back to sleep?"


  Though I am certain you brought this upon yourself and deserve any villainies visited upon you, it seems—


  "Don't get wise, Old Bones. That thing didn't come to see me. Neither did those firebombers. I wasn't home either time. So you tell me—"


  Quiet. I must reflect. You are correct. I have failed to see the obvious, that you are too small a mouse to interest this cat.


  "I think you're special, too."


  Quiet.


  He reflected. He batted that spider away. I got tired of waiting. "You better not take forever. It won't be long before we're up to our hips in people who want to know what's going on. Hill-type people."


  Correct. I have foreseen that. I do not have enough information. You must tell me all that has happened since you became involved. Spare me no detail.


  I protested.


  Hurry. The thing will accept defeat soon. The minions of the state will bestir themselves. It will be to your advantage to be absent when they arrive. You will not be absent if you do not hasten.


  That was true, though maybe it wasn't his full concern. I played along, anyway. I started at the beginning and gave him everything to the moment I'd gotten in a step ahead of the spider. The telling took a while.


  He took a while longer to digest everything. I was pretty antsy when Dean stuck his head in. "Mr. Garrett, that thing gave up."


  I hurried to the front door and peeked out. Dean was right. It was staggering down the street, not even trying to walk on air, spending more energy scratching than going. I bounced back into the Dead Man's room. "It's headed out, Chuckles. We don't have much time." I leaned back into the hall. "Dean, tell Maya we've got to get out of here."


  He scowled at me. He muttered and cursed and made it damned clear he thought I had no business putting Maya at risk.


  The Dead Man said, If I can have your attention?


  "You got it, Smiley."


  Your sense of humor never rises above the juvenile. Pay attention. First, it is probable that you are correct. The attacks upon this house were not launched either to get you or because the place belongs to you. For a moment I considered it possible that I was their target. That seemed reasonable under the assumption that this trouble springs from the source I suspect. But that source should not be aware of my presence, considering its prior indifference to researching the nature of its adversaries. So its focus, its interest, must be something within the house.


  Say what? He knew who was stirring all the commotion?


  Have you bothered to examine the guest room ? You did not mention having done so, yet I cannot imagine any protégé of mine having been so lax as to have overlooked the obvious.


  He was going to bounce right up on his high horse. He loves it when he nails me.


  Damn it, I'd thought about this before and I hadn't bothered to see if Jill had left something.


  Sometimes you get too busy to think.


  Now, with him sitting there smirking, I began to wonder if Jill hadn't set me up.


  "Dean! Go upstairs and see if Jill left anything in the guest room. Maya can help you look. If you don't find anything, look wherever she could've gotten to while she was here. If you still don't find anything, look where she couldn't have gotten. There must be something."


  Better late than never.


  "Right. I'm sure the neighbors will agree when they try to figure out why their houses got torn up."


  He understood. If he'd gotten off his mental duff back when, we might not have this mess now.


  Let us not fall to bickering, Garrett. Time has been wasted. Let us waste no more.


  "Check. So let's get at it. You think you know what's going on? Do you know anything about these Sons of Hammon?"


  I recall them. A vicious and nihilistic cult. For them all life is sorrow and misery and punishment and shall continue to be till their Devourer has been unchained to scour the world clean. The many shall be consumed and the True Believers, the Faithful, who serve without cavil, who help release the Devourer and set the Devastation in motion, shall be rewarded with perpetual bliss. Their paradise resembles the adolescent paradise of the Shades cults. Milk and honey, streets of gold, an inexhaustible supply of suppliant virgins.


  "That part doesn't sound so bad."


  To you it would not.


  I waited for him to tell me more.


  The cult's roots reach back to the time of your prophet Terrell. It was declared heretic and a persecution launched against it a thousand years ago. Till then it was just one of countless Hanite cults. The heretics fled into various nonhuman areas. A colony formed in Carathca, where its doctrines became polluted by dark elfish nihilism, then fell under the sway of devil-worshippers who brought it around to its present philosophical form three hundred years ago. About that time its high priests began claiming direct revelations from heaven, revelations the laity could feel themselves. The cult began acting politically, trying to hasten the Devastation.


  They were persecuted, Garrett. First in the power games of empire and churches, then because the masters of Carathca grew afraid of them and wanted to drive them out.


  The cult faded into the human population, which supported it because humans were not well treated in Carathca. It deployed all the instruments of terror. After two generations it mastered Carathca. The dark-elfin nobility survived only as puppets. The countryside for fifty miles around fell under cult sway. Fanatic assassins went out to silence the Devastator's enemies. The cult became so dangerous, so vicious, that the early Karentine Kings had no choice but war or submission. They chose war, as humans always do, determined to exterminate the cult. For a time it seemed they had succeeded. King Beran declared them extinct only to be assassinated by a branch which had established itself in TunFaire under another name. His son Brian continued the fight and, it appeared, succeeded in extinguishing the cult's last lights a century and a half ago. Do you follow?


  "Well enough. I don't understand, but I don't have to understand to deal with them, do I?"


  You need understand only that they are more dangerous than anyone you have ever battled, excepting perhaps vampires defending their nest. They do not just believe, they know. Their devil god has spoken to each of them directly and has given each of them a look into a paradise where they will spend eternity. They will do anything because they know there is no penalty to compare with their coming reward. They fear nothing. They are saved and will be born again, and concrete evidence has been given them for this. They need take the word of no one but their god himself.


  I got a really creepy feeling. "Just wait up, Old Bones. What the hell? I don't need this. I'm a nonbeliever. You trying to tell me there's no side of the angels, that there really is a god and he's really a devil and—"


  Hold! Enough!


  I calmed down a little, though I was still pretty shaky. Think about stepping up face-to-face with possible proof that something you find completely repellent is the law of the universe.


  We Loghyr have never found proof of the existence of any gods. Neither have we disproved their existence, although logic militates against it. They are not necessary to explain anything. Nature does not provide that which is not needed.


  He'd never spent half a year trying to survive in a swamp infested with five-hundred parasitic species. Were gods some sort of psychic or spiritual parasites?


  However, proof or lack thereof are unnecessary to the mind that must believe. And that mind becomes doubly narrow and doubly dangerous when it is given what it perceives as proof. Then it can begin to create that in which it believes.


  Hanging out with him wasn't all a dead waste. "You mean somebody is running a game on the Sons of Hammon, making like he's their god? Fooling them into doing his dirty deeds?"


  Someone was back when the cult ruled Carathca and its environs. We who brought about his downfall believed we had destroyed him. Perhaps we failed. Or perhaps another has taken his place, though what other there could be is a greater puzzle than how the one we fought could have escaped to nurture his wickedness in secret.


  I was on a roll. "We're talking another dead Loghyr here, aren't we?" It didn't take much imagination to see how my old buddy here could kick ass if he wasn't so damned lazy.


  We are. We are speaking of the only Loghyr ever to have gone mad. We are speaking of a true son of the Beast, if you will, who did great evils while he lived, in the guises of several of your history's bloodiest villains, and who strove to do greater evils still after the righteous slew him.


  We chattered back and forth. He convinced me that not only could a live Loghyr pass for human, but that it had been done countless times—and some of the worst men of olden times and a couple of saints hadn't been human at all. But he couldn't make me understand why, even though we humans are notorious meddlers. Loghyr are supposed to stand outside and observe and look down their noses.


  "Interesting as hell. I'm learning things about Loghyr I never suspected. We'll have to have a long chat someday. But we don't have time right now. We have to make moves and make them fast, or all the machineries of the state will have us under siege and we won't be able to do a thing."


  You may be right.


  "You figure there's a Loghyr out there somewhere who's revived the old cult? I'll buy that. But why the hell are they tearing up TunFaire?"


  I must confess, that has me baffled. It is my guess that Magister Peridont could have told us. The Craight woman might know. She was trusted more than any rational man should trust a woman. Peridont may have revealed himself. Find her, Garrett. Bring her to me.


  "Right. Like snapping my fingers."


  Also find, or at least identify, the man who was in that apartment opposite hers. I have a hunch he is as important as the Craight woman. Perhaps more so.


  A hunch ? The Dead Man? That flabby lump of pure reason? It couldn't be.


  Dean came in. "We couldn't find anything, Mr. Garrett."


  "Keep looking. There's got to be something."


  Not necessarily, Garrett. All there needs be is the perception that there is something.


  I'd thought that myself but I didn't like it. "She set us up as a diversion?"


  There is that possibility. It gains weight if we presume Magister Peridont told her something that would be of interest to those who are plaguing us.


  "I just might break both her kneecaps next time I see her." I could see her siccing those guys on us in hopes they'd get into it with the Dead Man. It was the kind of stunt I might have tried if I wanted somebody off my back.


  A troop of the Watch is coming, Garrett. You would be wise to absent yourself now. I will deal with them. Bring me that woman.


  I ducked out the back way, leaving Dean to bolt up behind me, mumbling and grumbling and secretly pleased to be close to the heart of things.


  Maya stuck with me again. There was no arguing her into going back to the Doom.


  "At least let them know you're alive and healthy. I don't want Tey Koto ambushing me because she thinks I've trifled with you."


  She burst out laughing. I guess I would have, too, if somebody had tossed "trifle" at me. "You're too much, Garrett. How can somebody in your business have so many little blind spots and naiveté's?"


  It was a question you would expect from someone beyond her age. But the young aren't stupid and sometimes they're more perceptive than us old cynics with our arsenals of preconceptions. I told her the truth.


  "I nurture them. There are poetic truths as well as scientific truths. They maybe look silly to you, but I think they deserve to be sustained."


  She laughed but there was no mockery in it, just pleasure. "Good for you, Garrett. Now you know why I love you. Inconsistencies and all."


  The little witch sure knew how to rattle a guy.


  


  


  


  42


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Back about a thousand years ago the other evening, Morley had made a crack about how I might be better off if everybody thought I was dead. I didn't know how to make that look believable, but I figured I could do the next best thing and disappear. Wedge and my angels had taken off. Though the neighborhood was in a state of ferment, with what looked like the whole damned population of TunFaire in the streets wanting to know what had happened, I didn't think anybody else would be watching. It seemed the right time to get lost.


  "Where can we go?" Maya asked.


  "Good question." There had to be somewhere nobody would think to look, someplace we could get in and out of without anybody noticing. Someplace we could live a while without the regular business of life giving us away. I couldn't think of anywhere perfect, though I had a few morally indebted ex-clients who might put me up.


  Maya asked, "How about that apartment across from Hester's? She's gone and everybody's sacked her place, so nobody ought to be interested in the building. And you know that squeaky little guy isn't going to come back."


  "Squeaky?"


  "Yeah. You know. Dorky and creepy at the same time."


  She was right. The place was as decent a hideout as we were likely to find. We headed over there. We had no more trouble getting inside than we'd had before. It must be nice having the kingpin holding an umbrella over your head.


  Sometimes. Hadn't done me that much good, had it?


  We barely got inside before Maya started grumbling. "I'm hungry."


  "I saw some stuff in the kitchen when I tossed the place."


  The apartment hadn't been set up for living. The stores consisted mostly of stuff that couldn't be put together into a decent meal. As we did our best, I asked, "Why didn't you have Dean feed you before you left?"


  "Why didn't you?"


  "Point. I had too much on my mind." I stirred some goop and wondered why Dean hadn't been able to find anything Jill had left. The note she had left here indicated that what the Sons of Hammon wanted was safe. There would be no safer place than with the Dead Man, so I couldn't see her taking it out of the house.


  I wondered how she'd planned to collect it later if that had been her plan. I wondered what the hell it was. The missing Terrell Relics Peridont had wanted me to find? Possibly. But it didn't seem likely the Relics would get a heretical cult so excited they'd risk destruction to glom them.


  Once again I was back to a need for research. Thanks to Dean and the Dead Man I knew what the cult was and what it wanted, but that information was pretty spare. I had to know more about what they believed and why they believed it. A lot more.


  Though if I could lay hands on Jill, that might not be necessary.


  "Look. I found some wine," Maya said. She seemed pleased, so I was pleased for her, but the discovery didn't excite me.


  "Good. Put it on the table." I went on thinking, about the kingpin. His people had been quiet for a while; probably lying low until the outrage died down. It would. It always does in TunFaire. Who could stay exercised about the deaths of a bunch of weird strangers?


  The wine wasn't bad as wines go. Whoever laid in the stock had expensive tastes. It helped the rest of an absurd meal go down with less difficulty.


  I said, "Dean's gotten me spoiled. I'm getting so I expect decent food all the time."


  "We could eat out."


  I gave her a sharp look. She was teasing. But she added, "You promised."


  I did? That's not the way I remembered it. "Maybe after this is over. If you can stand getting fixed up." It had been a while since Dean's niece had worked her over. She'd begun to look a little ragged. But hadn't I, too? "I'm shot. I've got to get some sleep. We'll hit the Tenderloin again after breakfast."


  I carried a lamp around to check the possibilities. I could make do in the parlor. I made sure the windows were covered so nobody would see a light moving around, then took my shoes off and started arranging a place to lie down. Suddenly I had about as much energy as a vampire at high noon.


  Maya came in. "You take the bed, Garrett. I can sleep in here."


  Old Noble said, "No. I'll be fine here."


  "Garrett, you need the comfort more than I do."


  Oh boy, here came the old-timer routine. "I don't play polite games, Maya. Somebody makes me an offer, I only give them one chance to back down, then I take them up on it."


  "Don't get yourself in an uproar. I meant it. You're a lot more tired than I am. And I'm used to sleeping on floors and sidewalks. This is luxury for me." But there was the ghost of something like a twinkle in her eyes, like she was up to something.


  "You asked for it, you got it." I headed for the bedroom. Maybe it was just because I was so damned tired, but I couldn't fathom what she had in mind.


  I found out about six hours later.


  I usually sleep in the raw. In deference to the fact that somebody might walk in, I sacked out wearing my underclothes. I lay there tossing and turning, worrying the case, for maybe seven seconds before I passed out. Next thing I knew I wasn't alone. And the someone with me was very warm, very naked, and very female. And very determined. And I sure don't have much will power.


  There are limits to the nobility of even the best of us good guys. When she turned on the heat, Maya didn't have any trouble getting past mine.


  It turned out to be one truly amazing morning.


  


  


  


  43


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  I had Maya slicked down and spiffed up in some clothes I'd swiped from Jill's apartment. I swear, the girl grew more beautiful by the minute—the woman, I should say. There was no doubt about that now. What she lacked in experience she made up for in enthusiasm.


  I helped her with her hair and with a touch of makeup. She was going to need grooming lessons. When she got a hold on that she'd be deadly.


  "I hate to do it, but I'm going to have to destroy the whole effect," I told her after I showed her herself in a mirror. "I can't take you outside looking like that."


  "Why not?" She liked what she saw, too.


  "Because you'd attract too damned much attention. Come here." When I finished she didn't look like Maya at all. "Pity we can't do as much for me."


  "Do we really need to disguise ourselves?"


  "Probably not. But there are people out there who want to kill us. It can't hurt. And we can't be hurt if nobody can find us." I didn't have the means to change my own appearance much. I thought about Pokey Pigotta and some of the tricks he'd used, like putting a rock in his shoe, walking stoop-shouldered, carrying a couple different hats and changing them randomly, and so forth. The hat trick I could do. There were several in the walk-in here. And everybody who knew me knew I'd wear a hat only when I had to to keep from freezing my ears off.


  I picked the most absurd topper, one people who knew me knew I wouldn't wear at sword point. "How do I look?"


  "Like a buzzard nested on your head."


  It did look a bit like a three-cornered haystack. I'm glad sartorial display is a vice confined to the better classes. I'd hate to try to keep up with fashion.


  There were a few odds and ends of clothing, too, but all for a man so much shorter there was no using them for anything. So I had Maya use touches of lampblack to give my cheeks and eyes a hollow look, practiced a stoop and slight limp, asked, "You ready?"


  "Whenever you are." She gave it a double meaning. The child seemed happier than ever I'd seen before.


  You devil, Garrett. How do you get into these things?


  You give in to yourself and you undertake a contract no matter how casual the collision. This was more than casual because this was somebody I cared about, independent of the body that had moved with mine. . . .


  Dammit, sex always complicates things.


  We hit the street looking like poor folks. Like almost everybody else out there. I did my limp and stoop to perfection, I thought, and invented a history to explain it if anybody asked. I had been wounded at Yellow Dog Mesa. Nobody asked what you did in the war. The fact that you'd gotten out alive was commentary enough.


  I wondered what Glory Mooncalled was doing. There had been no talk for days. That meant nothing, of course. That's the way war works. Long periods of inaction sandwich brief, intense periods of combat. But I had a feeling something interesting would happen soon.


  I wondered how the Dead Man was dealing with the bureaucratic siege. If he was as impatient with them as he was with me, they were going to regret bothering him.


  We stopped at a third-rate place and ate, then ambled down to the Tenderloin. It was noon when we got there. The noon hour is one of the district's secondary peaks. Those who can't get away in the evening escape work for an hour to appease their hungers. Maya and I planted ourselves on the same bench we'd used before to watch the players parade. The day people were more furtive than those at night. Quite a few made some effort to disguise themselves. Once again I spent some time pondering the curiosities of human nature. What a species.


  "I think we're some kind of practical joke on the part of the gods," I told Maya.


  She laughed. She understood without me having to explain. I liked that. In fact, I was beginning to like a lot of things about her, in ways I hadn't when she'd been a charitable project.


  She sensed that, too. She touched my hand and gave me a big "I told you so" smile.


  Whoa! This wasn't going my way at all. I didn't even understand it. Garrett doesn't get involved. He makes friends and leaves them smiling. But he doesn't get caught up inside any commitment.


  Damn it, this was a raggedy-ass kid I'd saved from abuse and exploitation. This was a project. . . .


  I smiled at myself. You have to do that when you're wriggling on a hook of your own device.


  I watched the barker across the way. "I think we have a small problem."


  "What?"


  "I need to talk to that guy. I can't without letting him know it's me. And that cancels out my disappearance."


  "You must be getting senile, Garrett. You just tell him Chodo says forget he ever talked to you. He'll forget."


  She was right. The man would chomp down on what he knew until somebody twisted him good. Nobody ought to have a reason. "You're right. I am getting senile."


  "Or maybe you're just worn out. You did real good for an old guy."


  I spat into the gutter. It's a wonder I didn't hit my mind. "You just aren't used to a real man."


  "Maybe." There was a sort of soft purr in her voice. "You want me to go tell him you want to see him?"


  "Sure."


  I kept one eye on the place we'd visited last night. One old guy came out. Nobody went inside. I was surprised there wasn't more traffic. It seemed the kind of place that would appeal to the crowd that came down during the day. I still thought the guy who came up with the idea was a genius. We all need somebody to talk to. I did myself.


  I sort of spread it out among Dean, the Dead Man, Tinnie, and Playmate, maybe opening up more to Playmate than the others because I have no relationship with him other than friendship. And there are things I don't feel comfortable telling him because I value his good opinion.


  Maya sat back down. "He'll be here in a minute. At first he didn't believe it was you."


  "But you convinced him."


  "I can be pretty convincing."


  "No lie." I hadn't stood a chance once she went to work on me seriously. But that's my weak spot.


  The barker settled beside me a few minutes later. He leaned forward to look into my face. "It is you."


  "Last I looked. What's happening is, I've disappeared. Maybe run out of town. You aren't seeing me. You're seeing some guy who came down here to gawk."


  He lifted an eyebrow. Damn, I hate it when people steal my tricks.


  "It's getting tight. The organization is under pressure. Some of us are turning invisible till we make it ease up."


  "What's going on, anyways? Tied up here, all I hear is crazy rumors."


  "You haven't heard anything as crazy as the truth." I told him some of that, including a few details of the attack on Chodo's place. He didn't want to believe me, but the story was so outrageous he accepted it.


  "That's weird," he said. "They must be really sick. I'm ready to help. We all are down here. But I don't see what I can do."


  "Near as we can figure, there are two people who know what we need to put this mess away. One is the woman I was asking about. I can't give you a name because she uses about a hundred, but I'm pretty sure she's working that place over there."


  He looked at it and sneered. "Doyle's wimp house. All that gorgeous pussy and half of them don't put out. You figure it, paying just to look."


  "Takes all kinds to make a horserace. If people weren't strange, you and I wouldn't be in business."


  "You got a point. What do you need to know?"


  "Have you seen an outstanding blonde in and out of that place?"


  "Several of them. You're going to have to be more specific."


  I couldn't be. Jill Craight, for all her looks, had had a sort of nebulous quality, like she really was a whole gang of people, each one a little different from the others. "Forget her. I'll assume she's working that place. I'll get to her if she is. I'll just sit here till I spot her. How about that guy I came charging out after last night? When you didn't have time to talk?"


  "What guy was that? I was pretty busy."


  "Maya, you describe him. You got a better look."


  "Not that good. He was short, kind of chunky, had a big nose that looked like it got broken once. His skin was kind of dark. He was bald but you couldn't tell that if he was wearing a hat. He was dressed in real dark clothes both times. Kind of sloppy, even though the clothes were good ones. Like he wasn't used to wearing them." And so on. And so on. I wished I had an eye as quick and sharp.


  The barker said, "Come to think of it, I did see a guy like that before you came roaring up. Only reason I noticed was he was headed out like a demon was chewing his ass."


  "So?"


  "So that's all I can tell you. He lit out."


  That was what I'd expected to hear. "Did you recognize him?"


  "You mean, do I know who he is? No. But I've seen him around. Hits the Tenderloin every four, five days. Used to come in for the shows. He's mostly dropped that and the joyhouses since Doyle come up with his silly talk house."


  "Don't seem so silly when you think about it."


  "No. Guess not. The old fart is cleaning up. I tell you, I'll never understand the freaks that come down here."


  I thought he understood them all too well, but I didn't say so. If guys like him didn't understand, they wouldn't be successful catering to people who needed the comforts of a Tenderloin.


  I shrugged. "I guess that's that. I don't know what else I could ask."


  The barker got up. "Always glad to help the kingpin. Hey. For what it's worth, the little bald gink with the big honker, I think he's some kind of high-powered priest."


  Maybe I jumped. Maybe something below conscious level was excited. "You sure?"


  "No. It's just the way he snuck around and at the same time acted like people ought to bend the knee. I seen other priests act that way. Don't want to be seen. But the bigger they are, the worse habit they have of expecting special treatment. Get what I mean?"


  "Yeah. Thanks. I'll mention how you helped. Maybe a bonus will come tumbling down."


  "I could use it."


  "Couldn't we all?" I watched him cross to his post. "A priest," I muttered. "Another big-time priest, maybe. With a place in the same building where Jill was shacking up with Magister Peridont. That sound any alarms?"


  Maya said, "It doesn't sound like a coincidence. You think it's important?"


  I hadn't told her everything about Peridont. I decided to trust her now. I laid it out from the beginning.


  She didn't speak for a while. When she did, she said, "I know what you're thinking. It's too outrageous."


  "You're probably right. But . . . things tend to tie together. Even when they're outrageous. And the first time Peridont visited me, he wanted me to find Warden Agire and the Terrell Relics."


  "Pure speculation, Garrett. Gossamer. Almost whimsy."


  "Maybe. We could sink it quick with a description of the Warden that doesn't match that guy."


  She nodded.


  "Let me run with it. Tell me where the holes are."


  "All right."


  "Jill Craight works over there, listening to sad tales of woe. She's a little greedy so sometimes she meets her clients outside, when she's off duty. Maybe she's not completely honest and tries to find out who they are. Maybe it just comes to her by accident. But she finds out she has both the Grand Inquisitor and the Warden among her regulars. Maybe she gets an idea she can make a big hit. Maybe she gets idealistic.


  "Whatever, she gets some kind of underground dialogue going. Maybe they're actually working something out. Then the Sons of Hammon hit town. They're after the Relics for some reason. Agire goes on the lam. He slips the Relics to Jill to take care of while he leads the baddies somewhere else. Peridont doesn't know what's going on, he only knows that Agire and the Relics have disappeared.


  "Meantime, Peridont makes a connection with Jill and finds out what's up with Agire and the Relics. So he doesn't bother bringing that up anymore. Now he wants to find out more about the Sons, only he doesn't tell me that. Being a typical client, he knows what he gives me to work with will give away something about him, so he wants to send me out blind and let me thrash around till I kick up something he can use.


  "After that, because he wants to cover his ass and because he's got Church politics to deal with things go from bad to worse. When he finally decides he's in so deep he's got to come clean (so I can dig him out), he gets ambushed as he's coming to see me. I'm not convinced the man who killed him was one of the Sons of Hammon."


  It was about the longest continuous speech I've ever made, just sort of blurting out and not stopping. When I did turn myself off, Maya didn't say anything. Maybe she needed a little coaxing.


  "Well? What do you think?"


  "I think you're trying it out on the wrong person. I can't knock a hole in it. You should lay it out for the Dead Man. He'd tell you why it couldn't be that way."


  "You don't think it was?"


  "I don't want it to be. And don't ask me why. It's just an emotional thing. Actually, I'm scared you're right."


  Why should that scare her? Because it might come out and give the scandal hunters a boost?


  Intellectually I saw danger. The Sons of Hammon going public with an ascetic lifestyle and a god who really talked at a time when the two major Hanite denominations could be shown to be conniving and powerless and riddled with corruption. . . .


  No. The people of TunFaire wouldn't go for something as crazy as the Hammon cult right now.


  They hadn't chosen their time well. They should have waited for the war's end. Come into the city with any kind of a crazy promise then and I'd bet money, marbles, or chalk dust you could win battalions of converts.


  I thought about that for a long time. I conjured me a grim future, decided me and the Dead Man would have to have a serious discussion about how to make things easier on ourselves. Maybe I'd have to take up Weider's offer of a job as chief head-thumper at the brewery. The brewery business prospers in hard times.


  Maya just snuggled up and purred. For all I could tell there was nothing going on inside her head. Time drifted away.


  I had a thought, which happens occasionally. "Think Jill would recognize you if she passed you in the street?"


  "No."


  "I think we ought to spread out, then. I can't fool her. She sees me, she's going to hightail it."


  "You really think so?"


  "I think she'll panic. I think she's gotten so far into this changing names that she thinks all she has to do to disappear is call herself something else. If somebody turns up that knows her some other way, she'll lose her confidence and overreact. It won't matter who she spots."


  Maya frowned and gave me a searching look. "I don't know. But you're more an expert on people than I am."


  I snorted. Me an expert? I can't even figure me out, let alone the rest of the world.
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  Part of my job is to remain patient. I probably do more waiting than anybody but a soldier. It ought to be second nature after five years in the Marines and all those since in this investigation racket. But I never was very good at sitting still, especially in the cold.


  I needed to get up and prowl. That would make me easier to spot but my aching butt and stiffening muscles wouldn't listen to common sense.


  I told Maya, "I'm going to stroll around the block and see how many ways there are to get out of that building."


  "What if she decides to come out when you're gone?"


  "There isn't much chance of that. Won't take me three minutes."


  "You're the expert."


  The way she kept saying that made it sound like she had some doubts.


  I walked away, forgetting my act for a dozen steps because I was conscious of her questioning look.


  I didn't find out anything that I hadn't reasoned out sitting with Maya. There was a back way out, down an outside stair into an alley behind the place. That had to be there because we'd seen no access to the second floor while we'd been inside. Hell.


  Well, I got the kinks out, anyway.


  I headed for the bench and my girl.


  What girl? Maya was gone.


  I gaped like a cretin for maybe fifteen seconds, then looked around, jumping to see over the heads of the crowd. There was no sign of Maya. I scuttled over to my friend the lanky barker. "You see what happened to the gal I was with? Over on the bench?"


  He sneered a sneer that questioned my competence. "Yeah, man. This time I caught the action. Your blonde fluff came galloping past right after you left. Your twitch took off after her. They went that way." He pointed uphill, which meant back toward the heart of the city, whence we had come, and whence most everyone else came, too.


  "The blonde was in a hurry?"


  "Running. My guess is, she'd made you and was waiting for a chance to run."


  "Thanks." I took off, ignoring the curses of those I jostled. I wondered how Jill could have recognized us from over there. . . .


  Damnation! How dumb can a guy be? She probably didn't recognize us at all. But she sure as hell could've recognized the clothes Maya had borrowed.


  How come we never thought of that when we were being so clever about changing who we were?


  I kicked up the pace as the people thinned out. Once I was out of the Tenderloin I couldn't do anything but guess which way Jill was headed.


  I saw nothing.


  I wondered why I bothered. I wondered if Maya would hang on. I wondered what Jill would do if she couldn't shake Maya. I wondered how Maya would get in touch if she did run Jill to ground.


  I looked down cross streets as I passed them. I questioned street-side vendors. Some told me to get the hell away from them. Some just looked blank. Here, there, one gave me a straight answer. One of those actually had noticed Jill.


  She was still headed toward the heart of town.


  I wasn't going to get much cooperation just being Garrett. So I swallowed my pride and started alluding to Chodo Contague. That kicked the level of cooperation up a few notches. A man with a sausage cart on a corner needs the goodwill of the kingpin. Else somebody's liable to put him out of business.


  That kept me on the trail until I got out of the area where there was anyone to ask, by which time Jill's course had shifted southward.


  I wished I knew more about her. Where could she run? But I'd had no time to research her. In any of her guises, let alone all of them. More than ever I felt that things were moving too fast.


  I'm a plodder. I get to the end of the trail through sheer stubbornness, just keeping on until I get there, doing what I have to do. I hadn't had a minute to catch my breath since Jill first turned up on my doorstep.


  When you're moving like that sometimes you don't have time to think. Your mind works on things out of sight and you come up with hunches. Three minutes after Jill's trail turned southward I had one.


  She was headed for the Dream Quarter.


  She did have that one resource. That little gink who used the apartment across from the one Peridont provided. If he was who I thought he was. . . . But Warden Agire had disappeared. I'd heard nothing about him turning up again. But I'd been too busy to stay in touch with that situation.


  "Bet the long odds," I told myself. I adjusted my course and increased my pace. Ten minutes later I got to Playmate's stable.


  He was about to close his main gate. But he brightened like a rising sun when he saw me. He always does. He is the one grateful former client I can count on any time. "Garrett. Been wondering about you. Where've you been?"


  "Working. I've got a real mind-twister going. You been keeping up with the scandals?"


  "Not much to keep up with lately. Too much other excitement. That your place where the demon turned up last night?"


  "Yes. Part of what I'm working on."


  "You're playing with fire this time, then."


  "The hottest. You don't know the half. I'll tell you about it sometime."


  "In a hurry?"


  "Aren't I always?"


  "Usually. What do you need?"


  "A horse so I can make up some time on somebody I'm chasing. And some info. The horse shouldn't be one of your damned Lightnings or Firebrands, either. I want one that will run but won't play games." Horses and I don't get along. I don't know why but the whole damned tribe is out to get me. They think it's great fun making my life miserable.


  "You always say that. I can't figure a guy your age being scared of horses. But since you are I picked up a nag so docile and stupid even you'll be satisfied."


  Grumble grumble. He led me into the stable. While we walked I asked, "You heard anything about Warden Agire and the Terrell Relics?"


  "Funny you should ask. Agire turned up last night. Minus the Relics."


  "Ha!" I'd guessed right, more or less. But there wasn't time to congratulate myself. I had to move. "I need the beast fast. I have to get to the Dream Quarter before somebody who's already way ahead of me."


  Playmate threw a saddle blanket on a monster that didn't look docile to me. There were moments when he surrendered to a nasty sense of humor. This was no time for that. I jumped him as he started cinching the saddle.


  "No joke, Garrett. The animal is a pussycat."


  "Yeah?" I didn't like the way it looked at me, like it had heard of me and was determined to make a liar out of Playmate.


  I have that kind of trouble with women, too, and have never understood it.


  "Here we go."


  "Thanks." I grabbed the horse by the bridle and looked it in the eye. "I got work to do. I don't got time to mess around. You want to play games, just remember that around here you're never more than a couple miles from the glue works."


  It just looked back at me. I went around and mounted up. In a moment I was pounding through the streets. People cussed me. Some threw things. What I was doing was against the law because it was so damned dangerous. But there was no one to stop me. I had several narrow misses. The horse slipped and slid on sections that were cobbled, and a couple times I thought we were going down. As we neared the Dream Quarter I began to feel foolish. I was ready to bet that I'd outguessed myself and was going to find nothing.


  Wrong. They were there. I spotted Jill first, from three blocks away, passing Chattaree, blonde hair flying. She was in a sprint for the Orthodox complex. Maya was right behind her and looked like she'd decided to catch her. Jill glanced over her shoulder. She didn't see me.


  I booted the horse into an all-out gallop.


  A gallop wasn't good enough. Jill reached the gates. Ordinarily those were open and unguarded, but not today and not since the scandals had begun. Jill spoke to the guards, glanced at Maya, then spotted me.


  Maya reached Jill when I was still a block away.


  The guards grabbed both women, flung them inside, and closed up.


  I reined in outside. Though I could make out no specific words I heard the women and a man arguing inside the gate house. The gate the women had gone through was a small pedestrian entrance now shut. I eyed those steel bars, then the coach gate beside it. A guard looked at me nervously. He was unarmed but determined. I didn't have to talk to him to know he wasn't going to let me in or, probably, even answer me.


  I wasn't exactly heavily armed, either. I had a couple of knives and my head-knocker tucked away, but nothing I could intimidate anyone with while they were on that side of the gate and I was on the street side.


  The coach gate wasn't quite five feet high in the middle.


  Maya let out a squeal. Three men dragged her out of the gate house, headed toward the center of the grounds, which was concealed behind vegetation. Jill walked along with them. She glanced back, eyes huge, looking almost apologetic.


  All right. That did it.


  I backed my horse away, took him across the street, faced the gate and kicked him into a gallop. He ought to clear that gate easily.


  Let's just say he wasn't a jumper.


  He skidded to a stop. I yelled as I went over his head, crashed into the gate, and fell on my face. About ten guys lined up inside. They had no weapons but they weren't going to let me in without somebody getting hurt. I was hurt enough already—especially my pride.


  I peeled myself off the cobblestone. Still on hands and knees, I looked at that damned horse. I tell you, he was grinning. He'd scored big for his tribe in its old war against Garrett. "You've had it, beast." I stumbled to my feet, limped toward him. He ambled away, moving just fast enough to stay ahead of me.


  The guys behind the gate had a lot of fun at my expense.


  They were going to be real unhappy because they'd done that.


  A kindly passerby took pity and held the horse until I could take charge. I walked the son of a bitch back to Playmate's.


  Playmate—my old buddy—took the damned horse's side. "Every animal has its limitations, Garrett. A jumper has to be trained. You don't just climb on a horse and tell it to take a leap."


  "Damn it, I understand that. I placed my bet and took my chances. I lost. I accept that." Like hell. "What I'm griping about is the way he laughed at me afterward. He did it on purpose."


  "Garrett, you got an obsession. You're always complaining about how horses are out to get you. They're just dumb beasts. They can't be out to get anybody."


  Shows you how much he knew. "Don't tell me. Tell them." They sure had him fooled.


  "What happened? Eh? You'd be laughing about the whole thing if something else hadn't gone wrong."


  So I told him how Maya had gotten herself grabbed and the reason I tried the jump was that I wanted to get her loose.


  "You going to try again?"


  "Damned straight I am. And it's not going to be any nice guy going in after her, either. I'm out of patience with these superstition mongers."


  He gave me a little of my own raised eyebrow. "Girl means enough to get you upset, eh? What about Tinnie?"


  "Tinnie is Tinnie. Leave her out of it. She isn't part of this."


  "If you say so. Need some help?"


  He meant it. And if it came to a slugfest he might be handy, being nine feet tall and strong enough to lift the horses he tended. But he wasn't a fighter by nature. He'd get himself hurt because he was too damned kindly. "You stay out of it. You did enough, letting me use that four-legged snake. Sell the damned thing for dog food."


  Playmate laughed. He gets a kick out of my feud with the equine species. "Sure you don't want some help?"


  "No. You do what you do best. I need a hand I'll get somebody who does it for a living." I'd shot hell out of my disappearing act. "You really want to do something, go by the house and see how Dean and the Dead Man are doing. I'll get back with you in the morning." If I was alive in the morning.


  "Sure, Garrett."


  I knew what I was going to do next. I was going to make a lot of people unhappy. I'd be the unhappiest of all if I got caught.
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  Crask was staked out at a table in Morley's place, alone. He looked like he'd been there a long time. He didn't look happy. I didn't spot him until I was halfway to the serving counter. Then it was too late to duck out.


  He summoned me with a gesture. I held my temper, joined him. From the corner of my eye I saw Slade talk into the speaking tube connecting with Morley's office. "What you need?"


  "Chodo's getting impatient for results."


  I gave him a blank look. "I missed something. The way I hear, he's getting results right and left. The city ratmen are working overtime picking up the bodies."


  "Don't get wise, Garrett. He owes you but that don't mean he's gonna let you mess him around."


  "Crask, I'm farther at sea every time you say something. How could I mess him around?"


  "You were supposed to catch a broad for him. Where is she?"


  I looked over my shoulder, back to Crask. "Me? Catch somebody for him? I don't remember it that way. What I heard was we were going to join forces, let each other know what we knew. And that's the way I'm playing it."


  "Chodo Contague ain't a guy you want mad at you, Garrett."


  I agreed. "You're right. He isn't. But he isn't a guy I want trying to run me, either. The deal I made is the only deal. Exactly the way it was worded. No hidden meanings. Understand?"


  Crask rose. "I'll tell him. I don't think he's going to be pleased."


  "I don't care if he's pleased. Far as I'm concerned I stuck to my half of the bargain."


  He gave me an evil look. I knew what he was thinking. Someday he was going to pull my toes off one at a time.


  "One more thing. Everywhere I go I get this load of crap from people who think I work for Chodo. I don't. I work for Garrett. If somebody is putting it out that I'm on the kingpin's payroll, tell them to stop. I don't work for him. And I won't."


  He sneered, sort of, which is the most emotion I'd ever seen him show. He stalked out.


  I headed for the bar. My hands were shaking. That damned Crask really put the hoodoo on me. He came on like a natural force, distilled menace and intimidation.


  Slade said, "Morley says come straight up."


  I went. Morley wasn't alone but both he and his guest had their clothes on, which was all I could ask, I guess. The woman was the same one I'd seen before—record setter. I'd never seen him with the same one twice. Maybe he was settling down.


  "Had a run-in with Crask?"


  "Sort of. Chodo's working on me. Trying to recruit me through the back door. Crask is irritated because I won't cooperate."


  "Heard you had some excitement at your place last night."


  "Some. The Dead Man took care of it."


  "Remind me not to get on his bad side. What's up?"


  "I need somebody to cover my back on a break-and-enter gig. Targets aren't going to be easy. People won't be understanding if we get caught."


  He frowned. "Sensitive?"


  "Like a ripe boil. One wrong word in the wrong place afterward could get a bunch of people killed."


  "Right. I know the man to give you a hand. Wait downstairs. I'll take you to him myself."


  Good. He had the idea. Don't let the woman know any more than she'd heard already.


  Though I'd be the engineer on this, I'd still have to be careful. Morley would volunteer himself. Once he found out what I intended he'd get real nervous. If he was to pull a stunt like this he'd get rid of his backup man afterward, just to make sure nobody ever found out, even twenty years down the line. Though he tried to understand me he still didn't really believe, in his heart, that I didn't secretly think the way he did. He might get so jumpy we'd have a problem.


  He came downstairs as I was draining a brandy Slade had slipped me. Slade was one employee of Morley's who wasn't devoted to the vegetable cause. He kept the real stuff hidden but handy. Morley pretended he didn't smell it. "Let's hit the street. Not so many ears out there."


  We went out. Before he asked, I said, "I'm going into Chattaree. I want to break into Peridont's office."


  Morley grunted. He was impressed. "You have a good reason?"


  "Somebody grabbed Maya again. To have a shot at getting her loose I have to steal something from Peridont's office."


  Providing the Church guys hadn't messed everything up there, now the Grand Inquisitor had gone to his guaranteed reward. I couldn't see that Sampson character not trying to move in.


  Morley walked half a block with me before he said, "Tell me straight. Not with your heart. Can it be done?"


  "I was in there the other day. There isn't any internal security. They flat don't expect anything. They don't think they have reason to expect anything. I'm not worried about doing the job." Liar. "I'm worried about pulling it without anybody finding out who did it. I don't want every member of the Church after me for the rest of my life."


  "You're up to something."


  "I told you that."


  "No. I know you, Garrett. You're not just going to steal something. You're going to make it look like something it isn't."


  If I could. I didn't deny that. I didn't agree, either. I had some ideas. Maybe the‘y'd work out, maybe they wouldn't. The way my life was going they wouldn't. Morley didn't need to know what those ideas were.


  "You play them too damned close to your chest, Garrett. What's the other target?"


  I shook my head, which he couldn't see in the dark, so I said, "We don't worry about that till we've handled the first one. If I don't get what I need from Peridont's office, I can't make another move anyway."


  "Too close to your chest, Garrett."


  "Did you let me in on anything that time we ended up going after those vampires?"


  "That was different."


  "Sure it was. It was you moving me like a pawn without ever telling me you were doing it. You in or not?"


  "Why not? You're a pretty dull guy yourself but interesting things happen where you're at. And I've never been inside Chattaree. They say it's magnificent."


  He'd never been in because his kind were banned. According to Church doctrine he had no soul despite having human blood which was not a smart stance in a world where nonhuman races added up to half the total sentient population. And the Church didn't talk it up much here in TunFaire, where so many would be quick to take offense.


  "Yeah," Morley said, evidently thinking about that. "I'd like to get into Chattaree for a while."


  "Let's don't go grinding any axes."


  "Right." We walked away, toward the Dream Quarter. Then he said, "You're taken with that Maya gal, aren't you?"


  "She's a nice kid. She got herself in trouble because of hanging around with me. I owe her."


  "Got you."


  I glanced at him. He was grinning.


  "She's just a kid I know, Morley."


  The trouble with Morley is, he does understand.
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  I'd been hustling so much lately the weather had had little chance to gain my attention. Sitting in a deep shadow opposite Chattaree, watching, getting a feel for the night, it got plenty of opportunity.


  "Damned cold," I muttered.


  Morley glanced up. It was too dark to tell anything except that there were no stars out. "Might snow."


  "That's all we need."


  There'd been something going on at Chattaree when we arrived, just breaking up. It was a holy day but I couldn't remember which one. Morley didn't know. He didn't keep track of human superstitions.


  I asked, "Think we've waited long enough?" We'd given them an hour to settle down inside.


  "Give it a while yet." He wasn't comfortable with the adventure anymore. He was trying to recall if anyone had invaded the temple recently. I'd never heard of anybody trying. People in there ought to be lax. But Morley suspected safeguards that fixed it so invaders were not heard from again.


  I said, "Any guy who can go into a vampire nest shouldn't have problems with this."


  He snorted. "That was do or die."


  We gave it fifteen minutes. Morley stared at Chattaree with obsessive concentration. I wondered if he was mongoose or cobra. His night vision was better than mine. If there was anything to see he'd see it.


  "Give me the layout again," he said. I did. He said, "Let's do it."


  It was a good time. There was no one in sight. But I found myself reluctant to go. I went anyway.


  I was puffing when we reached the temple door.


  Morley looked at me and shook his head. He raised an eyebrow, barely discernible in wan light from inside the temple. Ready? I nodded.


  He walked through the doorway. I ducked out of sight.


  "Hey! Where the hell you going?"


  I peeked. Morley had darted past the guard, who was awake. I wondered if that was a common occurrence. Morley turned to face the man, who was as wide as he was tall.


  I wound up two-handed and stepped into it, whacking him behind the ear with my stick. He went down.


  I let out a big breath. "I didn't think I could put him down."


  "I worried too, the way you've let yourself go."


  "Let's get him put away."


  We used materials at hand, bound and gagged the guy and tucked him out of sight inside his post. Hopefully anybody who came by would figure he'd gone awol.


  I led the way. We'd chosen our time well. They'd closed up shop except for one sleeping priest at the main altar. Passing through in the far shadows we didn't disturb his slumber. Morley made less noise than a tiptoeing roach. I found the stairway descending into the catacombs.


  "We have a problem," I whispered, halfway down. It was tomb-dark. We hadn't brought a light. I didn't think I could negotiate the maze without one.


  "I'll go steal a candle," Morley said.


  He could be a ghost when he wanted. He went right up to the main altar and lifted a votive candle. The priest on duty never missed a snore.


  He came back grinning. He'd been showing off. He hadn't had to snatch a light from disaster's jaws.


  We descended into the catacombs. They seemed more claustrophobic than on my previous visit. A dwarf would have felt at home, but humans weren't made to inhabit mole holes. I worked up a bad case of the creeps.


  Morley did, too. He didn't have anything to say, just tagged along quietly, so alert you could smell it.


  The old memory was cooking. I made only one false turn and corrected that before I'd gone a step. I marched right up to Peridont's door.


  "This place gives me the creeps," Morley whispered.


  "Me too." It was as quiet as a grave in there. I would have been happier if there'd been some guy howling down the way. Thinking just made the creeps worse.


  The door was locked but the lock was of ancient vintage. It didn't take me half a minute to open it. We stepped inside.


  The room was unchanged, though there was more litter on the big table. I told Morley, "Light a couple of lamps."


  "Hurry," he suggested.


  "It shouldn't take long." I moved to the cabinet from which Peridont had taken the bottles he'd given me. Morley fired up a couple of lamps and posted himself beside the door.


  The cabinet doors weren't latched, let alone locked. Sometimes you have to wonder about people. I mean, the stuff stored there was as dangerous as you could get, yet it was just sitting there waiting to be taken. Just because you don't want to think somebody would rob you doesn't mean you shouldn't take precautions.


  I used the votive candle for light. I saw green and blue and red bottles (only one of the latter), plus lemon, orange, amber, indigo, turquoise, lime, and clear, and one that looked like bottled silver dust.


  The temptation was to take the lot, a fortune in useful tricks. But I had no idea what would happen if an unfamiliar bottle was used. You don't mess with the unknown when you're dealing with sorcery. Not if you want to stay healthy.


  I wasn't shy about grabbing all the green and blue bottles. I dithered over the red one, then recalled how effective it had been at Chodo's. I might run into that ape again. I pocketed the bottle, but this time with more respect. I padded it with cotton I found on the bottom shelf of the cabinet.


  "What're you doing?" Morley asked.


  The look in his eye said he had a damned good idea. And he'd love to lay hands on some of those bottles. "Putting tricks up my sleeve. I don't know what these others will do so I'm not taking them."


  "You done? We ought to get while our luck's holding."


  He was right. I checked the cabinet, closed it up. It wasn't obviously disturbed. Let them go crazy wondering why somebody bopped the guard. "Done. Let's. . . ."


  "Damn!" Morley jerked a thumb at the door.


  He'd left it cracked so he could listen for footsteps. I heard nothing but that meant nothing. Someone was coming. Wavering light shown through the crack.


  I jumped, extinguished the lamps, blew out the candle, and ducked under the table as the door swung inward.


  It was that creepy Sampson. He held a lantern up and glared around. Morley stood behind the door, ready to cut him down if he came inside. Sampson sniffed, frowned, finally shrugged and backed out, shutting the door behind him.


  I slithered through the darkness, listening but hearing nothing. The light leaking under the door weakened, presumably because Sampson was moving away. He'd pulled the door all the way shut but he hadn't locked it. I was surprised he hadn't been more suspicious, finding it unlocked and ajar.


  I opened up slowly so I'd make no sound, then put my eye to the crack. Sampson was twenty feet away, his back to me, about to turn a corner. He scratched his head, a man who had a feeling something was wrong but who couldn't put his finger on it. He might any minute. "You ready?" I breathed at Morley.


  He didn't reply.


  Sampson shrugged again and moved on out of sight.


  "Come on. Let's get while we can." I hoped I could manage without a light. I had no way to get the candle going again.


  Again Morley didn't answer. I heard the faintest sound, like a fairy's wing beat. It didn't come from where Morley was, though in the dark sounds are confusing.


  I spoke a little louder. "Let's go! He knows there's something wrong. He just hasn't figured it out yet."


  "Right." He was there after all.


  I opened the door, slipped out, extended my hand to the wall, walked slowly. "You behind me?"


  "Yes."


  "Close the door tight."


  "I did."


  That Sampson had to be an insomniac or something. We'd lucked out getting in without bumping into him. We almost ran into him twice before we reached the steps leading upward. We almost got lost, having to adjust our route to keep from colliding with him.


  But get out of the catacombs we did, and exit we did, without incident—until we reached the guard station.


  Four guys jumped me. They'd found the guard and had set an ambush. A fifth, inside, sounded an alarm.


  I spun away from the rush. They didn't see Morley, who had lagged, eyeballing the treasures of the altar, probably figuring how much trouble it would be to get them out. I thumped a guy, my back against a wall. They had their hearts set on bloodshed. I thought I was dead. They kept me too busy to shove a hand into a pocket.


  Morley just walked up, jumped in the air, and literally kicked the side of a man's head in. He ripped another's throat out with his bare hand. I whacked the same guy over the head with my club. The remaining attacker and the guy who had sounded the alarm got a case of the big eyes. One tried to run. Morley folded him up with a groin kick. I put the other one down with my stick.


  "Let's go!" There was all kinds of racket in the depths of the temple. The gods knew who or what lived in those twisty ways beyond the main worship gallery. It sounded like we'd have a hundred men after us in a minute.


  "We're not finished." Morley indicated the three men still alive. "They can identify us."


  He was right. They would know what faces to look for and the Church was known for holding a grudge. Hell, they were still trying to get even for things that happened a thousand years ago. "I can't."


  "You'll never learn."


  He used a thin-bladed knife to still three hearts as quick as you could blink.


  I've seen a lot of guys killed. I've had to do a few myself. I've never liked it and I've never gotten used to it. I almost puked. But I didn't stop thinking. I got out the coin I'd taken from Jill's place a thousand years ago and stuffed it under a body. When Morley was past me I smashed a couple blue bottles in the entry-way, hoping their contents would slow the pursuit.


  We ran like hell until we were a block away, hidden in shadows.


  "Now what?" Morley asked.


  "Now we go after the real target." And I told him how Maya and Jill had disappeared into the Orthodox compound.
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  Men with lanterns poured from Chattaree. It looked like they'd dragged out every damned priest in the place. Morley said, "Better move out. You have a plan?"


  "I told you the plan."


  "Get the women out? That's a plan?"


  "It's the one I've got."


  We were across the street from the gate where the women had entered the Orthodox compound. A group of Church priests were set to head our way. I dashed across the street. Morley stayed at my heels. "Even if they saw us I don't think they'd come in after us," I whispered.


  "Shit. You're such a goddamned genius."


  I vaulted the coach gate. Morley followed. He had more difficulty because he was shorter. I'd barely landed when a couple of guys came out of the gate house. They weren't armed but they were looking for trouble. I gave it to one with my stick. The other dove for an alarm bell. Morley landed on his back.


  We'd barely gotten them inside when the Church bunch roared up. I stepped outside. "What's going on?"


  "Thieves. Murderers. Invaded the temple." They all wore priestly garb. I, as an Orthodox employee, should have no trouble knowing what temple they were from. "See anybody go by here?"


  "No. But I heard somebody run past a minute ago. Going like crazy. That's why I came out."


  "Thanks, brother." Off the gang went.


  "Good thinking, Garrett," Morley said when I stepped back inside. I didn't look for the guards. Morley was nothing if not certain about covering his ass. Those guys weren't going to come to, get themselves loose, and raise an alarm. "You ever been here before? Know your way around?"


  "Once when I was a kid. They used to let you wander around the grounds."


  "You're a wonder. Don't you ever plan anything?"


  In the circumstances it was hard to argue with him. I didn't waste my breath. "You can back out any time."


  "I wouldn't miss it. Let's go."


  Needless risk-taking isn't like Morley Dotes. He wouldn't do this sort of thing unless he had an angle somewhere.


  No skin off my nose. If somebody looted the temple or this place, I'd have my suspicions but I wouldn't be heartbroken. Morley would just look at me blankly, baffled, if I suggested he'd had anything to do with it.


  We found a whole complex of buildings behind the first stand of trees. The biggest was the main Orthodox basilica in TunFaire. It was as grand as Chattaree but had no name except something generic like All Saints. Morley and I slipped into some shrubbery and reviewed everything we'd heard about the compound, which wasn't much. We could identify only three of the cluster of seven buildings, the basilica itself and two structures housing monks and nuns. Those had featured prominently in the scandals.


  "Isn't there suppose to be an orphanage and a seminary?" Morley asked.


  "Yeah. I think so." That would identify two more buildings. But which two?


  "Logic would suggest a building with kitchens and whatnot to feed all the people."


  "Unless each has its own."


  "Yeah."


  "How's this sound? If you grabbed a couple women wouldn't you maybe stash them in the nunnery?"


  "Maybe. Unless they have jail cells or something."


  "Yeah. But I've never heard a rumor like that." Short of searching the complex, building by building, I had no idea what to do. I hadn't thought this part out. Like Morley said, I tend to jump without looking.


  "Hey."


  Somebody was doing a sneak from shadow to shadow. It was too dark to tell much but he came close enough to identify as a monk. Morley suggested, "Let's follow him."


  That seemed as good an idea as any.


  I let Morley lead since he could see better and walk more softly. In a minute he reached back and stopped me. "He's checking to see if anybody's watching."


  I froze. After a minute Morley tugged at my sleeve. We didn't go twenty steps before Morley stopped again and urged me into some shrubbery.


  The man had climbed steps to a side door of the building I thought was the nunnery—which explained his sneaking.


  He tapped a code. The door opened. He embraced somebody, then slipped inside. The door closed.


  "Think that would work for us?" Morley asked.


  "If we had somebody waiting."


  "Let's check that door."


  It took only a second to discover that it was barred inside. It took only a few minutes to learn that all the building's four entrances were barred. The ground floor windows were masked by steel lattices.


  Morley muttered, "See what happens when you bull ahead with no research? We don't have the equipment we need."


  I didn't argue. I went around to that one side door and tapped the code the visitor had used earlier. Nothing happened. Morley and I got into a brisk discussion about my tendency to act without thinking. I didn't put up much of a defense. As Morley was getting irked enough to walk, I tapped the door again.


  And to our astonishment it opened.


  We gaped. The woman said, "You're early. . . ." then started to yell when she saw we weren't who she was expecting. We jumped her, and managed to keep her quiet. We dragged her into the little hall behind the door, which was about six feet long and four wide and lighted by a single candle on a tiny stand. Morley yanked the door shut behind us. I let him take the woman, then I darted to the end of the hallway and looked both ways, but saw nothing.


  I turned. "Let's make it quick."


  Morley grunted.


  I told the nun, "Two women came in today. A blonde, middle twenties, and a brunette, eighteen, both attractive. Where are they?"


  She didn't want to play.


  Morley placed a knife at her throat. "We want to know. We aren't worried about the sin of murder."


  Now she couldn't answer because she was too scared. I said, "Cooperate and you'll be all right. We don't want to hurt anybody. But we won't mind if we have to. Do you know the women we want?"


  Morley pricked her throat. She nodded.


  I asked, "Do you know where they are?"


  Another nod.


  "Good. Take us there."


  "Mimphl murkle mibble," came from behind Morley's hand.


  "Let her talk," I said. "Kill her if she tries to yell."


  We were convincing because Morley would have done it. She said, "They put the blonde woman in the guest house. They put the other one in the dining-hall wine cellar. It was the only place they could lock her up."


  "That's fine," I said.


  "Dandy," Morley agreed. "You're doing wonderfully. Now take us to them. Which one first?" That to me.


  "The brunette."


  "Right. Show us this wine cellar."


  Somebody knocked on the door, just a gentle tippy-tap. Morley whispered, "How long before he gives up."


  She shrugged. "I don't know. I've never not shown up."


  "Been late?"


  "No."


  I suggested, "We could use another door. Which building do you use for a dining hall?"


  She was reasonably calm now, and pliant. She explained. Morley said, "Let's go. And quietly."


  "I have no wish to die. Why are you doing this? The Holy Fathers won't tolerate it. They'll have you hunted down."


  "The Holy Fathers won't have time. We approach the Hour of Destruction. We have entered the Time of the Devastator. The heretic will be devoured." I couldn't get much passion into it because it sounded so silly but I doubted she was calm enough to hear that. "Show us the way."


  She balked. Morley pricked her. I said, "We will have those women, with or without you. You have only one chance to see the sun rise. Move."


  She moved.


  We went out another secondary door. The dining hall proved to be a one-story affair between the nunnery and monk's quarters and behind the main temple. A seminary, occupied by yet another bunch of people, stood behind the dining hall. Maximum convenience. I asked about the other buildings in the complex. Stables and storage, she told us. The guest house, orphanage, and a few other buildings, like homes for several of the Holy Fathers (four of Karenta's twelve lived in TunFaire), were scattered around the grounds, in semi-seclusion. I thought it must really gall the Church to be stuck with one oversized block while the Orthodox maintained a whole city estate. But that's the way it goes when you're number two.


  We reached the dining hall without incident. It wasn't locked. Morley muttered something about moving too slow, that sooner or later there was going to be a change of guard at the gate and an alarm would sound.


  I tried to hurry the nun.
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  The nun seemed a little old for clandestine assignations. I guessed she had fifteen years on me. But maybe we never get tired of the great game.


  "There'll be a guard," Morley whispered. "Let me go first."


  I didn't argue. He was better at that sort of thing. "Don't cut him if you don't have to."


  "Right." He went down the stair like a ghost. It wasn't a minute before he called up, "Clear." I herded the nun down. Morley waited at the bottom. "I'll watch her. Get the girl."


  Thoughtful of him.


  The guard slumped on a stool in front of a massive oak door strapped with iron, hung on huge hinges. There was no opening in it. It was secured by a wooden peg through a hasp. Effective enough, I guessed.


  I touched the guard's throat. His pulse was ragged but it was there. Good for Morley. I opened the door, and saw nothing but darkness. I used the guard's lamp to give me light.


  I found Maya curled in a corner on burlap sacks, asleep, filthy. The dirt on her face had been streaked by tears. I dropped to my knees, placed a hand over her mouth, and shook her. "Wake up."


  She started violently, almost broke loose. "Don't say a word till we get home. Especially don't name any names. Understand?"


  She nodded.


  "Promise?"


  She nodded again.


  "All right. We're going out. We'll collect Jill, then run like hell. We don't want these people to know who we are."


  "I got it, Garrett. Don't pound it in with a hammer."


  "You think somebody just heard you? Maybe somebody we forced to show us where you were? Somebody we'd have to kill so they won't repeat it?"


  She got a little pale. Good. "Come on."


  I stepped out and told Morley, "I got her. Watch her while I put this guy away." The nun didn't look like she'd heard anything.


  I dragged the guard inside, stepped out and shoved the peg home, then told the nun, "Lead on to the guest house."


  She led on. Maya kept her mouth shut. Some notion of the stakes had gotten through.


  There were lights on the second floor of the guest house, a cozy two-story limestone cottage of about eight rooms. Morley checked for guards. I watched the women. "Just a few minutes more," I promised the nun.


  She shook. She thought her minutes were numbered. I kept on with the dialectic of nihilism, filling her with arrows pointing at the Sons of Hammon. I wouldn't let Morley do what he'd want to do after we used her up. I wanted one live, primed witness left behind. I wanted the Orthodox Holy Fathers to foam at the mouth when they thought of the Sons.


  The trouble was, there would be some right to Morley's argument. The nun had had too many chances to get a good look at us.


  Maya caught on. She put on a damned good act, pretending to be terrified. She kept whispering tales about her previous stay with the Sons of Hammon.


  Maya knew most everything I did. She was able to lay it on thick.


  Morley came back. "Guards front and back. One for each door."


  "Any problem?"


  "Not anymore. They weren't very alert."


  I grunted. "Let's go," I told the women. "Sister, behave for a couple more minutes and you're free."


  We'd gone maybe fifty feet toward the house when Morley said, "There it is."


  "It" was the alarm we'd anticipated.


  Bells rang and horns blew. Signal lights and balls of fire arced through the night. "They do get excited, don't they?" I grabbed the nun's habit to make sure she didn't stray.


  We stepped over a guard. The door he'd watched was locked but the top half was a leaded glass window, Terrell with a halo. I bashed it in and lifted the inner bar. We shoved inside. I said, "Put her to sleep." Morley slugged the nun behind the ear. He understood what I was doing.


  Someone shouted a question downstairs. A man. I started up. Morley was right behind me. Maya was behind him, armed with a knife she'd taken off the guard as soon as the nun went down.


  The hurrah outside got louder.


  The stairs took a right angle turn at a landing twelve steps up. A man in a nightshirt met me there. He made a noise that sounded like, "Gork!"


  "Not me, brother."


  He was the guy I'd seen at the talk-talk place, the little gink with the nose. I grabbed him by the back of the nightshirt before he could run for it. I softened him up with my stick and shoved him at Morley. "Bonus prize."


  Morley grabbed him. I went on. Maya followed me.


  That Jill was a quick mover. When I charged in she had a window open and was shoving a leg through. It wasn't wide enough for a fast exit. I got to her while she was still trying to scrunch up small enough to fit. I grabbed an arm and pulled. She popped out like a cork. "Anybody'd think you weren't thrilled to see me. After all the trouble I've gone through to rescue you."


  She regained her balance and dignity, then gave me a lethal look. "You've got no right."


  I grinned. "Maybe not. But here I am. And there you are. And here we go. You've got one minute to get dressed. You're not ready then, you take it through the streets like that."


  The proverbial jaybird wore more than she had on. I couldn't help admiring the landscape. Maya said, "Put your eyes back in, Garrett. You'll have me suspecting you of immoral thoughts."


  "The gods forefend. Jill?"


  Maya moved between Jill and the window. I gave her an approving smile and retreated to the door to check Morley and the bald gink. "We've got her. She's got to get dressed."


  "Don't waste time. The whole place is awake."


  "Speaking of. See if you can wake him up. He's going with us."


  Morley scowled.


  "If anybody knows the answers, he does."


  "If you say so. Find something we can put on him. Can't drag him around like this."


  I looked around. The little man's clothes were on a chair, neatly folded. Jill was almost ready. She hadn't bothered with underwear. Maya was giving her some song and dance about us telling the nun that she‘d been sent ahead to soften up the little guy for the grabbing. I raised an eyebrow, then winked. The girl could think on her feet.


  I said, "Jill, carry your friend's clothes. He's going with us."


  "I'm sorry I ever came to you."


  "So am I, sweetheart. Let's go."


  We stepped out of the room, me first, Maya last and brandishing her knife. She was having fun.


  Morley had the little guy organized enough to stumble along. They were halfway down the stair. We caught up at the bottom. Morley said, "We'd better head for the nearest fence."


  "Right." Though that would put us on the side of the Dream Quarter farthest from where I wanted to be.


  We went out the door we'd entered. It faced the center of the grounds. There was all kinds of excitement over there. Some was moving our way fast.


  Morley came up with a piece of cord. He slipped a loop around the little man's neck. "One peep and I choke you. We didn't come after you so we won't be brokenhearted if we kill you. Got me?"


  The little man nodded.


  Morley headed due south. Maya and I followed with Jill between us. Maya threatened to stab Jill in the behind if she didn't move faster.


  She was having a good time.


  I'd like to turn the whole thing into high drama with harrowing near misses, ferocious battles with fanatic priests, and a skin-of-the-teeth getaway when all seemed lost, but it didn't work that way. We never came close to getting caught. A dozen priests with torches thundered up to the house as we fled, but they didn't see us. We were at the enclosure wall, with Morley and Maya and Jill and the little gink perched on top and me reaching for Morley's hand, before the gang charged out of the house again. We were gone before they found a trail.


  We got ourselves lost in the alleys of the industrial district south of the Dream Quarter and made the little guy get dressed. He didn't have much to say. No threats, no bluster. Once he'd taken stock he remained calm, silent, and cooperative.


  We spent the rest of the night working around the Dream Quarter the long way, out to the western parts of the city, beyond the Hill, then back down to my place. I was damned tired when home hove into view.


  I was pleased with myself, too. I'd pulled off a grand stunt and it'd proven easier than I'd expected. The raid on Chattaree hadn't been necessary. I still had all my little bottles in my pockets.
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  There was a problem. The Watch had the house surrounded. And it was light out. There'd be no sneaking past them.


  We hadn't talked much but I'd mentioned my notion of getting Jill and Warden Agire together with the Dead Man. The little guy had proven to be exactly whom I'd suspected. I'd gotten that from Jill, not him. She'd been the one to try bluster, dropping his name. It hadn't done her any good.


  Morley said, "What now, genius? Want to hide them out at my place?"


  "We'll get in. We just need a distraction."


  "Better come up with it quick. Five of us hanging around is going to catch somebody's eye."


  "Right. Maya. Could I buy a little help from the Doom?"


  She was surprised. "What kind?"


  "Like maybe have Tey run to the door and tell Dean to tell the Dead Man we're out here. Better, have her send one of the young ones. They wouldn't do anything to a kid."


  "All right." She sounded doubtful but she trotted off.


  Those Watchmen were on their best behavior. TunFaire is a funny city some ways. One way is a popular determination to protect the common-law sanctity of the home. Our worst tyrants haven't dared overstep people's rights within their homes. An invasion of a home without a lot of legal due process will stir up a riot quick. People will put up with almost anything else but will shed blood in an instant over their right to retreat into and remain inviolate within their castles. It's odd.


  Those Watchmen would be under close scrutiny and they would be intensely aware of it. The whole neighborhood might come boiling out if they made a wrong move.


  So there was a good chance an unknown could stroll right to my door without interference. They might try a grab once they saw where the messenger was headed but I was sure Dean would be alert. Once the messenger got inside there'd be nothing the Watch could do.


  Maya wasn't gone long. She looked bleak when she came back.


  "What's the matter?" I asked.


  "I had to pay a price."


  She was upset. I took her hand without knowing why. She squeezed hard. "Tell me about it."


  "You got what you need. They're sending a girl. But she made me pay."


  Oh-oh. I had a feeling Maya had given more than she should have. "What?"


  "I had to step out. Leave the Doom. Give her warchief."


  "Maya! We could've worked something else out."


  "It's all right. You said it. I'm getting too old. It's time I grew up."


  It was all true, but I felt guilty because she'd done it for me, not for her.


  They sent the ragamuffin in a gunnysack who let me in that time I visited Maya. Tey would make a deadly warchief. That kid was perfect. Every one of those Watchmen stared and thought filthy, shameful thoughts, and not one considered interfering until she pounded on the door. By the time somebody reacted she was making her pitch to Dean.


  Dean let her in.


  Morley muttered, "That kid is a witch." He'd felt it, too.


  I said, "Some are at that age. Even when they don't know what they're doing."


  "She knows," Maya said. "She is a witch. She'll own the Doom before she's sixteen."


  The Watchmen snapped to attention. I felt the lightest touch from the Dead Man as they presented arms. "Time to go, kids." Jill and Agire balked.


  Agire refused to move. Morley cured that with a quick kick to the foundation of his dignity. Jill wanted to yell. Maya laid a roundhouse on her nose. "That's for the way Garrett looked at you."


  "Take it easy." I knew she was spending her disappointment.


  "Sorry." She didn't mean it and apologized to me instead of Jill. I let it slide. Jill had decided to cooperate.


  We walked over to the house. Near as I could tell the Watchmen didn't see us. Dean let us in, croggled by the numbers. I told him, "Breakfast for all. In with his nibs."


  "Not me," Morley said. "I did my part. You have it under control. I have to see if there's anything left of my place."


  I thought he was in an awful hurry but I didn't argue. He'd done his share and hadn't tried to hit me with an inflated fee. He had something on his mind. I didn't want to interrupt.


  Dean let him out after I had Jill and Agire installed with the Dead Man. Jill was frightened. Agire was terrified. He clung to self-control by concentrating on offenses to his dignity.


  I trust there is some significance to the presence of these people, the Dead Man thought at me.


  "Yep. How'd it go with the civil servants?"


  They kept losing track of what they were doing and wandered off to drink beer or indulge other vices.


  "What about those Watchmen? They going to call down the wrath of the Hill?"


  They believe one of the stormwardens just went past. Once Mr. Dotes is out of sight they will return to their duties unaware that anyone has come or gone.


  The little witch from the Doom was gone, too. I hadn't seen her go. Dean must have planted her in the front parlor, then hustled her out behind me.


  These two? the Dead Man reminded me.


  I made the introductions and suggested we might tie things up if he'd help out for a few minutes. He could, after all, plunder their minds if he wanted.


  He astounded me by agreeing without being bullied. He went after Agire first. The Warden let out a squeal of panic. He yelled, "You have no right! What's going on is none of your business."


  "Wrong. I have two paying clients and a personal interest. A friend of mine got caught in your game. It killed him. One of my clients died, too. Magister Peridont. Heard of him? His death doesn't end the commitment. And my other client is too damned nasty to walk out on. His name is Chodo Contague. He took offense at the Sons of Hammon. He's after scalps. If you know anything about him, you know you don't want to get on his bad side."


  Agire knew something. He got rockier.


  I said, "We don't have to be enemies. But my friend and I want to know what's going on so we can get ourselves out of a bind and maybe put the crazies out of their misery."


  That is enough, Garrett. Say nothing more. He is considering his position and options and the probability that you are telling the truth. You are?


  "The whole and nothing but." I glanced at Jill. Gone was the cool. She had a bad case of the fidgets. Her eyes wouldn't stay still. She might have tried to run if Maya hadn't been between her and the door.


  We waited on Agire. Agire waited on divine inspiration.


  Dean brought a small side table from the kitchen. "I'll set up a buffet," he said.


  "Fine. As long as there's plenty of it." I was hungry and tired and impatient with my guests.


  The Dead Man cautioned, They are thinking, Garrett. That is enough.


  "Anything interesting?"


  A great deal. We now know, for example, why Dean and your young friend could not locate what the woman concealed here. She is trying too hard not to think of it.


  "What?"


  My backchat disturbed my guests. I told myself to can it. I helped Dean when he brought a tray of goodies. I wasn't polite. I helped myself immediately. "Breakfast," I told the others.


  After a pause calculated to have me panting with suspense, the Dead Man said, She hid it here while I was sleeping.


  "I know." I went to the case on the short wall where we keep our maps and references, searched the shelf that kept drawing Jill's eye, and found a big copper key. It looked like it had been lying around turning green for a couple hundred years.


  The Dead Man was irked. I had stolen his thunder. Jill looked like she was going to cry. Agire couldn't take his eye off the key.


  It was six inches long and the heaviest key I'd ever hefted. It excited Agire but I knew there was no key among the Terrell Relics. It was squared off flat on the sides. There was an inscription under the verdigris. I scraped at it.


  "My, my." It was the very slogan on those old temple coins. I chunked it under the Dead Man's chair, collected my plate, and started stuffing myself. Maya followed my lead. My guests were too nervous to partake. If they didn't get busy, I'd get their share.
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  Patience paid. Agire cracked.


  "The Hammon cult has been making war on us. Its object is recovery of that key, which can unlock the Tomb of Karak, where legend has the Devourer imprisoned. The cult can't free him any other way. It's only been a few months since they found out who had the key, although they've known for decades that it was in TunFaire.


  "For three decades they've slipped men into the priesthoods here. Sometime this year one of them reached a level of trust where he could find out the key is kept with the Terrell Relics.


  "The cult's leaders brought men to TunFaire. Using sources inside my church, they began a whisper campaign meant to rip us apart. They might've succeeded, but a minor player defected. He told me what he knew. I tried to take steps but learned that the hierarchy was riddled with traitors.


  "I shared some of this with my friend." He indicated Jill. "I didn't realize she knew who I was, nor that she had a relationship with Magister Peridont. Nor, for that matter, was I aware that my peccadillo was known to my enemies.


  "I mentioned my informant in front of the wrong man, resulting in an attempt on my life and an effort to steal the Relics. By Orthodox monks. I fled to the one person I could trust." He indicated Jill again. "But I chose a bad time. She was entertaining her friend from the Church."


  Pain shown for a moment. "I should have known she couldn't afford a place like that." Another pause. "Later she arranged for me to hide in the apartment opposite hers. She urged me to take Magister Peridont into my confidence. The threat to the Orthodox church was a threat to all Hanites. I was stubborn. She says she dropped hints to Peridont. Those set him moving along the course you know. I didn't yield to her till too late. I gave her permission to speak to Peridont after she saw you that first time, hoping you could protect her from men watching her in hopes of tracing me. When she tried to tell Peridont he was too rushed to get the full story and didn't understand that she could bring us together. He tried to hire you to find me.


  "Then he made the mistake I did—talking in front of someone who had infiltrated the Church. The enemy immediately suspected that she knew where the Relics were."


  He seemed to think that explained everything. Maybe it did, in some ways. But it ignored why I'd received so much attention. I asked.


  Jill confessed. "I set you up, sort of. You have a reputation for stumbling around turning over rocks and getting away with it. You scared them. They tried to get rid of you without being connected to it. You got the best of the kids they hired. They panicked. Everything just escalated."


  Really? It made a crazy sense. Maybe perfect sense to somebody in the religion business.


  "You telling me there really is a Devastator? And that this character can destroy the world but can't bust himself out of a tomb? Come on. You might as well stuff him in a bag made of cobwebs."


  Agire looked at me like I was a mental defective. Make that spiritually handicapped.


  "I know you priests believe six impossible things everyday before breakfast," I said. "Some of you, anyway. I think most of you are parasites who live off the gullible, the ignorant and the desperate. I don't think any of you who get ahead believe what you preach. You sure never practice it. Convince me you're an honest man and a believer, Warden."


  Garrett.


  I thought he was going to caution me about pushing the man.


  True, the man does find some dogma a useful fiction. He manipulates the laity cynically and he is devoted to improving his place in the hierarchy. But he believes in his god and his prophet.


  "That's absurd. He's an intelligent man. How can he buy something so full of contradictions and revisions of history?"


  Agire smiled sadly, as though he had overheard the Dead Man and pitied me my blindness. I hate it when priests do that. Like their pity is all the proof they need.


  You believe in sorcery.


  My brain was in better shape than it should have been, tired as I was. I got his argument.


  "I see sorcery at work every day. It's absurd but I see concrete results."


  Agire said, "Mr. Garrett, you appear to be the sort who needs to be cut to believe in swords. I understand that mentality better than you think. Do you comprehend the idea of symbol? You say you accept sorcery. The very root of sorcery is manipulation of symbol in a way that affects referent. And that's the root of religion, too.


  "Say there never was a Terrell. Or that Terrell was the villain portrayed by some. In the context of symbol and faith the Terrell who lived is irrelevant. The Terrell of faith is a symbol that must exist to fulfill the needs of a large portion of mankind. Likewise the creator.


  "Hano must be because we need him to be. He was before we were. He will be after we're gone. Hano may not fulfill your prescription for such a being. So call him Prime Mover or just the force that set time and matter in motion.


  "He must be because we need him to be. And he must be what we need him to be. It is a philosophical argument difficult to grasp for we who live among obdurately hard surfaces and sharp edges that ignore our wishes, but the observer invariably affects the phenomenon. In this context, God—by whatever name— is, and is constrained to be, whatever we believe him to be. The Hano of Terrell's time isn't the Hano of today. The Hano of the Orthodox denominations isn't the Hano of the Sons of Hammon. But he exists. He was what he was and he is what he's believed to be now. Do you follow? Hano is even what you believe him to be, in that infinitesimal fraction of himself that is yours alone."


  I understood that they always have an argument. "You're saying we rule and create God as much as God creates and rules us."


  "Ultimately. And that's how we get a fragment of God called the Devourer that can be locked in a tomb even though he can destroy the world. He can't get out because nobody believes he can get out—except by unlocking the door from outside. In fact, you might be able to argue that nobody wants him out—not even his followers—so the tomb becomes a total constraint."


  "Too spooky for me. I'll keep thinking you're a bunch of crooks." I punctuated with a grin, telling him I knew what he'd say next.


  "And the vast majority of people would as soon keep thinking in the symbols to which they're accustomed."


  "All of which doesn't get us a step closer to cleaning this mess up before those guys turn TunFaire into a battleground. Symbols haven't been getting killed."


  "The crux. Always the crux. The practicalities of everyday life. The early kings did what they had to when they exterminated an insidious and vicious enemy. Only a handful survived to rebuild. That solution is impractical today because we couldn't convince the agencies of the state that a threat exists. Symbolism again. A threat must be perceived to exist before the Crown will act. We have bodies all over the city? So the lower orders are slaughtering each other again. So what?"


  I glanced at the Dead Man. He seemed amused. "Old Bones, you were going on about a rogue Loghyr the other day. This guy hasn't said anything about that."


  He does not know, Garrett. The possibility of a true, cynical manipulation of men and their beliefs has not occurred to him, except in his own feeble way.


  Ah! There is no contradiction, as you are about to protest. I am aware that I mentioned a great evil being created because some people needed it to exist. That is what the Warden has been saying. The rogue created a god in order to manipulate men. Men then created that god with their belief. Agire is right. There is a thing in a tomb. It can be released. It could destroy the world. It is a product of the imagination that has taken on life. Now it rules the rogue who imagined it. It has sent him to find the key.


  "But. . . ."


  To end this you must find the rogue. You must destroy him.


  "Oh boy." I glanced at Agire and Jill. The Dead Man had let them listen in. Jill seemed lost, Agire just frightened. "And how do we pull that off? How do you put an end to a Loghyr when even death doesn't slow him down?"


  We will discuss that later. You are too tired to act, let alone think. I will consider means while you sleep.


  Just dandy.
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  The Dead Man must not have let Dean rest while I was sawing logs. When I went downstairs the place was a zoo. The most exotic animals in TunFaire were there. They included Chodo Contague (who never leaves his estate) and his top two lifetakers, Morley, a man I didn't know who was obviously off the Hill, several species of priest old enough to have gray hair or no hair, and—wonder of all wonders—that character Sampson who'd been Peridont's assistant. At least fifteen people united in a conspiracy to exhaust my food and potables.


  Were they talking about how to get shut of the Sons of Hammon? No. All they had on their minds was Glory Mooncalled, whose latest stunt had come earlier than expected and had people reeling everywhere. He had won his biggest victory yet, his slickest, and his most treacherous.


  He let himself be discovered by the last Warlords of Venageta. He led their three armies a merry chase until they ran him to ground and he caught them. At the same time his agents guided even vaster Karentine armies into the same area. Those jumped right in figuring to end the war with a single day's bloodwork. They killed all three Warlords and most of their men. But the victory didn't turn out the way they hoped. Glory Mooncalled extricated himself early, engaged only to keep the Venageti from fleeing. The night after the battle he attacked the Karentine camp and killed all the officers, commanders, witches, warlocks, stormwardens, firelords, and what have you. He sent surviving enlisted men to Full Harbor with word that the Cantard's nonhuman peoples had declared it an independent state. Any Karentine or Venageti presence would be considered an act of war.


  The man's audacity was amazing.


  The Dead Man had gotten the news.


  "You don't seem as smug as you should be. What did he do that you didn't predict?"


  He declared creation of an independent republic. I had foreseen him turning on Karenta, as you know, but never considered the possibility that he had such lofty ambitions.


  "The way I read it he just wants to be the warlord of the Cantard republic."


  A convenient fiction. He permits the creation of an assembly representing the various sentient races of the Cantard. But who owns the power? Who controls the hearts of every veteran capable of wielding a weapon? Today he is not just a king or emperor or even a dictator. He is a demigod. If Karenta and Venageta continue to make claims to the Cantard, his power will not wane while he lives.


  There was no "if" about what Karenta and Venageta would do. There were vast silver deposits in the Cantard. They were what the war was about. Sorcerers need silver to fuel their sorceries. Sorcerers are the true, hidden masters of both kingdoms. The war would continue with Karenta and Venageta as tacit allies until Glory Mooncalled's republic collapsed.


  So it goes.


  "What's this hungry horde I have filling up every nook and cranny? I've gained a few marks in this mess but at the rate they're going they'll eat up the profits."


  Bring them in. I suggest you bring Mr. Sadler, Mr. Crask, and Mr. Chodo first and place them near the door, then bring the others, then come yourself with Mr. Dotes and Miss Stump. There could be some excitement when those priests realize they are in the presence of a Loghry. Caution Mr. Chodo and his associates.


  I didn't have any idea what he was up to. I decided to humor him. It was pleasure enough to see him awake and working without carping.


  When Sadler heard my warning he asked what was up. I told him I didn't know. He wasn't pleased, but what could I do? Chodo was more understanding—on the surface. He would await events before making judgments.


  Morley and I stood to either side of the door as the others filed in. All I detected was a rising note of excitement. Then Sampson strode by. He looked at me like I was something with a hundred legs he'd discovered crawling in his breakfast.


  He started violently when he saw the Dead Man. He turned, saw me and Morley blocking the doorway, and turned back again.


  We went in, me frowning, looking at the Dead Man as though he might give me some physical clue. Maya closed the door behind us. She didn't look pretty today. She looked mean, like the street kid she'd been so long.


  Garrett, ask Mr. Sampson to disrobe. Mr. Contague, would you lend us the aid of Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler in the event Mr. Sampson is reluctant?


  Everyone but Chodo looked at Sampson. Chodo looked at me and his henchmen, lifted a finger granting permission. I said, "Sampson?"


  He headed for the door. Maya knocked him up side the head with a brass goblet. That slowed him down. Crask and Sadler held his arms while I hoisted the skirt of his habit and yanked down his pants. Morley leaned against the wall and made a crude remark about human perversion.


  Mr. Sampson of the Church, heir to the Grand Inquisitor, had a bald crotch.


  If you dress him in peasant garb and put him into a doorway I believe witnesses would swear he was the man who assassinated Magister Peridont. I believe he is the only one of his kind present.


  "Good enough for me," I said. "Pity there's no one else from the Church here. It would save us the trip to turn him over."


  We will keep him here. He knows who in each denomination is what you call a ringer.


  Sampson went rigid as a stone post. I had Crask and Sadler set him to one side. I glanced at the Dead Man.


  Did he have an ulterior motive for having invited Chodo? Like wanting him to see how much aggravation he could get if he ever decided to push us? That kind of thinking ahead wasn't beyond him.


  Gentlemen. As you know, the death of a Loghyr stills the flesh only. Many centuries can pass before the spirit separates from the flesh. In some cases, where the spirit is unwilling, Passing can be delayed almost indefinitely. In the ancient days of your race, when mine was more numerous, many of your local gods and devils were the departed of my species. It was the fashion to while away the Passing protecting or plaguing the primitives. Most of those animistic spirits have faded from memory, as my race has faded from the world. That game has lost its jest, so that now most Loghyr prefer to go to Khatar Island for their Passing. But there is one ancient, malignant presence among you. He has been known by many names in many times. He always attaches himself to dark, nihilist cults. In recent ages he has shown himself less because the rest of us took an oath to end his torment. He is the motive force behind the Sons of Hammon. And he is in TunFaire now.


  He made a mistake coming here. But he did not know of my presence. He did not discover his mistake until he attacked this house in an effort to obtain the key that will unlock the tomb of the Devastator. I had suspected his presence earlier, based on reports from Mr. Garrett. His attack confirmed it.


  Gentlemen, this ancient wickedness is most vulnerable at this moment. It is never likely to be this exposed again. Its adventures lately have stripped it of all allies but a handful hidden inside the priesthoods. A dead Loghyr is not very mobile. Without cohorts to remove it to safety, it can do nothing but await its fate, be that rescue or despair at your hands.


  Determine amongst you what course to pursue. Though we of this house have done our share already we will continue to lend our support.


  Thanks a bunch, Old Bones. If there was no more profit in it I wasn't that excited about staying involved. Who wants to duke it out with a dead Loghyr who's had several thousand years to practice being nasty? My own pet devil was bad enough. He's only been at it a few centuries and claims he's a friend. He doesn't create eight-armed demons out of whole cloth or send them calling in their own private thunderstorms.


  He sent a personal message. These priests have the power to make thousands forget their temples were profaned.


  And there were stormwardens and firelords and whatnot on the Hill who could turn into real pests if we kept attracting their attention. The priests could dissuade them. Maybe there was a profit after all.


  Two hours of politicized yak passed before Chodo Contague asked the critical question. He'd gotten fed up with their bickering over precedence.


  "Do you know where this thing is?"


  That was the key question. If you're going after rats it helps to know where the rathole is.


  Yes.


  "Then this chatter is pointless. Mr. Sadler and Mr. Crask will tend to the matter. Are there special needs they should be aware of before they start?"


  The Dead Man was amused. Within seconds the arguments collapsed. Everybody wanted to be right behind the kingpin. It didn't seem like that bad a spot, either. Better still would be behind his boys and the whole religious bunch. Then there would be nobody to trip over when I made a run for it.
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  The target had picked a spot.


  Copperhead Bar is a long, skinny island that starts where the river bends as it passes the southern city limit. It's a mile long and maybe seventy yards wide at its widest. It's covered with scrub growth that has anchored the sand and silt that make up the bar. Forty yards of channel separate it from the mainland. It's a hazard and an eyesore and the only reason it isn't dredged put of there is that it belongs to the Church, deeded over in early imperial times. Way back they tried to establish a monastery on it but the footings were too infirm and the floods too frequent. There's nothing left but a tumble of creeper-covered building stone.


  The Dead Man said our target was hiding under that rockpile.


  He might as well have been in another dimension.


  We had a good crowd gathered just south of the city wall, in an area kept barren by an eccentric owner. Chodo had sent a dozen street soldiers to back Crask and Sadler. The various denominations had contributed several hundred vigorous young priests. The guy who had come off the Hill, whose name I never did get, had juice enough to borrow a company of the Watch. Morley and I kind of stood off by ourselves, with Maya, wondering what was going to happen.


  An ecumenical delegation had gone to Chattaree in hopes of recruiting a Magister or two. We were waiting on the Church's reply.


  The drop-off to the river was about twelve feet, a sort of miniature bluff. Morley and Maya and I were on a knoll fifty yards back. Everyone else was between us and the river but kind of hanging back, not wanting to get any closer than they had to. I wondered if the thing on the island was aware of us.


  I wondered, too, if I had some score to settle with Jill Craight. She and her pal Agire were standing separate, thirty yards south of anyone else. I'd been keeping an eye on them. They weren't talking and didn't seem very friendly. Maybe Agire was having trouble coping with being seen in a whore's company. It was too late for him to make it look like anything but what it was.


  Maya noted my interest. She was too nervous to tease me. "What're they doing here?" she asked.


  "I don't know."


  The only men who had dared the lip of the bluff were Crask and Sadler. Now they headed our way. I was excited about that.


  Crask came up, said, "Garrett, you were the Marine. How do we get over there?"


  "I don't think we do, you want the truth." He scowled.


  "Remember the thing that came to Chodo's place? That's what we're up against." That and a lot more. This Loghyr had been polishing his tricks for ages. He'd lived through these things before. In fact, the Dead Man said this particular Loghyr was supposed to have been scrubbed after the fall of Carathca. "An attack will just get us all killed."


  Neither Crask nor Sadler were known for subtle solutions to problems. Sadler asked, "Then what're we doing out here?"


  "We're here because the people who tell us what to do don't understand what we're up against."


  "All right, smart guy," Crask said. "You live with one of these things. How would you take it out?"


  I'd hoped that wouldn't come up. I didn't want to give anybody something he could use against me and the Dead Man.


  "We should wear him down. First thing, set up a kind of siege.


  "A line here, and somebody on the river, to keep its people from rescuing it. After that I'd just collect mice and rats and bugs and float them to the island on rafts. For as long as it took."


  "What?" They both looked lost.


  "All right. First thing you got to realize, this thing is dead. But its spirit is tied to its body. No body, the spirit has to go away." Or so the Dead Man claimed. "There's nothing on that island for vermin to eat except that Loghyr body. The Loghyr knows that, too. He'll be watching for bugs and stuff. But if there are a lot of them, it'll be hard for him to spot them all and take care of them. Also, a dead Loghyr has to spend a lot of time sleeping. That's when they develop the energy they use when they pull their stunts. This one is probably sleeping right now. When he's asleep he can't keep track of vermin. They could work him over good. He wouldn't feel them biting because he's dead."


  Crask snorted, disgusted. But Sadler nodded, seeing it. "Take a while, though."


  "It would. But I don't know of any more certain, less risky way to handle it."


  "We'd have to check with Chodo. He wants results quick." Chodo had retired to his estate.


  "He'll pay dear for that if he insists."


  Crask jerked his head at Sadler. They went off to talk it over. Morley asked, "Why not ring in a firelord or two? They could burn it out there, couldn't they?"


  "Maybe. But a sorcerer wouldn't be safer from it than you or me."


  "Garrett," Maya said softly, scared, "I don't think it's asleep."


  She had a flair for understatement.


  I saw nothing but a glow from where we stood but something was happening on the island. Those nearer the edge began yammering and backing away.


  Then a spot of black cloud formed above the island, maybe fifty feet high. It grew quickly, spinning like a whirlpool. Everybody watched it, which was a mistake.


  Sudden as lightning three guys in antique armor jumped over the lip of the bluff. Glowing, they charged the crowd. They hurled spears of fire.


  A six-armed woman formed inside the spinning cloud. She grew huge. She wore nothing, was a polished black, and had a skull for a face and teats like a dog.


  Priests screamed. The Watch company decided they weren't getting paid enough to deal with this.


  Crask and Sadler and their boys were willing to take on the armored guys but couldn't get to them through the panicky mob.


  The armored guys went to work. Pieces of body flew.


  "Damn!"


  I glanced at Morley but kept most of my attention on the black thing. It seemed especially interested in Jill and Agire. Morley dipped into a pocket. I caught a glimpse of something lemon-colored. He threw it at the armored men.


  Damn him, he'd managed to sneak himself some of Peridont's goodies while the lights were out that night.


  The bottle broke on a man's breastplate. For a moment I thought nothing was happening. When it did start it wasn't what Morley had in mind.


  The guy started laughing. In a minute he was laughing so hard he rested his sword tip on the ground and leaned on the weapon, having one hell of a good time.


  "Shit," Morley grumbled. "That was a bust." He threw a couple more bottles, other colors, at the other two armored figures. Those had even less obvious effect.


  The yellow bottle wasn't a complete bust. Crask forced his way through the crowd, took the sword away from the laughing villain, used it to carve him up. Then he got the giggles himself.


  One down. But the other two were slaughtering everybody they could catch. And the thing in the air was after Agire and Jill.


  I threw my red bottle.


  I didn't want to do that. In the back of my mind I'd hoped to get to the island and use it on the dead Loghyr.


  The results were the same as they'd been at Chodo's place. The monster melted and evaporated. But I didn't have time to watch. Two armored guys were headed my way and, except for Chodo's troops, everybody was opting for discretion.


  One of Morley's bottles began to take effect. One of the attackers started having trouble keeping his balance.


  He slipped, staggered, and as he got closer fell to his knees.


  Neither was throwing sorceries anymore. Though maybe that was because the thing on the island was distracted by what was happening to its monster.


  Crask got behind the staggering character, ran a spear through him. So then there was one. All of a sudden it was at the heart of a circle of unfriendlies including Morley and myself, Sadler and most of Chodo's boys, and maybe a dozen priests and Watchmen with more than average nerve. The guy was like a giant thunder-lizard surrounded by little hunters. We couldn't hurt him head-on but his back was always turned to somebody.


  He didn't last long.


  When it was over I glanced at the thing that had been in the air. It lay on the ground twitching, half devoured by the stuff eating it, black fog boiling off. Sadler stepped over. "I get the point you were making, Garrett. That thing can hack away any time it wants."


  Somebody pulled the helmet off a suit of armor and discovered that the man inside had been a corpse longer than a few seconds. He had drowned days ago. Fish and corruption had been working on him.


  I nodded to Sadler. "It has to rest sometimes, but this's what we can expect, or maybe worse, if we try to go over there." I thought about how the Dead Man could make people forget, could make them do things they didn't want to do. This could get rough.


  Actually, though, I was surprised by the level of violence. I'd figured the Loghyr wouldn't want to attract attention from the Hill. Sorcerers could get real interested in this kind of show.


  Morley said, "We'd better take care of the dead and get the wounded to help."


  Two kinds of guys had run from the excitement, those who were so ashamed that they never came back and those that did come back looking sheepish. They helped sort the mess out.


  Maya hadn't run. I don't know why not. She couldn't have done anything but get hurt. Fifteen minutes into the cleanup she grabbed my arm. "Agire bought it. And Hester is gone."


  For a moment I felt sorry for Jill. She deserved more of life. . . . Then suspicion raised its snoot. "Where's Agire?"


  "Over where they were."


  I walked that way, keeping one eye on the smoldering black thing. Its flesh—if flesh it could be called— was almost consumed.


  I found the Warden and knelt. Maya dropped to her knees opposite me. "Been hard on religious bigwigs lately," I said. And on littlewigs, too, as the cults and denominations stripped their priests and monks to see how well they were hung.


  Blood had run from Agire's mouth. He was lying on his back. There was no wound visible. I rolled him over, grunted.


  A minute later I told Sadler, "Far as I can see I've done my part here. You guys know how to handle it. I'm going home."


  Morley stayed. Maya tagged along with me. She had nowhere else to go. We had to do some serious thinking about her future now. She said, "You've got something on your mind. What is it?"


  "Jill."


  "What upset you?"


  "She killed Agire. While we were distracted she stuck a knife in his back. Couldn't have been anyone else because the excitement never got to them."


  "But why?" She didn't claim Jill couldn't do a thing like that.


  "The Terrell Relics, I think. Agire gave them to her to hide. He never said he got them back. The only thing she left at our house was that key. That could've gotten her killed if she'd kept it. Hell. Maybe she was out to snatch the Relics from the beginning."


  "Why?"


  "She's fond of money and nice things. How much would the Church pay for the Relics? How about some other cult?"


  Maya just nodded. After we'd walked a few blocks, she said, "We should be headed for the Tenderloin."


  Maybe. But I'd wanted to ask the Dead Man if it was really any of my business.
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  It was my business. I'd been hired by Peridont and I'd made a point of claiming he was still my client, dead or not.


  Maya was pleased. I wasn't so sure I was. It had started to snow earlier than I'd expected, heavier than I'd anticipated. The wind was nippy. If I'd let it go I'd be home, toasty warm, sipping a beer, wondering how I could get Dean out of the house and the Dead Man to go to sleep so Maya and I could. . . .


  We walked into a Tenderloin like a ghost town. The first snowfall always has that effect on TunFaire. Everyone gets in out of it and stays. We went around the side of the talk house, into the alley.


  "Too late," Maya said. There were tracks in the snow on the steps to the second floor, downward bound.


  "Maybe." I hustled upstairs, went inside, hurried along a hallway not unlike the one downstairs. One door stood open. I stuck my head in.


  Jill's, all right. I recognized the clothing scattered around. It included what she'd worn to the festivities down south. I cursed and headed out.


  Maybe I was a little loud. A door opened. The elfish woman Polly looked out. "What're you doing?" she asked.


  I fell in love all over again. I gulped. "I came to tell you how much. . . . I'd better go. I'm making a fool of myself." Not bad for off the cuff, Garrett. I got out.


  I rejoined Maya. "She's gone. Let's get after her before her tracks disappear."


  As we moved out I glanced up. The elfish woman was at the top of the steps looking down, wearing a puzzled smile.


  Jill wasted no time but the snowfall betrayed her. We gained ground. Her tracks became fresher. The snowfall tapered off. Visibility improved. The street we were following entered a square. A figure shuffled across it ahead of us.


  "That's an old woman," Maya said. "Look at her. She's old enough to be Hester's mother."


  I could see that, just the way the woman moved. She wore a lot of black, the way old women do, and moved slowly. "Damn it!" How had I confused trails? I thought back.


  I hadn't. This trail hadn't crossed any other. That woman was the one who had come out of the talk house. And she was carrying a bundle she hugged to her breast. "Come on." I began to trot.


  The snow and wind muted our footsteps till we were a half-dozen yards from the woman.


  She whirled.


  No old woman moved like that.


  "Hello, Jill."


  She straightened up, stopped pretending. "Garrett."


  Maya moved around to cut her off if she ran. I said, "I can't let you get away."


  She sighed. "I know. That's the way you are." She shrugged. "I didn't think you'd catch on so quick."


  "It was pure chance."


  "Suppose I turned them over voluntarily? Would that be enough?"


  "I don't think so. There's a saying. Any man's death diminishes me. You shouldn't have killed Agire. You didn't have to."


  "I know. It was stupid. I did it without thinking. The opportunity was there and I grabbed it. I knew it was a mistake before he fell. But that's not something you can take back."


  "Let's go." I believed her. Maya didn't. She stayed behind us throughout a walk all the way to the Dream Quarter. And as I walked beside Jill, in silence, shivering, I did a lot of reflecting, most of it on the fact that, though none had by my own hand, seven men had died the night we rescued Maya from the Orthodox complex. I could rationalize however I wanted but I was the guy who had taken Morley along.


  As we approached the gate I told Jill, "Just hand them the casket. Don't say anything. Don't answer any questions."


  She looked at me oddly, her eyes as old as she was dressed. And that's the way she did it. A guard came to see what she wanted. She pushed the casket into his hands and turned away, looked at me to see what next.


  I said, "Good-bye," and walked into a quickening snowfall, holding Maya's arm. We pushed into the wind with our heads down and our cheeks biting cold, saying nothing. Crystals of ice formed at the corners of my eyes.
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  The Dead Man was pleased with himself. He was cocky as hell. Even mention of his miscalculation regarding Glory Mooncalled didn't let the wind out of his sails. While Maya watched him nervously, unsure where she stood in his bachelor household, he crowed at me and I tried to shut him out.


  I emptied my pockets, putting little bottles onto the shelf where the dread key had been hidden. We would do the obvious with that. There were no protective spells on it, only charms meant to fit it to the lock it served. I would cut it up and scatter the pieces among several scrap dealers. It would be no problem once it was melted down. That should've been done in the old days.


  I placed the coin from the Blue Bottle on a shelf with memorabilia from other cases. I wished I had the one from Jill's place instead. It would've meant more and would've reminded me more strongly of our fallibility. I wondered what she would do.


  She'd survive. She was a survivor. In a way, I wished her well. I wished her free of the burden of her past.


  As I lifted an iron chain and rock pendant from around my neck I hit the point where I'd had enough of the Dead Man. "You blew it on Jill, Old Bones. She sucked you up. You were so damned proud because you spotted that key that you never looked at what she was hiding behind her worry."


  You can shut him out or hide your thoughts from him if you concentrate. Obviously, Jill had kept the whereabouts of the Relics from him by worrying about the key, which was of no value to her anyway.


  That slowed him down. But instead of confessing a shortcoming he changed the subject. Why have you been wearing that rock? Have you joined one of the cults?


  "Not hardly." I grinned. "Sadler gave me this little gizmo. It keeps the thunder-lizards away. In all the excitement that night he forgot to take it back. I didn't remind him. It might come in handy someday."


  He gave me a big dose of that mental noise which serves him as laughter. It might at that. It might at that. I got a hint that his thoughts had turned to Maya. He sent, I have stretched myself unreasonably rescuing you from the consequences of your actions this time. I am going to take a nap.


  That was as close as he could get to saying he approved of a female friend of mine.


  I went into the kitchen and told Dean he had his nights off to go home again, starting immediately, and hastened him out the door over his protests.


  The city buzzed for days about the reappearance of the Terrell Relics. Once that became old news, though, it looked like we were in for a quiet winter.


  Then somebody raided Chattaree, stealing a fortune in gold and silver and gems from the altars. No villains were identified. The Church suspected darko breed street gangs because of profane graffiti left at the scene.


  I stayed away from Morley's place. My contacts told me the Chattaree raiders had used a variety of nuisance spells to neutralize the priests who responded to the initial alarm. I didn't want to be in the place if a gang of unhappy Churchmen turned up. From what Saucerhead told me, though, I gathered Morley didn't change his life-style.


  When Chodo Contague decides to do something he sticks with it till it gets done. For eight months he masterminded and underwrote the siege of Copperhead Bar, employing a full-time staff of temporary employees numbering as many as a hundred. By the end of that eighth month he'd thrown damned near every rat, mouse, and bug in TunFaire at the island. He'd foiled four rescue attempts by the Sons of Hammon. He'd survived several attacks by eight-limbed devils conjured by the dead Loghyr. A very stubborn man, Chodo Contague.


  He had a purpose behind his purpose, of course. He wasn't just settling a score, he was making a high-profile effort to show the world what you were in for if you pissed him off. I didn't look forward to that inevitable day when our careers pushed along irreconcilable paths. But for the moment he owed me and would do most anything for me.


  For me it was a quiet, lazy winter for about ten days.
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  Old Tin Sorrows
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  A corps of corpses—


  was what it seemed Garrett had committed himself to find when Blake Peters turned up to reclaim some overdue favors. Someone was trying to kill Peters' boss, wealthy, retired General Stantnor, in a most lingering, painful, and maybe poisonous way. And Peters wanted Garrett to keep the general from becoming a ghost of himself.


  But Stantnor's mansion held a host of surprises for a human detective who thought he'd seen it all. For while the general was dying slowly, his employees were losing their lives at a far speedier rate. And when some of the not-long-departed tried to enlist their comrades in the growing legions of the dead, Garrett knew it was time to call in his own troops in the person of Morley Dotes, the toughest half-elf around. Morley would guard his back against whoever had decided that Garrett, too, belonged six feet underground. And meanwhile, Garrett would try to handle—or get his hands on—both the killer and the mansion's two elusive beauties—who seemed invisible to everyone but Garrett. . . !
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  Just when you think you have it all scoped out and you're riding high, old Fate will stampede right over you and not even stop to say I'm sorry. Happens every time if your name is Garrett. You can make book on it.


  I'm Garrett. Sitting pretty in my early thirties, over six feet, brown hair, two hundred pounds plus—maybe threatening to shoot up because my favorite food is beer. I have a disposition variously described as sulky, sour, sarky, or cynical. Anything with a sibilant. Sneaky and snaky, my enemies claim. But, hell, I'm a sweetheart. Really. Just a big, old, cuddly bear with a nice smile and soulful eyes.


  Don't believe everything you hear. I'm just a realist who suffers from a recurrent tumor of romantic pragmatism. Once upon a time I was a lot more romantic. Then I did my five in the Fleet Marines. That almost snuffed the spark.


  Keep that in mind, that time in the Corps. If I hadn't been there, none of this would have happened.


  Bone-lazy, Morley would call me, but that's a base canard from a character without the moral fiber to sit still more than five minutes. I'm not lazy; I'd just rather not work if I don't need money. When I do, I operate as a confidential agent. Which means I spend a lot of time in the middle, between people you wouldn't invite to dinner. Kidnappers. Blackmailers. Thugs and thieves and killers.


  My, the things kids grow up to be.


  It isn't a great life. It won't get me into any history books. But it does let me be my own boss, set my own hours, pick my jobs. It lets me off a lot of hooks. I don't have to make a lot of compromises with my conscience.


  Trying not to work when I don't need money means looking through the peephole first when someone knocks on the door of my place on Macunado Street. If whoever is there looks like a prospective client, I simply don't answer.


  It was a false spring day early in the year. It was supposed to be winter out there but somebody was nodding. The snow had melted. After six days of unnatural warmth the trees had conned themselves into budding. They'd be sorry.


  I hadn't been out since the thaw. I was at my desk reckoning accounts on a couple of minor jobs I'd subcontracted, thinking about taking a walk before cabin fever got me. Then somebody knocked.


  It was Dean's day off. I had to do the legwork myself. I went to the door. I peeked. And I was startled. And, brother, was I fooled.


  Whenever the big troubles came, the harbinger always wore a skirt and looked like something you couldn't find anywhere but in your dreams. In case that's too subtle, it's like this: I've got a weakness for ripe tomatoes. But I'm learning. Give me about a thousand years and. . . .


  This wasn't any tomato. This was a guy I'd known a long time ago and never expected to see again. One I hadn't ever wanted to see again when we'd parted. And he just looked uncomfortable out there, not like he was in trouble. So I opened the door.


  That was my first mistake.


  "Sarge! What're you doing here? How the hell are you?" I shoved a hand at him, something I wouldn't have dared do when I saw him last.


  He was twenty years older than me, the same height, twenty pounds lighter. He had skin the color of tanned doeskin, big ears that stuck straight out, wrinkles, small black eyes, black hair with a lot of gray that hadn't been there before. No way to pin down exactly why, but he was one of the ugliest men I'd ever known. He looked damned fit, but he was the kind that would look that way if he lived forever. He stood there like he had a board nailed to his spine.


  "I'm fine," he said, and took my hand in a sincere shake. Those beady little eyes went over me like they could see right through me. He'd always had that knack. "You've put on a few pounds."


  "On in the middle, off at the top." I tapped my hair. It wasn't noticeable to anyone but me yet. "Come in. What're you doing in TunFaire?"


  "I'm retired now. Out of the Corps. I've been hearing a lot about you. Into some exciting things. I was in the neighborhood. Thought I'd drop in. If you're not busy."


  "I'm not. Beer? Come on back to the kitchen." I led the way into Dean's fiefdom. The old boy wasn't there to defend it. "When did you get out?"


  "Been out three years, Garrett."


  "Yeah? I figured you'd die in harness at a hundred fifty."


  His name was Blake Peters. The guys in the company called him Black Pete. He'd been our leading sergeant and the nearest thing to a god or devil any of us had known, the kind of professional soldier that gives an outfit its spine. I couldn't imagine him as a civilian. Three years out? He looked like a Marine sergeant in disguise.


  "We all change. I started thinking too much instead of just doing what I was told. The beer isn't bad."


  It was damned good. Weider, who owns the brewery, had sent a keg of his special reserve to let me know he appreciated past favors—and to remind me I was still on retainer. I hadn't been around for a while. He was afraid his employees might go into free-lance sales again.


  "So what're you doing now?" I was a little uncomfortable. I never had the experience myself—my father died in battle in the Cantard when I was four—but guys have told me they'd felt ill at ease dealing with their fathers man to man when that first happened. Black Pete hadn't ever been a friend; he'd been the Sergeant. He wasn't anymore but I didn't know him any other way.


  "I'm working for General Stantnor. I was on his staff. When he retired he asked me to go with him. I did it."


  I grunted. Stantnor had been a Colonel when I was in. He'd been boss of all the Marines operating out of Full Harbor, about two thousand men. I'd never met him, but I'd had plenty to say about him during my stint. Not much of it was complimentary. About the time I'd gotten out he'd become Commandant of the whole Corps and had moved to Leifmold, where the Karentine Navy and Marines have their headquarters.


  "Job's about the same as it was, but the pay's better," Peters said. "You look like you're doing all right. Own your own place, I hear."


  About then I started getting suspicious. It was just a niggling little worm, a whisper. He'd done some homework before he came, which meant he wasn't just stopping in for old time's sake.


  "I don't go hungry," I admitted. "But I do worry about tomorrow. About how long the reflexes will last and the mind will stay sharp. The legs aren't what they used to be."


  "You need more exercise. You haven't been keeping yourself up. It shows."


  I snorted. Another Morley Dotes? "Don't start with the green leafies and red meat. I've already got a fairy godfather to pester me about that."


  He looked puzzled, which was some sight on that phiz.


  "Sorry. Private joke, sort of. So you're just sort of taking it easy these days, eh?" I hadn't heard Stantnor's name much since he'd retired. I knew he'd come home to TunFaire, to the family estate south of the city, but that was it. He'd become a recluse, ignoring politics and business, the usual pursuits of ranking survivors of the endless Cantard War.


  "We haven't had much choice." He sounded sour and looked troubled for a moment. "He planned to go into material contracting, but he took sick. Maybe something he picked up in the islands. Took the fire out of him. He's bedridden most of the time."


  Pity. On the plus side of Stantnor's ledger had been the fact that he hadn't sat in an office in Full Harbor spending his troops like markers on a game board. When the big shitstorms hit he was out in the weather with the rest of us.


  A pity, and I said so.


  "Maybe worse than a pity, Garrett. He's taken a turn for the worse. I think he's dying. And I think somebody is helping him along."


  Suspicion became certainty. "You didn't just happen to be in the neighborhood."


  He was direct. "No. I'm here to collect."


  He didn't have to explain.


  There was a time when we'd gotten caught with our pants down on one of the islands. A surprise Venageti invasion nearly wiped us out. We survivors had fled into the swamps and had lived on whatever didn't eat us first while we harrassed the Venageti. Sergeant Peters had brought us through that. I owed him for that.


  But I owed him more. He'd carried me away when I'd been injured during a raid. He hadn't had to do it. I couldn't have done anything but lie there waiting for the Venageti to kill me.


  He said, "That old man means a lot to me, Garrett. He's the only family I've got. Somebody's killing him slowly, but I can't figure out who or how. I can't stop it. I've never felt this helpless and out of control. So I come to a man who has a reputation for handling the unhandleable."


  I didn't want a client. But Garrett pays his debts.


  I took a long drink, a deep breath, cursed under my breath. "Tell me about it."


  Peters shook his head. "I don't want to fill you up with ideas that didn't work for me."


  "Damnit, Sarge. . . ."


  "Garrett!" He still had the whipcrack voice that got your attention without being raised.


  "I'm listening."


  "He's got other problems. I've sold him on hiring a specialist to handle them. I've sold him your reputation and my memories of you from the Corps. He'll interview you tomorrow morning. If you remember to knock the horse apples off your shoes before you go in the house, he'll hire you. Do the job he wants done. But while you're at it, do the real job. Got me?"


  I nodded. It was screwy but clients are that way. They always want to sneak up on things.


  "To everyone else you'll be a hired hand, job unknown, antecedents mostly unknown. You should use another name. You have a certain level of notoriety. The name Garrett might ring a bell."


  I sighed. "You make it sound like I might spend a lot of time there."


  "I want you to stay till the job is done. I'll need the name you're going to use before I leave or you won't get past the front door."


  "Mike Sexton." I plucked it off the top of my head, but it had to be divine inspiration. If a little dangerous.


  Mike Sexton had been our company's chief scout. He hadn't come back from that island. Peters had sent him out before a night strike and we'd never seen him again. He'd been Black Pete's main man, his only friend.


  Peters's face went hard and cold. His eyes narrowed dangerously. He started to say something. But Black Pete never shot his mouth off without thinking.


  He grunted. "It'll work. People have heard me mention the name. I'll explain how we know each other. I don't think I told anybody he's gone."


  He wouldn't. He wouldn't brag about his mistakes, even to himself. I'd bet part of him was still waiting for Sexton to report,


  "That's the way I figured it."


  He downed the last of his beer. "You'll do it?"


  "You knew I would before you pounded on the door. I didn't have any choice."


  He smiled. It looked out of place on that ugly mug. "I wasn't a hundred percent sure. You were always a stubborn bastard." He took out a worn canvas purse, the same one he'd had back when, fatter than it had been before. He counted out fifty marks. In silver. Which was a statement of sorts. The price of silver has been shooting up since Glory Mooncalled double-crossed everybody and declared the whole Cantard an independent republic with no welcome for Karentines, Venageti, or what have you.


  Silver is the fuel that makes sorcery go. Both Karenta and Venageta sway to the whims of cabals of sorcerers. The biggest, most productive silver mines in the world lie in the Cantard, which is why the ruling gangs have been at war there since my grandfather was a pup. Till the mercenary Glory Mooncalled pulled his stunt.


  He's made it stick so far. But I'll be amazed if he keeps it up. He's got everybody pissed and he's right in the middle.


  It won't be long before it's war as usual down there.


  I opened my mouth to tell Peters he didn't need to pay me. I owed him. But I realized he did need to. He was calling in an obligation but not for free. He didn't expect me to work for nothing, he just wanted me to work. And maybe he was paying off something to the General by footing the bill.


  "Eight a day and expenses," I told him. "Discount for a friend. I'll kick back if this comes out too much or I'll bill you if I need more." I took the fifty into the Dead Man's room for safekeeping. The Dead Man was hard at what he does best: snoozing. All four hundred plus pounds of him. He'd been at it so long I'd begun to miss his company.


  With that thought I decided it was time I took a job. Missing the Dead Man's company was like missing the company of an inquisitor.


  Peters was ready to go when I got back. "See you in the morning?" he asked. There was a whisper of desperation behind his words.


  "I'll be there. Guaranteed."
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  It was eleven in the morning. They'd roofed the sky with planks of lead. I walked, though the General's hovel was four miles beyond South Gate. Me and horses don't get along.


  I wished I'd taken the chance. My pins were letting me know I spend too much time planted on the back of my lap. Then fat raindrops started making coin-sized splats on the road. I wished some more. I was going to get wet if the old man and I didn't hit it off.


  I shifted my duffel bag to my other shoulder and tried to hurry. That did all the good it ever does.


  I'd bathed and shaved and combed my hair. I had on my best "meet the rich folks" outfit. I figured they'd give me credit for trying and not run me off before they asked my name. I hoped Black Pete was on the level and had left that at the door.


  The Stantnor place wasn't exactly a squatter's shanty. I figured maybe a million marks' worth of brick and stone and timber. The grounds wouldn't have had any trouble gobbling the Lost Battalion.


  I didn't need a map to find the house but I was lucky. The General had put out a paved private road for me to follow.


  The shack was four storeys high at the wings and five in the center, in the style called frame half-timber, and it spread out wide enough that I couldn't throw a rock from one corner to the other of the front. I tried. It was a good throw but the stone fell way short.


  A fat raindrop got me in the back of the neck. I scampered up a dozen marble steps to the porch. I took a minute to arrange my face so I wouldn't look impressed when somebody answered the door. You want to deal with the rich, you've got to overcome the intimidation factor of wealth.


  The door—which would have done a castle proud as a drawbridge—swung in without a sound, maybe a foot. A man looked out. All I could see was his face. I almost asked him what the grease bill was for silencing those monster hinges.


  "Yes?"


  "Mike Sexton. I'm expected."


  "Yes." The face puckered up. Where did he get lemons this time of year?


  Maybe he wasn't thrilled to see me, but he did open up and let me into a hallway where you could park a couple of woolly mammoths, if you didn't want to leave them out in the rain. He said, "I'll inform the General that you've arrived, sir." He walked away like they'd shoved a javelin up his back in boot camp, marching to drums only he could hear. Obviously another old Marine, like Black Pete.


  He was gone awhile. I entertained myself by drifting along the hallway introducing myself to the Stantnor ancestors, a dozen of whom scowled at me from portraits on the walls. The artists had been selected for their ability to capture their subject's private misery. Every one of those old boys was constipated.


  I inventoried three beards, three mustaches, and six clean shaven. The Stantnor blood was strong. They looked like brothers instead of generations going back to the foundation of the Karentine state. Only their uniforms dated them.


  All of them were in uniform or armor. Stantnors had been professional soldiers, sailors, Marines—forever. It was a birthright. Or maybe an obligation, like it or not, which might explain the universal dyspepsia.


  The last portrait on the left was the General himself, as Commandant of the Corps. He wore a huge, ferocious white mustache and had a faraway look in his eyes, as if he were standing on the poop of a troopship staring at something beyond the horizon. His was the only portrait that hadn't been painted so its subject's eyes followed you when you moved. It was disconcerting, having all those angry old men glaring down. Maybe the portraits were supposed to intimidate upstarts like me.


  Opposite the General hung the only portrait of a young man, the General's son, a Marine lieutenant who hadn't developed the family scowl. I didn't recall his name, but did remember him getting killed in the islands while I was in. He'd been the old man's only male offspring. There wouldn't be any more portraits to put up on those dark-paneled walls.


  The hall ended in a wall of leaded glass that rose the hallway's two storey height, a mosaic of scenes from myth and legend, all bloodthirstily executed: heroes slaying dragons, felling giants, posturing atop heaps of elvish corpses while awaiting another charge. All stuff of antiquity, when we humans didn't get along with the other races.


  The doors through that partition were normal size, also filled with glass artwork from the same school. The butler, or whatever he was, had left them ajar. I took that as an invitation.


  The hall beyond could have been swiped from a cathedral. It was as big as a parade ground and four storeys high, all stone, mostly swirly browns from butterscotch to rust folded into cream. The walls were decorated with trophies presumably won by Stantnors in battle. There were enough weapons and banners to outfit a battalion.


  The floor was a checkerboard of white marble and green serpentine. In its middle stood a fountain, a hero on a rearing stallion sticking a lance into the heart of a ferocious dragon that looked suspiciously like one of the bigger flying thunder-lizards. Both of them looked like they'd rather be somewhere else. Couldn't say I blamed them. Neither one was going to get out alive. The hero was about one second short of sliding off the horse's behind right into the dragon's claws. The sculptor had said a lot that, undoubtedly, no one understood. I told them, "You two want to scrap over a virgin, you should work a deal."


  I headed for the fountain, heels clicking, the walls throwing back echoes. I turned around a few times, taking in the sights. Hallways ran off into the wings. Stairs went up to balconies in front of each of the upper floors. There were lots of polished round brown pillars and legions of echoes. The place couldn't be a home. Only thing I'd ever seen like it was a museum. You had to wonder what went on inside the head of a guy who would want to build a place like that to live.


  It was damned near as cold in there as it was outside. I shivered, checked out the fountain up close. It wasn't going, or at least I'd have had its chuckles for company. Seemed a pity. The sound would have improved the atmosphere. Maybe they only turned it on when they were entertaining.


  I've always had a soft spot in my heart for the idea of being rich. I guess most people do. But if this was the way the rich had to live, I thought maybe I could settle for less.


  My trade has taken me into any number of large homes and every one seemed to have a certain coldness at its heart. The nicest I'd hit belonged to Chodo Contague, TunFaire's emperor of the underworld. He's a grotesque, a real blackheart, but his place at least fakes the life and warmth. And his decorator has his priorities straight. Once when I was there the house was littered with naked lovelies. That's what I call home furnishings! That's a lot more cheerful than a bargeload of instruments of war.


  I dropped my duffel bag, put a foot up on the fountain surround, and rested my elbows on my knee. "You boys go ahead with what you're doing. I'll try not to disturb." Hero and dragon were both too preoccupied to notice.


  I looked around. Where the hell was everybody? A place that size ought to have a battalion for staff. I'd seen livelier museums at midnight. Well. . . .


  All was not lost. In fact, things had started to look up.


  I'd spotted a face. It was looking at me around a pillar supporting the balconies to my left. The west wing. It was female and gorgeous and too far away to tell much else, but that was all I needed to get my blood moving again. The woman attached was as timid as a dryad. She ducked out of sight an instant after our eyes met.


  The part of me that is weak wondered if I'd see more of her. I hoped so. I could get lost in a face like that.


  She did a little flit into the nearest hallway. I got just a glimpse but wanted her to come back. She was worth a second look, and maybe a third and a fourth, a long-haired, slim blonde in something white and gauzy, gathered at the waist by a red girdle. Around twenty, give or take a few, and sleek enough to put a big, goofy grin on my face.


  I'd keep an eye out for that one.


  Unless she was a ghost. She'd gone without making a sound. Whatever, she was going to haunt me till I got a closer look.


  Was the place haunted? It was spooky enough, in its cold way. . . I realized it was me. Might not bother someone else. I looked around and heard the clash of steel and the moans of those who had died to furnish all those emblems of Stantnor glory. I was packing my own haunts in and letting the place become a mirror.


  I tried to shake a darkening mood. A place like that turns you somber.


  The guy from the front door marched in after the girl disappeared, his heels clicking. He came to a perfect military halt six feet away. I gave him the once-over. He stood five-foot-eight, maybe a hundred seventy pounds, in his fifties but looking younger. His hair was wavy black, slicked with some kind of grease that couldn't beat the curl. If he had any gray, he hid it well, and he still had all the hair he'd had when he was twenty. His eyes were cold little beads. You could get ice burns there. He'd kill you and not even wonder if he was making orphans.


  "The General will see you now, sir." He turned and marched away.


  I followed. I caught myself marching in step, skipped to get out. In a minute I was back in step. I gave it up.


  They'd pounded it in good. The flesh remembered and couldn't hear the rebellion in the mind.


  "You have a name?" I asked.


  "Dellwood, sir."


  "What were you before you got out?"


  "I was attached to the General's staff, sir."


  Which meant absolutely nothing. "Lifer?" Dumb question, Garrett. I could bet the family farm, I was the only nonlifer in the place, excepting the girl—maybe. The General wouldn't surround himself with the lesser breeds called civilians.


  "Thirty-two years, sir." He asked no questions himself. Not into small talk and chitchat? No. He didn't care. I was one of them.


  "Maybe I should have come to the tradesman's entrance."


  He grunted.


  "Tough." The General had my respect for what he'd accomplished, not for who he'd been born.


  Dellwood had twenty years on me but I was the guy doing the puffing when we hit the fourth floor. About six wise remarks ran through my alleged brain but I didn't have wind enough to share them. Dellwood gave me an unreadable look, probably veiled contempt for soft civilians. I puffed awhile, then to distract him said, "I saw a woman while I was waiting. Watching me. Timid as a mouse."


  "That would be Miss Jennifer, sir. The General's daughter." He looked like he thought he'd made a mistake volunteering that much. He didn't say anything else. One of those guys who wouldn't tell you what he thought you didn't need to know if you burned his toes off. Was the whole staff struck from the same dies? Then why did Peters need me? They could handle anything.


  Dellwood marched to an oaken door that spanned half the corridor on the top floor of the west wing. He pushed the door inward, announced, "Mr. Mike Sexton, sir."


  A wall of heat smacked me as I pushed past Dellwood.


  I'd come with no preconceptions but I was still surprised. General Stantnor preferred spartan surroundings. Other than the room's size, there was nothing to hint that he was hip deep in geld.


  There were no carpets, a few straightbacked wooden chairs, the ubiquitous military hardware, two writing desks nose to nose, the bigger one presumably for the General and the other for whoever actually wrote. The place was almost a mausoleum. The heat came off a bonfire raging in a fireplace designed for roasting oxen. Another gink without joints in his spine was tossing in logs from a nearby mountain. He looked at me, looked at the old man behind the big desk. The old man nodded. The fireman marched out, maybe to kill time practicing close order drill with Dellwood.


  Having surveyed the setting I zeroed in on its centerpiece.


  I could see why Black Pete was suspicious. There wasn't much left of General Stantnor. He didn't look anything like the guy in the picture downstairs. He looked like he might weigh about as much as a mummy, though most of him was buried under comforters. Ten years ago he'd been my height and thirty pounds heavier.


  His skin had a yellowish cast and was mildly translucent. His pupils were milky with cataracts. His hair had fallen out in clumps. Only a few patches remained, not just gray or white but with a bluish hue of death. He had liver spots but those had faded, too. His lips had no color left but a poisonous gray-blue.


  I don't know how well he could see through those cataracts, but his gaze was strong and steady. He didn't shake.


  "Mike Sexton, sir. Sergeant Peters asked me to see you."


  "Grab a chair. Pull it up there facing me. I don't like to look up when I talk to someone." There was power in his voice, though I don't know where he found the energy. I'd figured him for a graverobber's whisper. I settled opposite him. He said, "For the moment I'm confident we're not being overheard, Mr. Garrett. Yes. I know who you are. Peters provided me with a full report before I approved bringing you in." He kept staring as though he could overcome those cataracts through sheer will. "But we'll pursue the Mike Sexton fiction in future. Assuming we come to terms now."


  I was close enough to smell him, and it wasn't a good smell. I was surprised the whole room didn't reek. They must have brought him in from somewhere else. "Peters didn't say what you needed, sir. He just called in an old marker to get me out here." I glanced at the fireplace. They would be baking bread in here soon.


  "It takes a great deal of heat to keep me going, Mr. Garrett. My apologies for your discomfort. I'll try to keep this brief. I'm a little like a thunder-lizard. I generate no heat of my own."


  I waited for him to continue. And sweated a lot.


  "I have Peters's word that you were a good Marine." No doubt that counted for a lot around here. "He vouches for your character then. But men change. What have you become?"


  "A free-lance thug instead of a drafted one, General. Which you need or I wouldn't be here."


  He made a noise that might have been laughter. "Ah. I'd heard you have a sharp tongue, Mr. Garrett. I should be the impatient one, not you. I have so little time left. Yes. Peters vouches for you today, as well. And you do get mentioned in some circles as being reliable, though headstrong and inclined to carry out your assignments according to your own lights. They say you have a sentimental streak. That shouldn't trouble us here. They say you have a weakness for women. I think you'll find my daughter more trouble than she's worth. They say you tend to be judgmental of the vices and peccadillos of my class."


  I wondered if he knew how often I change my underwear. Why did he need an investigator? Let him use whoever had investigated me.


  Again that sorry laugh. "I can guess what you're thinking. Everything I know is public knowledge. Your reputation runs before you." Something that might have been a smile in better times. "You've managed to do a fair amount of good over the years, Mr. Garrett. But you stepped on a lot of toes doing it."


  "I'm just a clumsy kid, General. I'll grow out of it."


  "I doubt it. You don't seem intimidated by me."


  "I'm not." I wasn't. I'd met too many guys who really were intimidating. I had calluses on that organ.


  "You would have been ten years ago."


  "Different circumstances."


  "Indeed. Good. I need a man who won't be intimidated. Especially by me. Because I fear that if you do your job right, you may uncover truths I won't want to face. Truths so brutal I may tell you to back off. You won't do that?"


  He had me baffled. "I'm confused."


  "The normal state of the world, Mr. Garrett. I mean, when I hire you, if I hire you, if you agree to take this job, your commitment will be to follow it through to the end. Disregarding anything I tell you later. I'll see that you're paid up front so you aren't tempted to bend in order to collect your fee."


  "I still don't get it."


  "I pride myself on my ability to meet the truth head-on. In this case I want to arrange it so I have no choice, however much I squirm and ache. Can you understand that?"


  "Yes." Only in the most literal sense. I didn't understand why. We all spend a lot of time fooling ourselves, and his class were masters at that—though he'd always had a reputation for having both feet firmly planted in reality. He'd disobeyed or refused orders more than once because they had originated in wishful thinking by superiors who hadn't come within five hundred miles of the fighting. Each time events had saved him embarrassment by proving him right.


  He didn't have a lot of friends.


  "Before I make any commitment, I have to know what I'm supposed to do."


  "There is a thief in my house, Mr. Garrett."


  He stopped because of some kind of spasm. I thought he was having a heart attack. I jumped up and headed for the door.


  "Wait," he croaked. "It will pass."


  I paused midway between my chair and the door, saw the spasm fade. In a moment he was back to normal. I perched myself on my chair again.


  "A thief in my house. Yet there is no one here I haven't known for thirty years, no one I haven't trusted with my life many times."


  That had to be a weird feeling, knowing you could trust guys with your life but not with your things.


  I got a glimmer of why he needed an outsider. A bad apple amongst old comrades. They might cover up, refuse to see the truth, or. . . . Who knows? Marines don't think like people.


  "I follow. Go ahead."


  "My infirmity came upon me soon after I returned home. It's a progressive consumption, apparently. But slow. I seldom get out of my quarters now. But I've noticed, this past year, that some things, some of which have been in the family for centuries, have disappeared. Never large, flashy things that would be obvious to any eye. Just trinkets, sometimes more valuable as mementoes than intrinsically. Yet the sum should add to a fair amount by now."


  "I see." I glanced at the fire. It was time to turn me over so I wouldn't be underdone on one side.


  "Bear with me a few minutes more, Mr. Garrett."


  "Yes sir. Any strangers in the house recently? Any regular visitors?"


  "A handful. People off the Hill. Not the sort who would pilfer."


  I didn't say so but in my thinking the worst of all criminals come off the Hill. Our nobility would steal the coppers off dead men's eyes. But the General had a point. They wouldn't steal with their own hands. They'd have somebody do it for them.


  "You have an inventory of what's missing?"


  "Would that be useful?"


  "Maybe. Somebody steals something, they want to sell it to get money. Right? I know some of the retailers whose wholesalers are people with sticky fingers. Do you want the stuff back or do you just want to know who's kyping it?"


  "The latter step first, Mr. Garrett. Then we'll consider recovery." Sudden as a lightning bolt he suffered another spasm. I felt helpless, unable to do anything for him. That was not a good sensation.


  He came back but this time he was weaker.


  "I'll have to close this out quickly, Mr. Garrett. I'll need to rest. Or the next attack may be the last." He smiled. There were teeth missing behind the smile. "Another reason to make sure you get your fee up front. My heirs might not see fit to pay you."


  I wanted to say something reassuring, like he'd outlive me, but that seemed too cynically a load of manure. I kept my mouth shut. I can do that sometimes, though usually at the wrong time.


  "I'd like to get to know you better, Mr. Garrett, but nature has its own priorities. I'll hire you if you'll have me for a client. Will you find me my thief? On the terms I stated?"


  "No punches pulled? No backing off?"


  "Exactly."


  "Yes sir." I had to force it out. I really was getting lazy. "I'm on it now."


  "Good. Good. Dellwood should be outside. Tell him I want Peters."


  I got up. "Will do, General." I backed toward the door. Even in his present state the old man retained some of the magnetism that had made him a charismatic commander. I didn't want to pity him. I really wanted to help him. I wanted to find the villain Black Pete said was trying to kill him.
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  The cool in the hallway felt like high winter in the Arctic. For a second I worried about frostbite.


  The General was right about Dellwood. He was there, waiting. The way he did it suggested he'd been scrupulous about not getting so close he might overhear anything. Though I doubted explosions could be heard through that door. I decided I could like the guy in spite of the stick up his spine.


  "The General says he wants to see Peters."


  "Very good, sir. I'd better attend to that. If you'll return to the fountain and wait?"


  "Sure. But hold on. What's wrong with him? He had a couple of pretty fierce attacks while I was in there."


  That stopped him dead. He looked at me, emotion leaking through for once. He loved that old man and he was worried. "Bad spasms, sir?"


  "They looked that way to me. But I'm no doc. He cut the interview short because he was afraid another one would be too much for him."


  "I'd better check on him before I do anything else."


  "What's wrong with him?" I asked again.


  "I don't know, sir. We've tried bringing physicians in, but he throws them out when he finds out what they are. He has a morbid fear of doctors. From what they've said, I understand that a physician's care might not do any good. They haven't done anything but scratch their heads and say they don't understand it."


  "Good to see you can talk, Dellwood."


  "I believe the General brought you on board, sir. You're one of the household now."


  I liked that attitude. Most people I meet either stay clammed or tell lies. "I'd like to talk to you some more when you get the time."


  "Yes sir." He pushed through the General's door.


  I found my way to the fountain. Wasn't that hard. But I'd become one of the company scouts after Sexton disappeared. I was a highly trained finder of the way. Peters often reminded me how much the Crown had invested in me.


  I'd left my bag leaning against the fountain for lack of desire to lug it around before I decided if I was hired. It had seemed safe enough, still as the place was. I mean, I'd visited livelier ruins.


  Someone was digging through it when I reached that temple to overstated militarism.


  She had her back to me and a mighty fine backside it was. She was tall and slim and brunette. She wore a simple tan shift in imitation peasant style. It probably set somebody back more money than a peasant saw in five years. Her behind wiggled deliciously as she dug. It looked like she'd only gotten started.


  I moved out on scout's tippytoes, stopped four feet behind her, gave her fanny an approving nod, said, "Find anything interesting?"


  She whirled.


  I started. The face was the same as the one I'd seen earlier but this time it wasn't timid at all. This face had more lines in it. It was more worldly. That other face had had the placidity, behind timidity, that you see in nuns.


  Her eyes flashed. "Who are you?" she demanded, unrepentant. I like my ladies unrepentant about some things, but not about snooping in my stuff.


  "Sexton. Who are you? Why are you going through my stuff?"


  "How come you're carrying a portable arsenal?"


  "I need it in my work. I answered a couple. Your turn."


  She looked me up and down, raised an eyebrow, looked like she didn't know if she approved or not. Wound me to the core! Then she snorted and walked away. I'm not the handsomest guy in town but the lovelies don't usually respond that way. Had to be part of a plan.


  I watched her go. She moved well. She exaggerated it a little, knowing she had an audience. She disappeared into the shadows under the west balcony.


  "Going to be some strange ones here," I muttered. I checked my bag. She'd stirred it up but nothing was missing. I'd arrived in time to keep her out of the little padded box with the bottles inside. I double-checked, though, opening it.


  There were three bottles, royal blue, emerald green, ruby red. Each weighed about two ounces. They were plunder from a past case. Their contents had been whipped up by a sorcerer. They could get real handy in tight situations. I hoped I didn't have to use them. I'd brought along more tight-situation stuff than clothing. Clothing washes.


  I prowled the hall while I waited for Dellwood. That was like visiting a museum alone. None of the stuff there meant anything to me. Richly storied, all of it, no doubt, but I've never been a guy to get excited about history for its own sake.


  Dellwood took his time. After half an hour I started eyeballing an old bugle, wondering what would happen if I gave it a couple of toots. Then I spotted the blonde again, watching me from about as far away as she could get and still be in that hall with me. I waved. I'm a friendly kind of guy. She ducked out of sight. A mouse, this one. Dellwood finally showed. I asked, "The General all right?"


  "He's resting, sir. He'll be fine." He didn't sound convinced. "Sergeant Peters will handle the requests you made." Now he sounded puzzled. "I'm curious, sir. What are you doing here?"


  "The General sent for me."


  He looked at me a moment, said, "If you'll come with me, I'll show you your quarters." After we'd climbed to the fourth floor east wing and he had me puffing again, he tried another tack. "Will you be staying long?"


  "I don't know." I hoped not. The place was getting to me already. It was too much a tomb. In the other wing the master was dying and the place seemed to be dying with him. As Dellwood opened a door, I asked, "What will you do after the General passes on?"


  "I haven't given that much thought, sir. I don't expect him to go soon. He'll beat this. His ancestors all lived into their eighties and nineties."


  Whistling in the dark. He had no future he could see. The world didn't have much room for lifers with their best years used up.


  Which made me wonder again why anyone in that house would want Stantnor to check out early. Black Pete's suspicions were improbable, logically.


  But logic doesn't usually come into play when people start thinking about killing other people.


  I hadn't looked at the thing yet. I'd keep an open mind till I'd done some poking and prying and just plain listening.


  "What's the word on meals, Dellwood? I'm not equipped for formal dining."


  "We haven't dressed since the General took ill, sir. Breakfast is at six, lunch at eleven, in the kitchen. Supper is at five in the dining room, but informally. Guests and staff sit down together, if that presents any problems."


  "Not to me. I'm an egalitarian kind of guy. I think I'm just as good as you are. I missed lunch, eh?" I wasn't going to be happy here if I had to conform to the native schedule. I see six in the morning only when I haven't gotten to bed yet. The trouble with morning is that it comes so damned early in the morning.


  "I'm sure something can be arranged, this once. I'll tell Cook we have a newly arrived guest."


  "Thanks. I'll take a minute to settle in, then get down there."


  "Very well, sir. If anything is not satisfactory, let me know. I'll see that any problems are corrected."


  He would, too. "Sure. Thanks." I watched him step out and close the door.
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  I could not imagine things going awry, considering some scenes I've endured. Dellwood had installed me in a suite bigger than the ground floor of my house. The room where I stood boasted rosewood wainscotting, mahogany ceiling beams, a wall of bookshelves loaded down, and furniture for entertaining a platoon. A dining table with seats for four. A writing table. Various chairs. Leaded and plain glass windows unfortunately facing north. A carpet some old lady had spent the last twenty years of her life weaving, maybe three hundred years ago. Lamps enough to do my whole house. A chandelier overhead loaded with a gaggle of candles, unlighted at the moment.


  This was how the other half lived.


  Two doors opened off the big room. I made a guess and pushed through one. What a genius. Hit the bedroom first time.


  It was of a piece with the rest. I'd never met a bed so big and soft.


  I looked around for hiding places, squirreled some of my equipment good, some so it could be found easily and the rest maybe overlooked. I kept the most important stuff on my person. I figured I'd better hit the kitchen while the staff were still understanding. After I stoked the bodily fires I could wander around like an old ghost.


  In better times the kitchen probably boasted a staff of a dozen, with full-time specialists like bakers and pastry cooks. When I dropped in, there was only one person present, an ancient breed woman whose non-human half appeared to be troll. Wrinkled, shrunken, stooped, she was still a foot taller than me and a hundred pounds heavier. Even at her age she could probably break me over her knee—if I stood still and let her lay hands on me.


  "You the new one?" she growled when I walked in.


  "That's me. Name's Sexton. Mike Sexton."


  "Name's mud you don't show on time after this, young'un. Sit." She pointed. I didn't argue. I sat at a table three-quarters buried in used utensils and stoneware. Plunk! She slammed something down in front of me.


  "You served with the General, too?"


  "Smartass, eh? You want to eat? Eat. Don't try to be a comedian."


  "Right. Just making conversation." I looked at my plate. All kinds of chunks of something I didn't recognize mixed up in slimy sauce, piled on rice. I approached it with the trepidation I usually reserve for the stuff they serve at my friend Morley's place, the city's only vegetarian restaurant open to a mixed clientele.


  "If I want conversation, I'll ask for it. Look around here. It look like I got time to waste jacking my jaw? Been trying to carry it on my own since they threw Candy out on his ass. I keep telling the old skinflint, I need another pair of hands. Think he'll listen? Hell, no! All he sees is he's saving a couple marks a week."


  I took a bite here, a bite there. There seemed to be mussels and mushrooms and a couple things I couldn't identify, and all damned good. "This is excellent," I said.


  "Where you been eating? It's slop. I got no helper, I don't got time to fix anything right." She started tossing pots at a sink, sending sprays of water flying. "Barely got time to get ready for the next feeding. These hogs, you think they know the difference? Feed them hot sawdust mush, they wouldn't know it."


  Maybe not. But I'd had old Dean cooking for me for a while and I knew good food when I bit it. "How many do you have to take care of?"


  "Eighteen. Counting myself. Bloody army. What do you care, Mr. Nineteen and straw that broke the camel's back?"


  "That many? The place is like a haunted house. I've seen the General, Dellwood, and you, and some old boy who was stoking the fireplace in the General's study."


  "Kaid."


  "And two women. Where are the rest? On maneuvers?"


  "Wise ass, eh? Where did you see two women? That ass Harcourt sneaking one of his floozies in here again? Hell. I hope he is. I just hope he is. I'll have the old man put him on kp for a year. Get this cesspool cleaned out. What the hell you doing here, anyway? We ain't had nobody new here for two years. No honest-to-goodness guests in a year and a half, just in and outs from uptown, their noses in the air like they don't squat to shit like everybody else."


  Whew! "To tell the truth, Miss. . . ?" She didn't take the hook. "To tell the truth, I'm not quite sure. The General sent for me. Said he wanted to hire me. But he had some kind of attack before. . . ."


  She melted. The vinegar drained out in two seconds. "How bad is it? Maybe I'd better go see."


  "Dellwood's taken care of it. Says he just needs to rest. He got himself overwrought. This fellow Harcourt. He has a habit of bringing girlfriends home?"


  "Not since a couple years back. What the hell you asking all the questions for? Ain't none of your damned business what we do or who we do it with."


  She had a thought. She stopped dead still, stepped away from the sink, turned, laid a first-class glower on me. "Or is it your business?"


  I didn't say. I tried to slide around it by offering her my empty plate. "Wouldn't be a little more of that, would there? Just to fill a couple empty spots?"


  "It is your business. The old man has another fantasy. Thinks somebody's out to get him. Or somebody's robbing him." She shook her head. "You're wasting your time. Or maybe not. Long as he's paying you, it don't matter if you find something, does it? Hell. Probably better if you don't. You can rob him yourself, taking money for nothing. Till the fantasy wears off."


  I was confused, but covered it. "Somebody's been robbing the General?"


  "Nobody's robbing him. The old boy ain't got a pot to pee in, not counting this damned stone barn. And it's too damned big to carry off. Anyway, if somebody was robbing him I wouldn't tell you word one. Not no outsider. I don't never say nothing to no outsiders. They're all a bunch of con artists."


  "Commendable attitude." I wiggled my plate suggestively.


  "I got my hands in dishwater up to my elbows and you don't look like you got no broken legs. Get it yourself."


  "Be happy to if I knew where."


  She made an exasperated noise, made allowance for the fact that I was new. "On the damned stove. Rice in the steel pot, stew in the iron kettle. I worry about the old boy. These fancies. . . . More and more all the time. Must be the sickness. Touching him. Though he always did think somebody was trying to do him out of something."


  Wouldn't say a word to an outsider. I was proud of her. "It isn't possible somebody might actually be robbing him? Like they say, even paranoids get persecuted."


  "Who? You tell me that, Mr. Smartass Snooper. Ain't nobody in this whole damned place wouldn't wrestle thunder-lizards for him. Half of them would take the disease for him if they could."


  I didn't make the point, but people work kinky deals with their consciences. I had no trouble imagining a man willing to die for the General being equally willing to steal from him. The very willingness to serve could set off a chain of justifications making theft sound completely reasonable.


  She'd figured me out in fifteen minutes. How long would it be before word spread? "You ever have a problem with pixies or brownies?" The countryside suffered periodic infestations, like termites or mice. The little people are fond of baubles and have no respect for property.


  "We had any around here, I'd put them to work."


  I figured she would. "Dellwood hinted that the General has a prejudice against doctors. In his condition I'd think he'd be ready to try anything."


  "You don't know that boy. He's got a stubborn streak a yard wide. He by damned made up his mind when the missus died, he wasn't never going to trust no quack again. And he stuck."


  "Uhm?"


  She wouldn't talk to no outsider. Not her, no siree! "See, he loved that girl, Miss Tiffany. Such a lovely child she was. Broke all our hearts when it happened. They laughed at him, he was so much older than her. But he was her heart's slave, him that never loved a thing before. Then Miss Jennifer came. She was in labor so long. He couldn't stand to see her in pain. He brought in doctors from the city. After Miss Jennifer finally came, one damned fool gave Miss Tiffany a damned anticoagulant infusion. Thought he was giving her a sleeping potion."


  A big mistake and an especially stupid one, sounded like. "She bled to death?"


  "She did. Might have anyway. She was a frail, pale thing, but you couldn't never convince him."


  Mistakes that cost lives aren't easy to understand or forgive, but they happen. Despite what they want us mortals to believe, doctors are human. And where there are human beings, there's human error. It's inevitable.


  When doctors make mistakes, people hurt.


  Easy for me to be understanding. I hadn't known and loved the General's wife.


  "Changed his whole life, that did. Went off and spent the rest of it in the Cantard, taking out his grief on the Venageti." And when generals make mistakes, lots of people hurt. "You going to hang out here all day, youngster, you better roll up your sleeves and get washing. Round here we don't got no place for drones."


  I was tempted. She had plenty to say. Still. . . .


  "Maybe later. If it looks like I'm wasting my time, I might as well wash dishes."


  She snorted. "Thought that would get rid of you. Never knowed a man yet with balls enough to wade into a mountain of dirty dishes of his own free will."


  "The lunch was great. Thank you, Miss. . . ?"


  Didn't work this time, either.
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  That fountain in the great hall was a good hub from which to launch exploratory forays. I perched on the surround, digesting Cook's remarks. I had a premonition. I would get intimate with dishwater before I exhausted that vein of stubborn silence.


  I had that creepy feeling you get when you sense somebody watching you. I looked around casually.


  There she was. The blonde again, drifting in the shadows, bold enough now to be on the same floor with me. I pretended not to notice. I gave it a minute, got up, stretched. She ducked out of sight. I moved her way pretending I had no idea she was there.


  She lit out like a scared pheasant. I bolted after her. "Jennifer!"


  I ducked between pillars. . . . Where did she go? I didn't see anywhere she could run. But she wasn't there.


  Spooky!


  "Hey! Mike. What are you doing?"


  I jumped about five feet. "Peters. Don't sneak up like that. This place has got me believing in spooks already. Where the hell is everybody?"


  Peters looked puzzled. "Everybody? Working."


  That made sense. You could lose a lot more than eighteen people in that barn and on those grounds. "You'd think I'd run into somebody once in a while."


  "It does get lonely at times." He smiled. That made two times in two days. A record. "Thought you might want a tour."


  "I can find my way. I was a scout in the Marines, you know."


  His smile vanished. He looked at me like the old Black Pete. Like I wasn't bright enough to tie my own shoes. He jerked his head toward the back of the hall, the north end, which was a wall of leaded glass with fifty furious combats going. There was a door back there.


  Hey. Mom Garrett didn't raise many idiots. I got it. "I could use a look at the grounds, though, and somebody to tell me what I'm seeing."


  He relaxed some, did a slick about-face and marched. I hup-two-threed behind him. I didn't feel a bit of nostalgia for the bad old days.


  Peters didn't say anything till we were out of earshot of the house, clear of the formal garden behind it, away from cover where eavesdroppers might lurk. "You saw the old man. What do you think?"


  "He's in bad shape."


  "You know any poisons that could do that to him?"


  I gave it an honest think. "No. But I'm no expert. I know a guy who is. But he'd have to see the General." Morley Dotes knows whatever there is to know about doing in your fellow man. Or elf, him being a breed with more dark-elfin than human blood.


  "I don't think I could swing that. One outsider here has the place in an uproar already."


  "Yeah. It's a regular busted-up beehive." Our walk to isolation hadn't shown me a single body in motion. "It was just a suggestion. You want to know something, you get the answer from somebody who knows."


  "I'll give it a shot."


  "The business about the thefts. Is it real? The cook thinks it's all in the General's imagination."


  "It's not. She'd think that. Back when we first came here he did have a spell when he imagined things. She doesn't get out of the kitchen much and she has a few loose threads herself. Most of the time she doesn't know what year it is."


  "She tried to draft me as kitchen help."


  "She would. Gods! I remember your cooking."


  "I remember what I had to work with. Muskrats and cattail roots. And bugs for garnish."


  He grunted, almost smiled again.


  "Don't tell me. You can't have fond memories of those days."


  "No, Garrett. Even lifers aren't that crazy. I don't miss that part." He shuddered.


  "Eh? What?"


  "Bad rumor. They may call up the veterans to run Glory Mooncalled down."


  I laughed.


  "What's so damned funny?"


  "Best joke I've heard in weeks. You know how many people that takes in? Every human male in the population over twenty-five. You think any of them would go without a fuss? A call-up like that would start a revolution."


  "Maybe. You think it could be poison?"


  "I suppose. Assume it is. Speculate."


  "I don't know anything about poisons. How could it be given to him?"


  I'm not an expert, but I have a professional interest and keep my ears open when such things are discussed. "It could be in his food or drink. It could be dusted into his bed so it would seep through his skin. It could even be in the air he breathes. Looking for ‘how' can be a dead end unless you know ‘what.' Better to look at the people. Who has access?"


  "Everybody, one way or another."


  "Take it a step farther. Who'd profit? If somebody's killing him, that somebody has to have a reason. Right?"


  He grunted. "Obviously whoever's doing it believes he has. I've been trying to figure that out from the beginning. And I can't come up with one."


  I didn't have any trouble. "What's the estate worth? Who does it go to?"


  "Doesn't make sense. Jennifer gets half. The other half gets divided amongst the rest of us."


  "Give me a value in gold marks. Just a guess. Then ask yourself what some people might do for a share of that."


  "Three million for the house?" He shrugged. "A million for the contents. Two or three million for the real estate. He was offered three for the two north sections last year. He was tempted because he's strapped for cash and he wants to set Jennifer up so she's fixed for life, no matter what she does."


  "Three million for just part of the property?"


  "Somebody wanted the land near the city. But the offer was withdrawn because he dithered. They bought a tract from the Hillmans instead. For less money."


  "No bad feelings?"


  "Not that I heard."


  I did some rough division in my head. I came up with around a hundred thousand marks each for the minority heirs. I knew guys who'd cut a hundred thousand throats for that kind of money. So there was a motive—assuming somebody was in a hurry to get his share.


  "Everybody know they're in the will?"


  "Sure. The old man used to make a big deal of it. How if you didn't toe the mark you blew your share."


  Ha! "Cook mentioned a Candy. . . ."


  "Not him. He's long gone. He wouldn't have the balls, either. He wasn't even human. Wasn't in the will, either. Wasn't one of the guys the old man brought home with him. He was one of the crew who managed the place while the General was in the Cantard."


  "She mentioned a Harcourt who got in trouble for bringing girlfriends home."


  "Harcourt?" He frowned. "I guess he got fed up with what he thought were chickenshit rules. He just took off about six months back. The old man cut him out. He'd know that. So there's nothing for him to gain. Let alone we'd see him around here."


  "We may have to back off and go at this from another angle, Sarge."


  "Eh?"


  "What have I got to go on? Your feelings. But every time I ask you a question you make it sound more like there's nobody who'd want him dead. And nobody who'd profit from it since everybody's getting a cut anyway. We can't hang up a solid motive. And means and opportunity are limited."


  "You're sneaking up on something."


  "I'm wondering if maybe he isn't just dying of stomach cancer. Wondering if maybe you shouldn't hire a doctor instead of me till you know what's killing him."


  He didn't answer for a few minutes. I was talked out. We walked. He brooded and I studied the grounds. Somebody had farmed the fields last summer. There was nobody in them now. I glanced at the sky. They'd thrown on a few more slabs of lead and added icicles to the breeze. Winter was coming back.


  "I tried, Garrett. Two months ago. Somebody leaked it to the old man. The doc never got through the front door."


  The way he said "somebody" I guessed he knew who. I asked.


  He didn't want to say. "Who, Sarge? We can't pick and choose our suspects."


  "Jennifer. She was in on the plot but she defected. She's a strange girl. Her big goal in life is to win some gesture of love and approval. And the old man doesn't know how. He's scared of her. She grew up while he was away. It doesn't help that she looks a lot like her mother. Her mother died—"


  "Cook told me that story."


  "She would. That old hag knows everything and tells anyone who'll listen. You ought to move into the kitchen."


  We walked some more, headed south now, circling the house.


  Peters said, "Maybe we have a communication problem. The deeper you get in the more you'll think the mess is imaginary. The old man has crazy spells. He does think people are out to get him when they're not. That's what makes this diabolical. Unless somebody sticks a knife in him in front of everybody, nobody's going to believe he's in danger."


  I grunted. I had a friend, Pokey Pigotta, in the same line as me. He's dead now. But once he'd had a case that worked that way. A crazy old woman with a lot of money, always down with imaginary illnesses and besieged by imaginary enemies. Pokey discounted her fears. Her son did her in. Pokey was haunted by that one. "I'll keep an open mind."


  "That's all I ask. Stick with it. Don't let it get to you."


  "Sure. But we could shortcut everything if we could get a few experts in."


  "I said I'd try. Don't hold your breath. It was hard enough selling you."


  We continued our circuit of the grounds. At one point we passed near a graveyard. "Family plot?" I asked.


  "For three hundred years."


  I glanced at the house. It brooded down on us from that point. "It doesn't look that old."


  "It isn't. There was an earlier house. Check the outbuildings in back. You can still see some of its foundations. They tore it down for materials to build the outbuildings after the new house went up."


  I supposed I'd have to give them the once-over. You have to go through all the motions. You have to leave no stone unturned, though already, intuitively, I was inclined to think the answer lay inside the big house—if there was an answer.


  Peters read my mind. "If I'm fooling myself and we've just got an old man dying, I want to know that, too. Check?"


  "Check."


  "I've spent more time with you than I should. I'd better get back to work."


  "Where do I find you if I need you?"


  He chuckled. "I'm like horse apples. I'm everywhere. Catch as catch can. A problem you'll have with everybody, especially during poacher season. Cook's the only one who stays in one place."


  We walked toward the house, passing through a small orchard of unidentifiable fruit trees with a white gazebo at its center, climbed a slope, went up the steps to the front door. Peters went inside. I paused to survey the Stantnor domains. The cold wind gnawed my cheeks. The overcast left the land colorless and doleful, like old tin. I wondered if it was losing life with its master.


  But there would be a spring for the land. I doubted there would be for the old man. Unless I found me a poisoner.
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  I heard Black Pete's footsteps fading as I stepped into the great hall. The light was dimming there. The place seemed more deserted and gloomy than ever. I went to the fountain, watched our hero work out on his dragon, thought about what to do next. Explore the house? Hell. I was cold already. Why not look at those outbuildings and be done with it?


  I felt eyes on me as I moved. Already habituated, I checked the nearest shadows. The blonde wasn't there. Nobody was, anywhere. Then I glanced up.


  I caught a flicker on the third floor balcony, east side. Somebody ducking out of sight. Who? One of the majority I hadn't yet met? Why they wouldn't want to be seen was a puzzle. I'd see everyone sooner or later.


  I took myself out the back door.


  Immediately behind the house lay a formal garden sort of thing that I'd paid no heed before. Peters had wanted to get away where we could talk. I gave it a look now.


  There was a lot of fancy stonework, statues, fountains, pools that had been drained because at that time of year water tends to freeze. Ice would break the pool walls. There were hedges, shaped trees, beds for spring and summer plantings. It could be impressive in season. Right then it just seemed abandoned and haunted by old sorrows.


  I paused at the hedge bounding the north end of the garden, looked back. The vista seemed a ghost of another time.


  At least one someone was watching me from a third floor window in the west wing.


  Keep that in mind, Garrett. Whatever you do, wherever you go, somebody is going to be watching.


  Twenty feet behind the hedge was a line of poplars. They were there to mask the outbuildings, so the practical side of life wouldn't offend the eyes of those who lived in the house. The rich are that way. They don't want to be reminded that their comfort requires sweaty drudge labor.


  There were half a dozen outbuildings of various shapes and sizes. Stone was the main structural material, though it wasn't stone that matched that in the big house. The stable was obvious. Somebody was at work there. I heard a hammer pounding. There was a second structure for livestock, presumably cattle, maybe dairy cattle. It was nearest me and had that smell. The rest of the buildings, including a greenhouse off to my right, had the look of protracted neglect. Way to the left was a long, low building that looked like a barracks. It also looked like nobody had used it for years. I decided to start with the greenhouse.


  Not much to see there except that someone had spent a fortune on glass and then hadn't bothered to keep the place up. A few panes were broken. The framework that had been white once needed paint desperately. The door stood open a foot and sagged on its hinges. I had trouble pushing it back enough to get inside.


  No one had been in there for a long time. The place had gone to weeds. The only animal life I saw was a scroungy, orange, feral cat. She headed for cover when she saw me.


  The building next on the left was small, solid, and very much in use. It turned out to be a wellhouse, which explained why it looked like it handled a lot of traffic. A place this size would consume a lot of water—though I'd have thought they'd pipe it in from a reservoir.


  The stable was the next building over. I gave it a skip. I'd talk to whoever was there after I finished snooping. Next over was a smaller building filled with a jungle of tools and farm implements with an air of long neglect. There was another cat in there, a lot of mice, and from the smell, a regiment of bats. There's nothing like the stink of lots of bats.


  Next up was the barn and, yes, that's what it was. Bottom level for the animals, dairy and beef. Top level for hay, straw, and feed. Nobody around but the cows and a few more cats. I figured there must be owls, too, because I didn't smell bats. The place needed maintenance. The cows weren't friendly, unfriendly, or even curious.


  The day was getting on. The gloom was getting thick. I figured I'd better get on with it and save the detail work for later. Supper would be coming up soon.


  The building I'd thought looked like a barracks was probably for seasonal help. It was about eighty yards long, had maybe fifteen doors. The first I looked behind showed me a large, dusty bunkroom. The next opened on smaller quarters divided into three rooms, a bigger one immediately inside and two half its size behind it. The next several doors opened on identical arrangements. I guessed these were apartments for workers with families. Trouble was, there was a lot of waste space between doors, space unaccounted for.


  The far end of the barracks had a kitchen the size of the bunkroom. Its door was on the other side of the building. Glancing along that face, I saw more doors, which explained the missing space. The apartments faced alternate directions. I stepped into the kitchen, a windowless, cheerless place that would have been depressing at the best of times. I left the door propped open for light.


  There was little to see but dust and cobwebs and cooking utensils that hadn't been touched in years. Another place nobody had visited in a long time. I was surprised the stuff was still lying around. TunFaire and its environs have no shortage of thieves. All this stuff had some market value.


  A gold mine that hadn't been discovered?


  The door slammed shut.


  "Damned wind," I muttered, and edged my way through the darkness, trying to remember what was lying in ambush between it and me.


  I heard somebody secure the rusty hasp.


  Not the wind. Somebody who didn't want to be my friend.


  Not a good situation, Garrett. This place was far from where anybody had any business. The walls were thick stone. I could do a lot of yelling and nobody would hear. The door was the only way out and the only source of light.


  I found the door, ran my hands over it, pushed gently, snorted. I stepped back a few feet and kicked hard.


  The hasp ripped out of the dry, ancient wood. I charged through with a ready knife, saw nobody. I roared around the end of the barracks. And still saw nobody.


  Damn! I leaned against the building and gave it a think. Something was going on, even if it wasn't what Black Pete thought.


  Once I settled down, I went back to the kitchen door and looked for tracks. There were signs that somebody had been around, but the light was so poor, I couldn't do anything with them.


  So. Nothing to do about it now. Might as well go to dinner and see who was surprised to see me.
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  I was late. I should have explored the house. I didn't know where we'd eat so I went to the kitchen. I waited there till Cook turned up. She gave me a high-power glower. "What you doing in here?"


  "Waiting to find out where we eat?"


  "Fool." She loaded up. "Grab an armful and come on."


  I did both. She shoved through swinging doors into a big pantry, marched through that and out another swinging door.


  The dining room was a dining room. The kind where a guy can entertain three hundred of his closest friends. Most of it was dark. Everybody was seated at one corner table. The decor was standard for the house, armor and edged steel.


  "There," Cook said. I presumed she meant the empty place. I settled my load on an unused part of the table, sat.


  Wasn't much of a crowd. Dellwood and Peters and the brunette I'd caught rifling my duffel bag, plus three guys I hadn't met. And Cook, who planted herself across from me. The General couldn't make it, apparently. There weren't any other places set.


  The girl and guys I hadn't met looked me over. The men looked like retired Marines. Surprise, surprise. The girl looked good. She'd changed into her vamping clothes.


  Garrett, you dog. . . . The thought fled. This one gave off something sour. She was radiating the come-and-get-it and my reaction was to back off. Here was trouble on the hoof. What was it Morley said? Don't never fool around with a woman who's crazier than you are?


  Maybe I was growing up.


  Sure. And tomorrow morning pigs would be swooping around like swallows.


  I didn't plan to outgrow that for about another six hundred years.


  Peters said, "This is Mike Sexton. He was with me in the islands about ten years back. Mike, Cook." He indicated the troll-breed woman.


  "We've met."


  "Miss Jennifer, the General's daughter."


  "We've also met." I rose and reached across, offering my hand. "Didn't get the chance before. You had both of yours in my duffel bag."


  Cook chuckled. Jennifer looked at me like she wondered if I'd taste better roasted or fried.


  "You've met Dellwood. Next to him is Cutter Hawkes."


  Hawkes was too far off to shake. I nodded. He nodded. He was a lean rail of a character with hard gray eyes and a lantern jaw, middle fifties, tough. He looked more like a fire-and-brimstone prophet than an old soldier. Like a guy with the sense of humor of a rock.


  "Art Chain." The next guy nodded. He had a monster black mustache going gray, not much hair on top, and was thirty pounds over his best weight. His eyes were beads of obsidian. Another character who was allergic to laughter. He didn't bother to nod. He was so happy to see me he could just shit.


  "Freidel Kaid." Kaid was older than the General, maybe into his seventies. Lean, slow, one glass eye and the other one that didn't work too good. His stare was disconcerting because the glass eye didn't track. But he didn't look like a man who had spent his whole life trying not to smile. In fact, he put one on for me when Peters said his name. He was the guy I'd seen stoking the fire in the General's quarters.


  "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Sexton."


  "Likewise, Mr. Kaid." See? I can be a gentleman. Rumors to the contrary are sour grapes and envy.


  Jennifer didn't give me a chance to start eating. "What are you doing here?"


  "The General sent for me." Everybody was interested in me. Nice to be the center of attention sometimes. I have to set the Dead Man on fire just to get him to listen.


  ‘"Why?"


  "Ask him. If he wants you to know, he'll tell you."


  Her mouth pruned up. Her eyes shot sparks. They were interesting eyes, hungry eyes, but eyes that had been brushed by a darkness. I couldn't tell if they were green or not. The light wasn't good enough. An odd one. Maybe unique. A one in a million beauty and not the least attractive.


  "What sort of work do you do, Mr. Sexton?" old Kaid asked.


  "You could call me a diplomat."


  "A diplomat?" Surprised.


  "Sure. I straighten things out. I get people to change their minds. Kind of like the Corps, only on a small scale. Personal service."


  Peters shot me a warning look.


  I said, "I enjoy good conversation as much as the next guy. But I'm hungry. And you folks got a jump on me. How about you let me catch up?"


  They all looked at me oddly. Cook more so than the others. She was wondering if maybe she'd missed the mark with her earlier guess.


  I stoked the fires some, then asked, "Where's everybody else, Sarge?"


  Peters frowned. "We're all here. Except Tyler and Wayne. They have the night off."


  Kaid said, "Snake."


  "Oh. Right. Snake Bradon. But he never comes in the house. Hell. He may not be around anymore. I haven't seen him lately. Anybody seen Snake?"


  Heads shook.


  Cook said, "He come for supplies day before yesterday."


  I didn't want to ask too many questions too soon so I let Snake Bradon slide. I'd get Black Pete alone sometime and get a rundown on everybody. I said, "That doesn't add up. I heard there were eighteen in the house besides me."


  Everybody looked puzzled except Cook. Chain said, "Ain't been that many people around here in years. You got us guys, Cook, Tyler, Wayne, and Snake trying to keep this barn from falling apart."


  I ate some. I don't know what it was. As good as lunch but less identifiable. Cook was fond of stuff she could do in a pot.


  After a while the silence got to me. I had a feeling it wasn't just for my benefit. These people wouldn't talk much more without me there. "What about the blonde girl? Who's she?"


  That got them looking perplexed. Peters asked, "What blonde?"


  I looked at him for about ten seconds. Maybe he wasn't yanking my leg. "About twenty, gorgeous. As tall as Jennifer, even slimmer, hair almost white that hangs to her waist. Blue eyes, I think. Timid as a mouse. Dressed in white. I caught her watching me several times today." A recollection. "Dellwood. I saw her when you were there. You told me she was Jennifer."


  Dellwood made a face. "Yes sir. But I didn't see her. I assumed it was Miss Jennifer."


  "I didn't wear white today," Jennifer said. "What kind of dress was it?"


  I tried my best, which isn't bad. The Dead Man's big accomplishment is that he's taught me to observe and recollect.


  Jennifer said, "I don't have anything like that," trying to sound bored and failing. They all exchanged glances. I took it none of them knew who I was talking about.


  I asked, "Who's taking care of the General? If you're all here?"


  "He's sleeping, sir," Dellwood said. "Cook and I will wake him for supper after we're finished."


  "Nobody with him?"


  "He doesn't want to be coddled, sir."


  "You sure as hell ask a lot of questions," Chain said.


  "A habit I've got. I'm working on it. There any beer around the place? I could use some dessert."


  Dellwood explained. "The General doesn't approve of drink, sir. He doesn't permit it on the property."


  No wonder they were such a cheerful bunch. I looked at Peters hard. "You didn't mention that." If he'd done his homework, he would have known I liked my beer. He smiled and winked. The son of a bitch.


  "Not a bad meal, Cook. Whatever it was. You need a hand clearing away?"


  The others looked at me like I was crazy. She said, "You ask for trouble, you get it. Grab a load and follow me."


  I did. And by the time I got back for a second load, the rats had scattered.


  I was going to have to ask Peters about the disparity between Cook's head count and everyone else's.
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  After supper I wandered up to my quarters. As I approached the door, digging for the key Dellwood had left in the primitive lock, I noticed the door was a quarter inch ajar. So.


  I wasn't surprised. Not after Jennifer's bold peek into my duffel bag and the trick at the old workers' barracks.


  I paused. Go ahead like the cavalry? Or exercise a little caution? Caution didn't go with the image I wanted to project. But it did contribute to an extended life. And nobody was looking.


  I dropped to my knees by the doorframe, examined the lock. There were a few fine scratches on the old brass plate surrounding the keyhole. As I said, a primitive piece of hardware, pickable by anyone with patience. I leaned forward to see what I could glim through the keyhole.


  Nothing. It was dark in there. I'd left a lamp burning. Trap?


  If so, a dumb one. Especially not getting the door all the way shut. These old boys weren't pros but I didn't see them making that basic a mistake. And if not a trap, but just a search, I doubted they'd snuff the lamp. That was a dead giveaway.


  The word disinformation trotted through my mind. From the spy game. Provide not just false information but more information than necessary, most of it untrustworthy, so that all information received came under the shadow of doubt.


  I backed off, leaned against a wall, nodded to myself. Yeah. That felt like a good intuition. I was going to be allowed to find out all kinds of things, most of which were untrue, useless, or misleading. Hard to put a puzzle together when you've got three times too many pieces.


  Which still left me faced with a decision what to do right now. It was still possible there was some clumsy idiot hiding in the dark waiting to whack me. So why not play the game right back? The hall was a good twelve feet wide, oversize like everything else in that house, and cluttered up with the usual hardware. Not twenty feet from me was a suit of armor. I got it and lugged it over in front of the door, pushed it up close, backed off, snuffed the nearest hall lamps so whoever was inside wouldn't see anything but a silhouette. Then I got behind the tin suit, gave the door a nudge, walked the armor ahead a couple of feet, stopped like I was startled.


  Nothing happened. I backed out and got one of the hall lamps and took it inside.


  Nobody there but me and my decoy. I checked the closets and bedroom and dressing room. Nobody there and nothing obviously disturbed. If the place had been tossed, it had been done by an expert so good he'd noticed and replaced the little giveaways I'd rigged.


  So what did we have here? Somebody had gone to the trouble of picking the lock just to snuff a lamp?


  I closed the door, patted the armor's shoulder. "Somebody's playing games, old buddy. I think I'll let you stick around."


  I lugged it over and shoved it into a cloak closet just big enough to contain it, lighted my lamps, took the hall lamp back, lighted the lamps there, went inside, locked up, sat down at the writing table to let my dinner digest.


  Didn't work too well. I need a beer or two to get the most out of those occasions. I had to do something about the shortage. In fact, it might be a good idea to vanish for a while and consult some experts.


  There was ink and paper and what not in the drawer under the table. I got it out and started making notes. I put down the names of everyone I'd met and hadn't, and a mystery woman to the side. Peters, Dellwood, the General, Cook, Jennifer. Hawkes, Chain, and Kaid. Tyler and Wayne, who had the night off, and somebody named Snake Bradon, who was antisocial and wouldn't come in the house. Somebody named Candy who, theoretically, didn't count because he'd been fired long ago. And Harcourt, who used to sneak his girlfriends in, but who had left six months ago.


  Eighteen people here, according to Cook. By my count, eleven, plus the mystery blonde. We had us what the Marines call a manpower shortfall. Someone tapped on the door. "Yeah?"


  "Peters, Mike."


  I let him in. "What's up?"


  "I brought you a list of the missing stuff. Can't guarantee it's complete. Not the kind of stuff you see everyday and notice is gone right away." He handed me a wad of papers. I sat down and looked it over.


  "This is a lot of stuff." And all small. Each item had a guessed value noted. Stuff like gold medals, old jewelry belonging to Stantnor women long dead, silver serviceware disdained by rough, tough ex-Marines, decorative weapons.


  "If you want, I can go through the house room by room and get a better count. Trouble is, it's hard to tell what's gone because there isn't anybody who knows what all belongs."


  "Don't seem worth the trouble. Unless you could find out about something that could be traced." Little on the list fit that description. The thief had shown restraint.


  Even so, he'd gotten enough so the bottom line made my eyes bug. "Twenty-two thousand marks?"


  "Based on my best guess at the intrinsic value of metal and gems. I assume there'd be a big knockdown at a fence."


  "There would be, partly offset by artistic value. A lot of this don't look like the junk that gets melted down."


  "Maybe."


  "Are we committed to finding the thief?" I was, that being the commission I'd accepted from the General. I was fishing for Black Pete's feelings.


  "Yes. The old man may not have long. I don't want him going off burdened by knowing somebody got away with betraying him."


  "Right. Then what I'll do is subcontract a search for the fence. Sometimes it helps to come back at a thief from the other end. Work me up a description of four or five outstanding items and I'll have somebody try to find them."


  "You'll have to pay for that?"


  "Yes. You going to squeeze the General's coppers?"


  He smiled. "I shouldn't. But I'm not used to not having to watch every one. Anything you need?"


  "I need to know more about the people here." I looked at my list. "Counting three guys I haven't met and not counting my ghost lady, I come up with eleven names. Cook tells me eighteen. Where're the the other seven?"


  "I told you she has some loose threads. She's been here since they built the first place—literally—and she never quite knows what year it is. When we first came here from the Cantard there were eighteen people, counting her and Jennifer. More before the old man finished dismissing the old staff. Now eleven is right."


  "Where did the others go?"


  "Sam and Tark just up and died on us. Wollack got on the wrong end of a bull when we were breeding cows and got himself gored and trampled. The others just drifted away. They got fed up, I guess, hung around less and less, then just didn't come back."


  I leaned forward, got a fresh sheet of paper, divided five million by two and gave two and a half mil to Jennifer, then divided two and a half by sixteen and came up with a hundred fifty-six thousand marks and change.


  Not bad. And I never knew anybody who would walk on a hundred fifty thousand, gold or silver.


  I did some more math. Nine into two and a half million came out two hundred seventy-seven thousand and change. Damned near double your money.


  Was there something else going on here?


  I didn't mention it. It was something to keep in mind, though.


  "You onto something?" Peters asked.


  "I doubt it."


  Time for some footwork. "Having a little trouble making sense of things. There any way we can find out where those four men are now? Also, I'm going to need to know more about the General's bequeathal arrangements."


  He frowned. "Why?"


  "It's a large estate. You said he used his bequests as a hammer. Maybe he ran those guys off. Maybe one of them might be trying to get even, either by doing the stealing or slipping him poison."


  "You've got me there." He looked it.


  "Two things, then. A copy of the will. And find out if there was a clash between the General and any of those four."


  "You don't really think they'd be sneaking back?"


  I didn't, no. I thought they were dead. With my confidence in human decency aroused, I was sure somebody was playing a game of last one left—and doing such a damned good job, nobody else was suspicious. But. . . . If somebody was, then that somebody was innocent of trying to murder the old man. That somebody would want to keep the General healthy while the field was narrowed. That somebody might even bring in an outside specialist . . . presuming he had a genuine cause for concern.


  "Anyone have a spare key or master key for my room?"


  That caught him from the blind side. "Dellwood. Why?"


  "Somebody picked the lock and got in between the time I left for supper and the time I came back here."


  "Why would. . . ?"


  "Hey. That's a petty one compared to why would somebody want to kill the General. If that somebody exists he might be real nervous about me. What did you all do when you split up after supper?" I was going to play logical puzzle. Eliminate me and Cook because I didn't do it and she was with me. Take Dellwood off the hook because he didn't need to pick locks. Peters because he knew about me already. Eliminate anybody who was with them the whole time. . . .


  "Dellwood would have gone to get the General up and ready for dinner. I assume Jennifer went with him. She usually does. She stays till Cook brings his food and helps him eat if he can't manage himself. I was in my quarters writing up the list from notes."


  "Uhm." I thought a minute. "I do have one problem with this, Sarge. And that's a reason for being here. I need to ask questions. I need to find loose strings I can pull on. Kind of hard to do that when I don't have a good excuse. Cook's already told me I'm too nosy."


  "I suppose. I had hopes but I didn't really think you could manage without giving yourself away."


  "How many people know about the missing trinkets? As opposed to how many know you think somebody's trying to kill the General? Why not tell the truth? Say the old man hired me to find out who's stealing from him. They might even find it amusing if they think he's imagining it. And the would-be assassin should relax. The others might open up after I convince them somebody is stealing from the old man. Right?"


  "I suppose." He didn't like it, though.


  "Figure out a way to let it get out. So everybody knows but it seems like I don't know they know. Maybe joke about the General having another fantasy."


  "All right. Anything else?"


  "No. I'm going to turn in. I'm going to roll out early and make a run into the city to put somebody on the track of the stolen goodies."


  "Is that a hint?"


  It was. "I didn't think of it that way. But I guess it is."


  "I'll see you in the morning, then." He went out.


  I locked the door behind him, returned to the writing table.


  Seemed to me there might be three puzzles here: who was stealing from the General, who was trying to kill him, and who was eliminating his heirs. It seemed reasonable to suppose that each thing—if any were fact—would be going on independent of the others, since the thefts were petty compared to murder and killing the General wouldn't be in the interest of whoever was trying to enlarge his share of the estate.


  I could be up to my neck in villains.


  I did hit the sack right away. I doubt Peters believed I would, because he knew the hours I keep. But I did need sleep and I had plans for the wee hours of the morning.
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  At home I usually control my internal clock. Go to sleep when I want, wake up when I want, give or take ten minutes. I didn't leave the clock behind. I woke right on time.


  And was aware of a presence before I opened my eyes. I don't know how. Some sound so soft I didn't catch it consciously. Some subtle scent. Maybe just a sixth sense. Whatever, I knew somebody was there.


  I was on my left side, facing the wall opposite the door, sunk so deep in eiderdown, I couldn't move fast if you branded me. I tried sneaky, faking a slow rollover in my sleep.


  I didn't fool, anybody. All I saw was the tail end of the blonde sliding out the bedroom door. "Hey! Hang on. I want to talk to you." She bolted.


  I climbed up out of that bed, tangled myself in the covers, fell on my face, said colorful things. That's Garrett. Light on his feet. A real gymnast. Has moves like a cat. When I hit the sitting room she was gone and there wasn't a sign she'd been there. The door was locked.


  I lighted a few lamps and surveyed the big room. I hadn't heard the door. I hadn't heard a key in the lock. I didn't like that.


  Damned spooky old house was the kind that might come equipped with secret passages and hidden panels and all that stuff, maybe with secret dungeons below the root cellar and bones buried behind false foundations. I was going to have a nice time here, I was, I was. All I needed to make it a real vacation were ghosts and monsters. I went to the window. The sky was clear. A nail paring of moon was headed west.


  "Come on. You're not trying. We need some rain and lightning. Or at least some fog on the moor and something howling in the night."


  Back for a circuit of the room. I didn't find any secret entrances.


  I'd deal with that later, when there was time to measure walls and whatnot. Right now I had to prowl, while at least some of the denizens of the place weren't keeping track.


  I dragged my tinsuit friend out of the closet, into the bedroom. I detached him from the support that held him upright, put him in bed. Better than using pillows to make it look like somebody was home. Looked perfect once I pulled a sheet over his helmet. "Rest easy, buddy."


  I didn't like the way things were going. Somebody here might be less than friendly. I collected my favorite head-knocker, an oak nightstick with a pound of lead in the business end, then slipped into the hall. I was alone out there. One lamp burned. Presumably Dellwood had been around to snuff the others to save oil. He was the only guy I'd seen working, other than Cook.


  I'd have to find out what everybody did. Should've asked Peters while I had him.


  I went to the east end of the hall where a small window looked out on the grounds. Nothing out there but darkness and stars. The werewolves and vampires were taking the night off. I retreated to the first door on the left.


  I seemed to be the only inhabitant of that floor in the wing so I didn't try for quiet. I picked the lock and marched in, lamp in front in my left hand, head-knocker in my right. I needn't have bothered. The room was a warehouse for cobwebs. Nobody had been in there in a decade.


  I did a cursory inspection, went to the room across the hall. Same story. Every suite on the floor was the same, except the last, which showed signs that someone had visited recently. In that room I noted circles on the mantel where the dust was thinner. Like something had been removed. Candlesticks or small doodads. I tried to get something from the marks left by the visitor's feet. There's always hope you'll find something unique, like maybe feet the size of pumpernickels or only two toes if they run barefoot. It didn't pay off this time. The intruder had shuffled, probably not intentionally. Not the sort of thing your average thief thinks of.


  The search was taking longer than I'd expected. I decided to take a quick tour and leave detail work for later. At least I'd know my way around.


  There was a partial floor above mine, reached via an enclosed stair. I went up. That floor was one vast dark room over the great hall. It was stuffed with junk, mostly as dusty as the rooms below. But there was a path beaten from the stairhead across to a stair down to the fourth floor of the west wing. A shortcut. The alternative was to descend to the second floor and cut across on a narrow balcony above the back door, placed there so somebody could address a crowd. Might as well go across, work my way down the west wing, come back on the ground floor and work my way up.


  The west wing was inhabited. I didn't enter any rooms. Maybe tomorrow night. Maybe while I was in town I could have a locksmith check my key to see if he could create a skeleton key for its type of lock.


  Fourth-floor hall and a stroll on the balcony there. Nothing. Likewise the third floor and its balcony. The design differed from my wing. The halls were shorter, ending at the doors of the suites of the masters of the estate. Two doors on the third floor showed light underneath. Either somebody was up late or somebody was scared of the dark.


  Second floor had only five large suites, probably for honored guests like dukes and counts, firelords and stormwardens, and others a ranking commander might entertain.


  The ground floor boasted rooms meant for other purposes. The west wing was where, in times past, the businesses of the estate and its masters had been conducted. The doors to several rooms were open. I invited myself in. I didn't find anything.


  From the west wing I walked across to the east, where I knew I'd be into the kitchen, pantries, dining hall, and whatnot. I'd been through some of that but hadn't had a chance to pry.


  As I passed the brave champion still stubbornly skewering his dragon, I got that creepy sensation. I looked around, saw no one. My blonde admirer? I was beginning to think she was a spook.


  Not literally. The place was creepy at high noon. It had fallen from a ghost story, but I didn't entertain the notion that it was haunted. The world is filled with the strange, the magical, the supernatural, but I didn't figure I'd need haunts to explain anything here. Any schemes here had been set in motion by the root of all evil amongst the living.


  A closer examination of the dining room proved it to be what I'd figured, big, with decorations fitting the theme of the house. I wondered how many battles the Stantnors had fought.


  The room had a high ceiling, which suggested that part of the second floor east didn't exist. True. I found out when I explored the pantry.


  A door there opened on stairs. One set went up, another down. It was as dark as a vampire's heart in there. I went up. The way led to storerooms filled with housekeeping goodies, some of which looked like they'd been laid in before the turn of the century. Some dead Stantnor had saved by buying wholesale.


  Nobody swept or dusted but the place was orderly. It was inhabited by moths who found my lamp irresistible.


  Why so much room for storage?


  I came on stacks of four-inch-thick oak things, bound in iron, each with a number chalked onto the black iron. Curious, I looked closer.


  They were covers for the windows, to seal them if the house was besieged. They had to be as old as the house itself. Had they ever been used? Not in the past century, I was sure.


  I found a strong room in the southeast corner The door was latched but not locked. It was an armory. Inside were weapons enough for a company—as though there weren't enough around the house already. Everything steel was covered with grease, everything wood coated with paraffin. Might be interesting to find out what the climate was like when the house was built. Troubled times, apparently.


  I spent too much time there. When I descended it was too late. Cook was banging around in the kitchen. I slipped out before she tripped over me.


  As I hit the fourth floor I caught a glimpse of white across the way. My lovely mystery lady. I blew her a kiss.
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  I'd had another visitor. This one had left in a hurry. He'd left a key in the lock with the door standing open. I saw why when I went into the bedroom.


  My visitor had murdered the suit of armor. He'd walked in, wound up with an antique battle-ax, and had let the poor boy have it. The ax was still there.


  I laughed. Bet he drizzled down his leg, thinking he'd walked into a trap.


  I sobered quickly. That was twice. Next time more care might go into the attempt. I was way out on a limb here. I had to take steps.


  I locked up, pocketed the key—which wasn't identical to mine, so might be a skeleton key. I got the tin man out of bed and the ax out of him. "Sorry about that. But we'll get our revenge." I used the ax to rig a booby trap. Anybody who walked through the bedroom door was in for a rude welcome.


  Then I took an hour nap.


  I was early for breakfast, first to arrive. Cook was up to her ears in work getting platters ready. "Need a hand?"


  "I need ten. I don't know what you're up to, boy, sucking up to me, but you better believe I'll use you. Get over to the oven and see how them rolls are coming."


  I did. "Maybe a minute more."


  "What you know about baking?"


  I explained the arrangement at my house, where old Dean handles the drudgery and cooking. He's a good cook. He taught me. I can put together a decent meal when I want. Like when I give him time off because I want him out while I entertain.


  "Don't know if you're lying or not. Probably are. I never seen a man yet who could cook."


  I didn't tell her Dean thought the only good cooks were men. "I should get you together. To watch the sparks fly."


  "Huh. Time's up. Get them rolls out. Drag that pot of butter over."


  I glanced at the butter. "Fresh?"


  "Snake just brung it in."


  "He going to join us?"


  She laughed. "Not Snake. He don't have nothing to do with nobody. Just grabbed him some food and lit out. Not sociable, Snake."


  "What's his problem?"


  "Head got scrambled in the Cantard. He was down there twenty years, never got a scratch. On the outside." She shook her head, started piling sausages and bacon on a platter. "Sad. I knew him when he was a pup. Cute kid, he was. Too delicate and sensitive for a Marine. But he thought he had to try. So here he is, an old man with his head in knots. Used to draw the prettiest pictures, that boy. Coulda been a great painter. Had him a magic eye. Could see right inside things and drawed what he seed. Any damn fool can draw the outside of things, the way they want we should see them. Takes a genius to see the truth. That boy saw. You going to stand there jawing till lunchtime? Or you going to eat?"


  I fixed myself a plate without mentioning the fact that I couldn't get a word in edgewise because I couldn't get a word in edgewise. She rolled right along. "I told the General then—he was just commissioned—it was a raging shame to waste the boy down there. And I told him again when he come back. And the General, he told me, ‘You were right, Cook. It was a sin against humanity, taking him.' But, you know, he couldn't have stopped the boy if he'd wanted. Had that damnfool stubborn streak and thought it was his duty to go with the lord to war."


  The rush came while she chattered. There were two new faces, presumably Tyler and Wayne. They looked like they hadn't slept. The whole crowd took their platters to the dining room.


  I asked Cook, "That Tyler and Wayne?"


  "How'd you guess?"


  "Lucky stab. Anybody else I haven't met?"


  "Who else could there be?"


  "I don't know. Yesterday you said there were eighteen people here. I've seen ten, plus this Snake that's shy and a blonde that only I can see. Comes up short of eighteen."


  "Ain't eighteen."


  "You said eighteen."


  "Boy, I'm four hundred years old. 'Less I concentrate, I don't remember where I am in time. I just cook and set table and wash and don't pay no attention to nothing else. Just sort of drift. Don't see nothing, don't say nothing. Last time I looked up they was eighteen, counting me. Must've been a while. Hell. Maybe that's why there's so many leftovers. Been cooking too much."


  "I didn't notice too many places set at the table."


  She paused. "You're right. Part of me must keep track."


  "Been with the Stantnors a long time?"


  "Came to them with my momma when I was a kit. Long time back, when the humans hereabouts still had emperors. 'Fore they ever moved out here and built the first house. This one's only maybe two hundred. Was a sight when she was new, she was."


  "You must've seen some sights in your time."


  "Seen some," she agreed. "Served every king and stormwarden and firelord right there in that dining room." She headed that way. That ended our conversation.


  I stuck my head in. Nobody showed any special disappointment. Nobody turned handsprings, either. They were a depressing bunch.


  These guys had spent their whole lives together. You'd think they could make conversation—unless they'd said everything there was to say. I feel that way with some people, sometimes before anything gets said at all.


  Tyler and Wayne were cut from Marine lifer cloth. Whatever the physical differences between men, they gain a certain uniformity in service. Tyler was a lean, narrow-faced character with hard brown eyes, salt-and-pepper hair, and a thin, speckled beard trimmed within a half-inch of his skin. Wayne was my size, maybe twenty pounds heavier, not fat. He looked like he could throw cows around if the passion took him. He was six inches taller than Tyler and blond, with icy blue eyes, yet you felt the sameness in them. You even felt the identity with Chain, who had gone to seed.


  I'd spent five years in the company of men like them. Any one of them would be capable of murder if he took a mind. Human life wasn't anything special to them. They'd seen too much death.


  Which did present one puzzle.


  Marines are straightforward kinds of guys. If one wanted the General dead, chances were he'd just do it. Unless there was some overpowering motive to make it a lingering death.


  Like, say, hanging onto a share of the old man's estate?


  Worrying about it was pointless. You can't force these things. They have to unfold.


  I helped Cook clear away, then put on my traveling shoes.
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  I hadn't been to Morley's place in months. It wasn't that we'd had a falling out or anything; I just hadn't had a need, nor any urge to graze on the cattle food that comes out of his kitchen. I arrived about nine. He's closed to business then. He's open from eleven to six in the morning, catering to every sentient species there is, all so warped they try to subsist on vegetables.


  It takes all kinds. Some of my best friends eat there. I've done so myself. Without enthusiasm.


  So. Nine o'clock. The place was locked up. I went to the backdoor and gave the secret knock, which means I hammered and howled till Morley's man Wedge brought a four-foot piece of lead pipe and offered to move my face to my belly button region.


  "This's business, Wedge."


  "I didn't figure you was in heat for some bean curd. You don't come around unless you want something."


  "I pay for what I get."


  He snorted. He didn't think it was right, me using Morley just because Morley had taken advantage of me, at deadly risk and without my consent, to get out of some heavy gambling debts.


  "Cash money, Wedge. And he don't have to get off his butt. He just needs to have somebody do some legwork."


  That didn't cheer him up. He's one of the guys who does Morley's legwork. But he didn't slam the door.


  "Come." He eased me in and barred the door, led me through kitchens where cooks were butchering cabbages and broccoli, parked me at the serving bar, drew me a mug of apple juice, "Wait." He went upstairs.


  The public room was naked and forlorn, almost painfully quiet. The way it ought to be all the time, instead of overcrowded.


  Morley Dotes is a headhunter. A kneebreaker and a lifetaker. Most of the guys who work for him help. Morley is a deadly symbiote feeding on society's dark underside. He's the best at what he does, barring maybe a couple of guys who work for Chodo Contague.


  Adding up the account, Morley Dotes is everything I don't like. He's the kind of guy I wanted to take down when I decided to put on my good-guy hat. But I like him.


  Sometimes you can't help yourself.


  Wedge came down shaking his head. "What's up?" I asked.


  "He's taking this health stuff too far."


  "You're telling me? He's like a born again, trying to save everybody else." The world's only vegetarian lifetaker. Wants to save the world from the perils of red meat—before he cuts its throat. I don't know. Maybe there's no conflict but it sounds like one to me. "He's added to the list?"


  "Been a few months, right?"


  "Last time I was here he'd sworn off gambling and was making it stick. He tried women but couldn't hold out."


  "He forgot that crock. Say that for him. The thing now is early to bed, early to rise. He's up. Now. Up and dressed and fed and doing his morning workout. A year ago you wouldn't have caught him dead out of bed this time of day."


  You could have if there was enough money in it. "Wonders never cease, do they?"


  "He said come up. You want a refill?"


  "Why not? Fruit juice is the only thing here I can handle."


  He winked. He wasn't one of Morley's converts. He topped off my mug. I took it up to Morley's office, which is the barbican to his personal quarters. I'm about as close to a friend as he has, but I've never been past the office. My hair is too short and I don't wear enough makeup.


  Dotes was doing sit-ups, chunking them out like a machine. My stomach hurt just watching.


  "You're in pretty good shape for a guy your age," I told him. I wasn't sure what that was. It could be substantial. He's part dark-elf. Elves can last a long time.


  "I take it you're working again." He said it while popping up and down. Like there was no strain to what he was doing.


  I told myself I had to start doing a few exercises. At my age, when you lose it, it's hard to get back. "Why do you assume—"


  "You don't come down here unless you want something."


  "Not true. I used to bring Maya in all the time." That was before she and I had gone our own ways.


  "You lost a gem there, Garrett." He rolled over, started doing push-ups.


  His dark-elf blood doesn't scream out. He looks like a short, slim, dark-haired man in good shape. He's quick on his feet. There's an air of the dangerous about him, but not one of menace. Maybe that's why women find him irresistible.


  "Maybe. I do miss her, some. She was a good kid."


  "Pretty, too. So you going on with Tinnie?"


  My friend Tinnie Tate, professional high-tempered redhead. Ours is an unpredictable relationship. "I see her. When she doesn't think I deserve to be punished by not seeing her."


  "Only smart thing you've done since I've known you is not tell her about Maya." He completed fifty fast ones, jumped up. He wasn't sweating. I felt like kicking his behind. "What's up?"


  "You heard of General Stantnor?"


  "Used to be Marine Commandant?"


  "The same."


  "What about him?"


  "A guy who works for him, my old company sergeant, called in a debt. He got me to do a job for the old boy."


  "Don't you ever work just to be working? I never saw anyone like you."


  "I know. I'm a dog. You never see a dog do anything when he's not hungry. If I'm not hungry, why work?"


  "What about the General? I do work when I'm not hungry. And I've got plenty of that here."


  "The old boy is trying to die. My old sergeant thinks somebody is trying to kill him. Slowly, so it looks like a wasting disease."


  "Is somebody?"


  "I don't know. He's been doing it a long time. You know a way to do that?"


  "What's his color like?"


  "His color?"


  "Sure. There are poisons you could use in cumulative dosages. The color is the giveaway."


  "He's kind of a sickly yellow. His hair is falling out in clumps. And his skin has a translucent quality."


  Morley frowned. "Not blue or gray?"


  "Yellow. Like pale butterscotch."


  He shook his head. "Can't tell you based on that."


  "He has seizures, too."


  "Crazies?"


  "Like heart tremors, or something."


  "Doesn't sound familiar. Maybe if I saw him."


  "I'd like that. I don't know if I can arrange it. They're all paranoid about strangers." I gave him a rundown on the players.


  "Sounds like a bughouse."


  "Could be. All of them, except Jennifer and Cook, spent at least thirty years in the Marines, mostly in the Cantard."


  He grinned. "I'm not going to say it."


  "Good for you. We all make the world a little holier when we resist temptation. One more thing. The old man thinks he hired me to find out who's stealing the silver and his old war trophies." I produced the list. Morley started reading. "I'll pay legwork fees for somebody to make the rounds and see if any of that is moving through the usual channels."


  "Saucerhead needs work." Saucerhead Tharpe is a friend, of sorts, in a line somewhere between Morley's and mine. He has more scruples than Dotes and more ambition than me, but he's as big as a house and looks half as smart. People can't take him serious. He never gets the best jobs.


  "All right. I'll pay his standard rate. Bonus if he recovers any of the articles. Bonus if he gets a description of the thief."


  "On the cuff?" That was a hint.


  I gave him advance money. He said, "I thank you and Saucerhead thanks you. I know you're doing an old buddy a favor but it seems damned tame. Especially if the old guy is just dying."


  "There's something going on. Somebody tried to off me." I told him.


  He laughed. "I wish I could have seen the guy's face when he swung that ax and you bonged like a bell. You've still got the luck."


  "Maybe."


  "Why are they after you?"


  "I don't know. Money? That's the one angle that makes this interesting. The old boy is worth about five million marks. His son is dead. His wife died twenty years ago. His daughter Jennifer gets half the estate and the other half goes to his Marine cronies. Three years ago he had seventeen heirs. Since then two died supposedly natural deaths, one got killed by a mad bull, and four disappeared. A little basic math shows that nearly doubles the take for the survivors."


  Morley sat down behind his desk, put his feet up, cleaned his pearly white teeth with a six-inch steel toothpick. I didn't interrupt his thoughts.


  "There's potential for foul play in that setup, Garrett."


  "Human nature being what it is."


  "If I was a betting man I'd give odds that somebody is fattening his share."


  "Human nature being what it is."


  "Nobody walks out on that kind of money. Not you, not me, not a saint. So maybe you have something interesting after all."


  "Maybe. Thing is, I don't see any way to tie it up in a package. If I find out who's stealing—which makes no sense considering the payoff down the road—I'm not likely to find out who's killing the old man. That doesn't make sense for whoever is cutting down the number of heirs. He'd want the old man to hang on."


  "What happens if the daughter checks out before he does?"


  "Damn!" A critical point and it hadn't occurred to me. If everything went to the boys she'd really be on the spot. "The odd thing is, none of them act like they know what's going on. They seem to get along. They don't watch each other over their shoulders. I did, and I was only there one night."


  "A marvelous aspect of your species is that most of you see only what you want."


  "What's that mean?"


  "Maybe those guys are old buddies and only one of them realizes that throat-cutting can be profitable. Maybe nobody is suspicious because they all know their old buddies wouldn't do something like that after all they've been through together."


  Could be. I'd kind of had that problem myself. I couldn't picture me turning on anybody I'd been running with that long. "And the whole thing could be what they say it is. Three dead by explainable cause and four who couldn't handle the life-style and walked because money didn't mean anything."


  "And the moon could be mouse bait."


  "You have a dark outlook."


  "Supported every day in the street. The other night a thirty-six-year-old man knifed his mom and dad because they wouldn't give him money for a bottle of wine. That's the real world, Garrett. We're our own worst nightmares." He chuckled. "You're lucky this time. You don't have anything weird. No vampires, no werewolves, no witches, no sorcerers, no dead gods trying to come back to life. None of the stuff you usually stumble into."


  I snorted. Those things aren't on every street corner, but they're part of the world. Everybody brushes against them eventually. They didn't impress me, though I was happy not to deal with them.


  I said, "I could have seen a ghost."


  "A what?"


  "A ghost. I keep seeing a woman that nobody admits is there. That nobody else sees. Unless they're pulling my leg. Which they probably are."


  "Or you're crazy. She's a gorgeous blonde, right?"


  "A blonde. Not bad."


  "You're daydreaming out loud in your eyes. Your wishful thinking has gotten to you."


  "Maybe. I'll know before I'm done. There was something else I wanted but it escapes me now."


  "Must not have been important."


  "Probably not. I'd better get back out there."


  "You take some equipment? Hate to think of you up to your ears in killers with nothing but your teeth and toenails."


  "I've got a trick or two."


  He grunted. "You always do. Don't turn your back on anybody."


  "I won't."


  As I started to close the door, he asked, "What's the daughter look like?"


  "Early twenties. A looker but not a talker. Spoiled rotten, probably."


  He looked thoughtful, then shrugged, got up, dropped down and started doing more push-ups. I shut the door. I can't stand seeing a man abuse himself.
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  I headed south feeling smug. I knew my Morley Dotes. Curiosity would get him. He'd push his end beyond what I'd hired him to do. He'd go fishing amongst his contacts. If there was something going on involving the Stantnors, he'd find out.


  The smugness disappeared after I walked out South Gate.


  That's when the drizzle started. That's when I started cussing myself for my distrust of horses. Hell, if I couldn't ride, I could hire a coach. I had a client. I could charge it to expenses. Expenses are wonderfully flexible—especially if the client fails the attitude test.


  I got some wet before I reached my destination.


  Odd. Most of those big country places have names. The Maples. Windward. Sometimes something that doesn't make any sense, like Brittany Stone. But this one could have been a squatter's hut. The Stantnor place. Ancient family seat and museum but not enough of a home for anybody to give it a name.


  I was still a quarter mile off when Jennifer Stantnor flew out the front door, headed toward me. She hadn't put a wrap on. Peters came after her, gaining but not looking like he was trying to catch her.


  They reached me at the same time. Jennifer looked irked that Peters had come. Peters looked exasperated at her. I did my best to look puzzled, which isn't hard. That's where I am most of the time. I raised an eyebrow way up. It's one of my best tricks. Jennifer just stood there, panting. Peters, less winded despite being almost three times her age, said, "There's been a hunting accident."


  I kept a straight face. "Oh?"


  "Let's get in out of the rain."


  I looked at the girl. I think she wanted to talk. Grimly, she said, "I don't think it was an accident."


  It probably wasn't, if someone had gotten killed. But I didn't say that. I just grunted.


  Peters talked while we walked. "We've had trouble with poachers. There are deer on the grounds. A fair herd."


  Jennifer interjected, "We put out feed. We don't take many."


  "Three all last year," Peters said. "Peasants. . . . The animals make easy targets. They're not so wary here. The past month we've had six intrusions. That we know of."


  Jennifer said, "Dad gets more upset about the trespassing than the poaching. He has a thing about boundaries. Like they're lines of steel."


  "After the last incident," Peters said, as we climbed the steps to the house, "the General ordered regular patrols. He wanted someone caught and an example made. Today Kaid, Hawkes, Tyler, and Snake had the duty. Hawkes apparently caught somebody in the act. He sounded his hunting horn."


  Jennifer said, "When the others got there, he was on the ground with an arrow in him. A gutted deer was hanging in a tree fifty feet away."


  "Interesting. And sad. But why tell me? Sounds like something you people can handle."


  Jennifer looked puzzled. Peters said, "This is going to sound silly. You're the only scout around here. All these lifers and none of them can follow a trail."


  "Oh." Maybe. "It's been years. And I wasn't that good." I recalled my stumbling around during a few recent cases.


  "Mediocre is better than what the rest of us are." Peters looked at Chain, who was headed our way. "How is he?"


  "I don't think he'll make it. He needs a surgeon."


  "You know the old man. No doctors in the house."


  "We can't move him without killing him."


  Jennifer snapped, "Get a doctor! My father doesn't have to know. He never comes out of his room."


  "Dellwood will tell him."


  "I'll handle Dellwood."


  "Go," Peters told Chain, and Chain got his carcass moving.


  I said, "I take it Hawkes is still alive."


  "He's fighting."


  "Can I talk to him?"


  "He's out. Way out. Not much chance he'll come around unless Chain gets a cutter in time."


  "Show me where it happened before the rain wipes out the sign."


  I got to ride. Lucky me. The horse was hospitable all the way out, but I knew it had heard of me through the grapevine those monsters have. It grinned when it heard my name. It was waiting for a chance.


  It was a good ride out. The Stantnors had a lot of land. We didn't talk much. I took in the countryside, getting the lay, the landmarks. I might need to know them.


  I'd developed the habit young. It was my apparent knack for knowing my way around that got me volunteered as a scout when the real Sexton vanished.


  "Looks like Snake came back out," Peters said as we crossed a rise and came to the scene.


  I saw a man under an oak near a hanging animal carcass. "Sarge, I never knew any of these guys when I was in. Did any of them know Sexton?"


  He looked at me funny. "I don't think so."


  I dismounted, tied the reins to an oak sapling. My mount got a forlorn look. "Thought I'd just drop them and you'd scurry when I turned my back, didn't you?"


  "What?" Peters asked.


  "Talking to the horse. I talk to horses. They make more sense than people."


  "Snake, this is Mike Sexton. Scouted for me in the islands. You probably heard he's here."


  Snake grunted. He looked me over. I returned the favor.


  If Chain had gone to seed, this one had gone a step beyond. His hair hadn't been cut since he'd gotten out. His beard was a bramble patch. He didn't change clothes or bathe very often. His pants were covered with curious colored stains. He said, "I heard."


  "You found anything?"


  Snake grunted. It sounded negative.


  I looked at the carcass. Wasn't much to it. "Kind of puny, isn't it?"


  "Fawn," Snake said. "Just lost its spots."


  Yes. A little rusty, Garrett. Why would a poacher take a fawn? If he was after the meat and the herd wasn't spooky, he'd go for a bigger kill. I gave the carcass a closer look.


  It was ten years since I'd done my own butchering, but this job looked amateurish. Like it had been done by someone who'd seen animals butchered but who hadn't ever done it himself.


  "This patrol this morning. Was there a set plan? Specific assignments?"


  Peters said, "We had a routine, if that's what you mean. Routes we'd figured so four men could cover everything."


  Not exactly what I wanted to know. I couldn't be more specific without giving away more than I wanted. "Where was Hawke when he was hit?"


  "Up here."


  I followed Peters. The spot was obvious once you got there. Hawkes had thrashed around after he'd fallen. He'd lost enough blood to draw flies too stupid to go for the bonanza in the tree. The spot was fifty feet from the deer. A blind archer could have made the shot.


  I picked out what I thought was Hawkes' back trail. I followed it, found a place where he'd stopped. "I'd guess this is where he sounded the horn. Then he went down and stopped again there."


  "And the poacher let him have it."


  Somebody did. "What time did it happen?"


  "About nine."


  "Uhm." That fawn had been dead a lot longer than that.


  I walked back down. Snake still stood staring at the carcass. I asked, "You look around some?"


  He grunted. "Why'd anybody want to do that to a little fawn?" An old buddy getting an arrow through the brisket didn't bother him. The fawn did.


  I took another look at the carcass. I couldn't find its death wound. "Was there an arrow in it?"


  "No."


  Snake wasn't going to be much good for anything.


  The tree where the fawn hung was a loner ten yards from the edge of a wood that followed a creek. That wood was only a hundred yards across. I headed downhill, swinging back and forth, looking for the poacher's trail


  I found it. Somebody in a big hurry had charged straight through the underbrush. Understandable, if you've just plinked some guy and you know he has friends coming.


  Peters followed me. I asked, "Was there a set pattern to who rode where on these patrols?"


  No way to keep him from wondering why I asked. He frowned. "No. We mixed it up so we wouldn't see the same ground every time."


  Then the sniper hadn't been after somebody in particular, just somebody. Assuming the arrow hadn't come from the bow of a panicky poacher but someone who had laid a trap.


  I was sure that when Hawkes stopped the second time, he'd seen whoever let him have it. That he'd been startled into halting. Otherwise, he'd have kept moving.


  How much of that was Peters figuring out? The man wasn't stupid.


  "How do you get along with your neighbors?"


  "We ignore them. They ignore us. Most of them are scared of us."


  I'd be scared if I had neighbors like them.


  The sniper had become less panicky after fifty yards of flight. He'd turned onto an old game trail. There were too many leaves down for the ground to take good tracks but I could tell which way he had gone by the way they were disturbed. "Got any dogs? Or know where we could get some?"


  "To track with? No."


  The game trail went down to the creek, split. One fork crossed over, the other ran along the bank. My quarry had taken the latter.


  A hundred fifty yards along, that path dipped into a wide, shallow, sandy-bottomed section of creek. And didn't come out the other side. I looked around. "I've lost it."


  "God damn it, look again."


  I looked, satisfied that he hadn't noticed the horse apples in the shallow water. Whoever had come down here had ridden away, down the streambed. No big deal, since the water was never more than a foot deep.


  How many peasants forced to poach deer could afford to keep a horse?


  "Sorry. There's nothing."


  "Then I'll find some damned dogs."


  As we walked back uphill I asked, "Who takes care of the stables here?'


  "Mostly Snake, with help from Hawkes and Tyler. I don't get Snake. Takes care of the animals. Likes to. But you can't get him on a horse to save his life."


  That made sense to me, though it was a little extreme.


  I asked questions that got me curious looks but no answers. Unless they were liars and fast to boot—or in cahoots—none of the men on patrol could have dropped Hawkes. And Hawkes didn't do it to himself. That narrowed the field of suspects, but not enough. I wanted rid of Snake and Peters so I could prowl down that creek to wherever the sniper had left it.


  "Shit!" Black Pete exploded. "We've got our heads up our asses."


  "What?"


  "What did we do every time we hit the Venageti on the damned island? What did I pound into you guys every damned day we were there?"


  He'd gotten it. "Yeah. You don't leave tracks on water." Before a raid we'd always made sure we had an escape route crossed by a lot of water.


  "The bastard walked down the creek. That's why you couldn't find anything."


  "Yeah."


  "Let's go."


  "I'll check it out. No need you taking any more time off."


  He looked at me hard, checked to see where Snake was. "What're you thinking, Garrett? I've seen you like this before. I haven't forgotten the stuff you pulled."


  "I'm doing my job the best way I know. Nothing personal, but everybody's a suspect till I prove otherwise. No matter how well I think I know them."


  He started getting angry.


  "Can it. You wanted me to find out who's killing the old man, right? Which one of you guys would do that? None of you. Right? But one of you is. Till I nail it down you get treated like everybody else. If only because I'm supposedly looking for a thief. Get me?"


  "You want to play a lone hand. You're the professional. I'll put up with it. For a while."


  "Good. You don't have a choice, anyway. And that's nothing to get mad about."


  He got mad anyway. They always do. They all think they ought to be the exception to the rule.


  He rode off in a huff.


  I didn't care, so long as he rode off.
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  My horse looked forlorn. I got it and led it down along the edge of the wood, looking for tracks. If I didn't find anything before I reached the property line, I'd work my way back up the far side of the woods.


  Our villain had cunning in limited amounts. The stunt would have been sufficient if there'd been no cause for suspicion. But there was.


  I found where a horseman had come out of the wood barely far enough away to be out of sight of the place where Hawkes had gotten it. The spacing of hoofmarks said he'd been in no real hurry once he'd gotten away from the woods. Meaning he hadn't been worried about explaining his presence.


  That put Tyler and Chain back on the suspect list. They wouldn't have been questioned because they belonged out here.


  I'd have to question the survivors, find out who said and did what before they set out. Might be some subtle indicator there.


  Whoever the killer was, he'd been bold. He'd ridden around behind the rise you crossed to reach the ambush, then had headed home. At least, I presumed that was what he'd done while the poacher-hunters were fussing over Hawkes. I lost the trail.


  I circled and circled, quartered this way and that, and couldn't find it again.The drizzle and the chill breeze overcame my devotion to my craft. I headed for the house.


  I was stomping through that museum of a central hall, headed for a change of clothes, when Jennifer fluttered out of nowhere. She looked more feminine and frail and vulnerable than she had. She was flustered and frightened. I waited, though I had no urge to see her.


  "Sergeant Hawkes died," she blurted. "Right there in front of me. He just shook all over and made this funny sound and he wasn't alive anymore."


  "When?"


  "Just a few minutes ago. I was looking for Dellwood when I saw you. I need somebody to tell me what to do."


  If she was looking for comfort she'd come to the wrong man. I didn't feel like comforting anybody. Not even a gorgeous brunette who had all the right stuff in all the right places, put together to make a dead bishop howl. My late night and early morning had me feeling like I was carrying an extra fifty pounds. Worse, I'd missed lunch.


  I'd already determined that Cook was immune to my golden tongue. She didn't even know what was happening. It went right past her. "Dellwood would be the best man to tell you. And speak of the devil."


  Here he came, moving without the usual sedate deliberation. "Miss Jennifer, you were supposed to stay with Hawkes."


  "He doesn't need me anymore."


  Dellwood's eyes got big. "He. . . . He. . . ."


  "Yes. What do we do now?"


  I said, "Dellwood, I need to see the General. At his earliest convenience. I'll be in my quarters."


  I was going to take a nap. I expected I'd have another long night. I'd better rest while I could.


  I glanced back at Jennifer and Dellwood. Maybe they were good actors. Maybe they were genuinely frazzled and upset. Whatever, they had exaggerated just that little bit that told me they wanted me to see them in a favorable light.


  I didn't care if they cried or danced with joy. As far as I was concerned there was only one good guy in the house and his name was Garrett.
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  I woke up in time for dinner. I didn't feel rested. The floor of my dressing room wasn't that comfy. But it was safer than the bed. That tin man's wounds proved that.


  I decided I'd set up camp in one of the vacant suites. Make them hunt for me to murder me in my sleep.


  Had Hawkes died because of me? I'd fallen asleep wondering. Had my presence nudged somebody into pushing his murder schedule? Things like that, that I can't control, nag me.


  I walked to the end of the hall, surveyed the central chamber. Jennifer was seated by the fountain, leaning against one of the dragon's wings. Chain and Kaid walked past without acknowledging her. They were headed for dinner.


  As I started moving I spotted the blonde on the third floor balcony opposite, in shadow, looking down. "There goes a theory shot to hell." She glanced up. I waved.


  Black Pete stepped out of the hall across the way. He caught my wave, frowned, returned it. I pointed down. He leaned over the rail.


  Too late. She'd caught my gesture and drifted into deeper shadow.


  I descended the stairs beginning to consider, if only half-seriously, the notion of a resident haunt.


  I'd thought the blonde was Jennifer in a wig, making quick clothing changes. Their builds were similar, their faces much alike. My romantic streak made the blonde prettier, barely. I'd never seen them both at once. All I'd needed was some screwy motive on Jennifer's part to tie the knot.


  Sometimes you guess right and sometimes you don't. I don't a lot more than I do.


  When I hit the ground floor, I'd convinced myself I should've known better. The blonde really was prettier. Moreover, she had a lonely, ethereal quality Jennifer couldn't mimic.


  Not that I knew much about Jennifer. I'd been on the job a day and hadn't gotten close to anybody but Cook, and her not close enough. Chances were I wasn't going to get close to anybody. These weren't the kind of people who would let you.


  The case looked stranger by the minute. At least it was more low-key than the bloody whirlwinds that had swept me up lately.


  Peters met me at the foot of the stair. "You wanted something?"


  "The wave? I wasn't waving at you. The blonde was on the balcony under you. She ducked out when I pointed."


  He looked at me like he wondered if he'd brought in the wrong man. I figured I'd better distract him. "I have a question for you. Completely hypothetical. If you were to kill somebody here and wanted to get rid of the body, where would be the best place on the property?"


  His look got stranger. "Garrett. . . . You're getting weird. Or maybe you got weird since you left the Marines. What do you want to know something like that for?"


  "Just tell me. Asking questions is what I do. They don't have to make sense to you. Hell, they don't always make sense to me. But they're the tools I use."


  "Can you give me a hint? If I was going to bury somebody. . . ." A little light went on inside. He thought I was looking for a place somebody might cache the General's goodies. "It would depend on the circumstances. How much time I had. How good a job I wanted to do. Hell, if I had time, I'd put the body ten feet down where nobody would have any reason to dig. If I was in a big hurry I wouldn't do it here at all. I'd take it up the road to the marsh, tie it to a couple of rocks and throw it in."


  "What marsh?"


  "On down the road, the other side of the rise out front. Look out the front door, past the cemetery. You can see the tops of the trees. It's about a hundred-acre swamp. There's been talk about draining it because of the smell. Old Melchior, who owns the land, won't hear of it. Take a look sometime. It'll bring back memories."


  "I will. Let's feed our faces before Cook forgets us."


  She was delivering the final load when Peters and I arrived. She looked at me like I'd betrayed her by not showing up to help. Some people. Whatever you do, they expect you to do it forever.


  It was a meal like last night's. No conversation except grumbles about how they might find the poacher and what they could do with him afterward. Nobody seemed suspicious of the circumstances.


  Could that be? Somebody was picking them off and they didn't realize it?


  Maybe it was their background, all those years in the war zone. When my company went in, there were two hundred of us, officers, sergeants, and men, who had trained together and been hammered into a single unit. Two years later there were eighteen originals left. Guys went down. After a while you accepted that. After a while you accepted the fact that your turn was coming. You went on and stayed alive as long as you could. You become completely fatalistic.


  I asked, "Who took care of the stables today?"


  They all looked at me like they'd just noticed me.


  Peters said, "Nobody. Snake was on patrol." He wanted to ask why I wanted to know. So did the others. But they just looked at me.


  My glance crossed Jennifer's. She was thawing. She smiled faintly. With promise.


  Dellwood said, "I spoke to the General. He'll see you after we eat."


  "Good. Thanks. I was wondering if you'd remembered."


  All those eyes turned on me again. They wondered what business I had with the old man. I wondered what their theories were about my presence. It was obvious Peters hadn't spread the word.


  I asked, "What do you guys do for entertainment? This place is pretty bleak." I'd forgotten to smuggle in some beer. Maybe tomorrow.


  Chain growled, "Got no time for entertainment. Too much work to do. And the General won't hire anybody on. Which reminds me, troops. We got to cover for Hawkes. Which means we have to let something else go to hell."


  Wayne said, "The whole place is falling apart. Even with us hopping like the one-legged whore the day the fleet pulled in. Dellwood, you got to try to get through to him."


  "I'll try." Dellwood didn't sound optimistic.


  They went on, now the ball was rolling. I learned more than I wanted to know about how and where the place was falling apart, what had been allowed to slide too long and what had to be done right now to stave off disaster.


  Tyler said, "I say we worry about that damned poacher in our spare time. And say the hell with trying to catch the others. The General don't come out no more. How's he going to know we're not wasting time looking for them? They want a few deer, I say let them have them. We need to keep this place from falling apart."


  That debate raged a while.


  Jennifer contributed not a word. She seemed more interested in me. My fatal charm. My curse. Or maybe she just wondered how I'd gotten those old boys so animated.
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  I helped Cook clear away. Dellwood helped me help. He didn't seem inclined to let me out of his sight. Cook was as tight-lipped as she claimed with a third party present.


  Dellwood wanted to talk. He started as soon as we left the kitchen. "I hope you have some progress to report. It would be a good time to give the General an emotional lift."


  "How come?"


  "He had a good day today. He's been alert. His mind has had a keen edge. He managed to eat his lunch without help. Your presence seems to have motivated him. It would be nice if you could give him something to keep him feeling positive."


  "I don't know." What I had to tell the General wasn't positive. "I'll try not to bring him down."


  We were watched going up. This time I wasn't wrong about it being Jennifer. A strange woman. Pity. She was gorgeous.


  I didn't get it. When was the last time a woman like that left me cold? I couldn't recall. Female is my favorite sport. Wasn't anything obviously wrong with her, either. Maybe it was bad chemistry. The opposite of lust at first sight.


  "Who raised Jennifer?"


  "Cook, mostly. And the staff."


  "Oh. What became of them?"


  "The General released them to make room for us. We should've been able to manage the place, putting the cropland out for rent. Hasn't worked out, though."


  "He kept Cook. Why her?"


  "She's a fixture. Been here forever. Raised him, too. And his father before him, and his father, too. He has his sentimental streak."


  "That's nice." He hadn't been sentimental when he'd been my supreme commander. Of course, I hadn't gotten to know him.


  "He takes care of his own." Dellwood opened the General's door, seated me in the room where I'd met the old man before. Old Kaid was stoking the fire. "Wait here. I'll have him out in a few minutes." The temperature was obscene.


  "Sure. Thanks."


  It was more than a few minutes but the old man was worth seeing when he came out. He had a smile on. His cheeks had gained some color. He waited till Dellwood and Kaid departed. "Good evening, Mr. Garrett. I take it you've made progress?"


  "Progress, General, but I don't have any good news." Had his health improved because the poisoner had backed off with me around?


  "Good news, bad news, better get on with it."


  "I went into the city this morning. I put some acquaintances to work tracing the missing items through those people who deal in articles that stray from home. They're competent. If the thief disposed of anything through those channels, they'll find out and get a description of the seller. I do need instructions. Should they recover the articles? If they've been sold, you could be at the mercy of the new owners."


  "Very good, sir. Very good. Yes. By all means. I want to recover whatever I can. I expect you'll have problems getting them back from someone who's taken a fancy to them." He smiled.


  "You seem in good spirits, sir."


  "I am. I am indeed. I haven't felt this well in months. Maybe years. Not your doing but it did start after your arrival. You're good luck. If I keep improving at this rate, I'll be dancing within the month."


  "I hope so, sir. Sir, that brings me to the bad news. But first a confession. I didn't come out here just to unmask a thief."


  "Ah?" There was a sparkle in his eye.


  "Yes sir. Sergeant Peters believes someone is poisoning you slowly. He wanted me to find out who. If it's being done at all."


  "And? You've found something?" He seemed troubled now.


  "No sir. Nothing like that."


  That pleased him.


  "On the other hand, there's no negative evidence. And one has to wonder about your recovery. It pleases me but I'm suspicious by nature."


  "And this is your bad news?"


  "No sir. That's nastier. More pervasive, if you will."


  "Go on. I'm not one to slay the bearer of ill tidings or to ignore them because they aren't what I want to hear."


  "Let me preface this by saying I'd like to read your will."


  He frowned. "Peters asked for a copy. Was that your doing?"


  "Yes."


  "Go on."


  "I'm afraid it may be written so as to encourage villainy." I was starting to sound pompous. But it was hard to be one of the boys with General Stantnor. "If the number of heirs decreases, does the take for the survivors increase?"


  He gave me the fisheye.


  "I gather half goes to Jennifer and the rest to everyone else. Sixteen people originally. After this morning, only eight. Meaning the take for survivors has doubled."


  He looked at me hard. I thought he might throw me out, earlier protests to the contrary. "Support your suspicions, Mr. Garrett."


  "I don't think the four men who left you could have. One, maybe. Two at the most. But people aren't built to walk away from so much money. Four?"


  "I can see that. Maybe. What else?"


  "Whoever put the arrow into Hawkes set it up ahead of time. The deer was too long dead to be a fresh kill. The sniper rode away on a horse. Would a peasant who has to poach have a horse? And the horseman headed this way after the ambuscade. Though that's circumstantial. I lost the trail part way here."


  He was quiet for a long time. His color deserted him. I pitied him then.


  "On a more personal level, two attempts have been made on my life since I've been here. I don't know by who."


  He looked at me but didn't say anything.


  "Unearthing that wasn't part of my brief. But I thought you should know what I think is happening. Should I pursue it?"


  "Yes!" He paused. "It doesn't add up. Theft that's almost petty. Someone possibly trying to poison me. Someone trying to kill everyone else."


  "That's true. I can't make it add up."


  "I don't want to believe you, Mr. Garrett. I know those men better than that. . . . Two attempts on your life?"


  I told him about them.


  He nodded. "I don't suppose you. . . . No. I believe you. Get Dellwood."


  I rose. "A question first, General?"


  "Go ahead."


  "Could an outsider be responsible? Do you have enemies vicious enough to try to set your house against itself?"


  "I have enemies. A man my age, who's been what I've been? Of course I have enemies. But I don't think any of them would try for the pain in something like this. . . . There'd still have to be an inside man, wouldn't there?"


  I nodded, opened the door. Dellwood was in the hall a decorous distance away. "The boss wants you."
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  I'll say this for that old man: He took the bull by the horns. I didn't think he was doing the smart thing, but it was his house, his life, his sanity, and his choice to take the risk.


  He had Dellwood bring everybody in and get them seated. He had me stand beside him, facing them. They looked at him and me and wondered while Peters and Chain looked for Snake. Kaid tossed logs on the bonfire. I sweated.


  Nobody said a word.


  Then Jennifer tried. She barely got her mouth open. The General said, "Wait." One word, softly, that stung like a whip's bite.


  Snake ambled in with Chain and Peters. He'd tried to clean himself up. He hadn't done a great job but passed inspection well enough to be given a seat. Stantnor said, "Close the door, Peters. Lock it. Thank you. Hand me the key, please."


  Peters did so. The others watched with varying expressions, mostly in the frown range.


  "Thank you for coming." As if they'd had any choice. "We have a problem." He reached out. I put his will in his hand. He'd let me read it while we waited. It was an invitation to mayhem, incredibly naive.


  "My will. You know the details. I've hit you over the head with them often enough. They seem to have created the problem. Therefore."


  A candle sat on the table before him. He shoved the end of the will into the flame, held it till it caught, laid it on the table, and let it burn.


  I watched them watch it. They were shocked. They may have been disappointed or outraged. But they didn't move, didn't protest, didn't fall down and confess.


  "That instrument has been a murder weapon, sure as any blade. But I won't make a speech. There's the fact. Motive has been eliminated. The will has been abrogated. I'll write a new one in a few days."


  He looked them in the eye, one by one. Nobody shied away. Everybody looked baffled and dismayed.


  Dellwood said, "Sir, I don't understand."


  "I certainly hope you don't. Those of you who don't, be patient. It will become clear. First, though, I want to introduce the man next to me. His name is Garrett. Mr. Garrett is an investigative specialist, amongst other talents. I employed Mr. Garrett to find out who's been stealing from me. His efforts have been quite to my satisfaction so far."


  The old boy was a chess player.


  "Mr. Garrett found evidence of more heinous crimes. He's convinced me that some of you have been killing your comrades to gain a larger share of my legacy."


  "Sir!" Dellwood protested. The others stirred, looked at each other.


  "Mr. Garrett was a scout during his service, Dellwood. He tracked today's poacher back to our stable."


  He wasn't maundering or speaking imprecisely. He wanted them to think I'd done just that, not lost the trail in the fields. He wanted somebody to feel pressed.


  "Mr. Garrett has an excellent reputation for handling these things. I've asked him to find the killer. He's agreed. I have every confidence in his ability. I tell you all this by way of letting you know where you stand. If you're innocent, I want you to cooperate with him. The sooner it's wrapped up the better. If you're guilty, maybe you ought to put on your running shoes. Be advised that I shall hunt you as implacably as the hounds of hell. You've betrayed my trust. You have done me a hurt I can't forgive. I'm going to have your head and heart when I find you."


  I didn't look at him, though it was hard not to. The old devil had gone farther than I'd expected.


  By burning the will he'd eliminated the threat to the innocent. Nobody stood to gain now. If he died intestate, the estate could go to the Crown, which meant everyone lost. Even the poisoner ought to want to keep him alive till he wrote a new will.


  A clever man, General Stantnor. But he'd left me swinging in the breeze.


  "You understand your positions," he said. "Mr. Garrett. Ask what questions you like."


  Chain said, "Sir—"


  "No, Sergeant Chain. Mr. Garrett will ask. You're not to speak unless spoken to. We'll stay here till Mr. Garrett is satisfied."


  I said, "Mr. Garrett doesn't think he can stay awake that long."


  I'm not the kind of guy who can pull all the suspects together and expose a villain by weaving a web of clever questions. My style is bull in the china shop. It's jump in the pond and thrash till the frogs start jumping. I wished I had the Dead Man handy. One of his more useful talents is an ability to read minds. He could settle this in minutes.


  I still entertained the possibility of an outside force with motives unfathomable. The arguments against these people being involved had to be answered before I could discard that possibility.


  They looked at me, waiting. The General turned his gaze on me as though to say, show us the old Garrett razzle-dazzle, boy.


  "Anybody want to confess? Save us time and let us get to bed?"


  Nobody volunteered. Surprise, surprise. "I was afraid you'd be that way."


  Chain cracked, "I swiped a piece of rock candy from my sister when I was nine."


  "There's a start. A criminal mastermind in the budding. I don't think we need to go back quite that far, though. Let's confine ourselves to this morning. What did you do today, Sergeant Chain? Account for your time and movements. Tell us who you saw doing what, and who saw you doing what you were doing." This would get tedious before we finished nine stories. But it might do the job. Each story would add a color to the portrait of the morning. Every tale told true would leave our villain less room to hide.


  Chain got pissed. But before he could do more than grumble, Stantnor said, "I demand cooperation, Chain. Do exactly as Mr. Garrett says. Answer his questions without reservation. Or get off the estate. Followed by the knowledge that you've made yourself the prime suspect."


  Chain swallowed his protests. He didn't look at me like a guy who wanted to become my drinking buddy.


  I said, "Try to attach times to the major events of your day."


  "I don't pay no attention to what time it is. I'm too busy doing what I got to do. I mean, I do as much as I can. Ain't possible to get done everything that needs doing."


  "Thanks to our killer, who keeps taking away pairs of hands. Estimates will do. Once we've heard from everybody, it should be pretty clear who did what where and when. Go ahead. Just ramble along. Take all the time you need. You can't go into too much detail."


  Clever, clever Garrett sets himself up for an excruciating night. It took Chain forty-five minutes to tell me he hadn't done anything interesting and that, between breakfast and lunch, he'd seen only five other members of the household. Excepting Dellwood and Peters, those had been on the patrol.


  "Anybody disagree?" I asked. "Anybody want to call him a liar?"


  Nobody volunteered.


  "All right. Snake. You're uncomfortable here. How about we get you off the hook? Go ahead."


  Snake's story wasn't any more interesting than Chain's. He'd seen nobody in anything but innocent circumstances. Dellwood before they'd ridden out. The other hunters during the hunt. Peters when he'd come out with me. Then he'd gone back to his stables to get away. "I don't like people that much anymore," he confessed. "I ain't comfortable around them. Can I go now, General?"


  The old man had begun to doze, apparently. But he was alert enough. "You aren't concerned about what somebody might say if you're not here?"


  "No sir. I ain't got nothing to hide. And I'm getting awful uncomfortable." He looked like he was about to suffer a panic attack.


  The General looked at me. I shrugged.


  Stantnor handed me the key. "Up to you."


  I unlocked the door, held it for Snake. "Good night."


  As he passed me he whispered, "You come out when you're done. Maybe I can guess who done Hawkes."


  It didn't seem a good time to get hardassed. I just added him to a lengthening list of things to do while everybody slept. I closed the door, turned, glanced around, wondered if anyone had overheard. Their faces revealed nothing. But it had been a loud whisper.


  I took Wayne next. He was a bust. Cook would've talked all night and next day if I hadn't gotten her to edit some. She'd seen everybody and they'd seen her.


  Four down. Three hours gone. Five to go. A pattern had begun to develop. A trivial one, but a pattern. Dellwood had been seen too often to have had time for a ride in the country.


  I hadn't thought him much likelier than Cook, anyway.


  I had Peters go next. He resented having to be a suspect but he did what he had to do. The General seemed to be dozing again, but that meant nothing.


  Peters didn't tell me anything I didn't already know.


  He'd barely finished when Jennifer came to life. "Mr. Garrett. If that isn't a false name, too. How about me next? This's really wearing me down."


  "Welcome to the club. Go ahead."


  She hadn't done a damned thing all morning. She'd sat in her room knitting. Dellwood could attest to that. He'd found her there when he'd brought the news about Hawkes.


  Fine.


  "Can I go? I'm tired and I have a splitting headache."


  I could empathize. I was developing one myself. It was part of an oncoming cold that seemed to be a legacy of the weather. "Not yet. Bear with me. I'll try to hurry it along. Anyone want to go next?"


  No volunteers. I picked Tyler. He didn't bother to conceal his resentment as he described the events of his morning. They were dull. They dovetailed. They didn't point a finger. He added another Dellwood sighting to the list. "Kaid?" I said. "How about you?" Another dull tale, mostly to do with the patrol. The idea wasn't working out. Only Dellwood and Cook—ninety percent—were out of the noose. "Dellwood, it's probably a waste of time but go ahead."


  His report was only slightly less detailed than Cook's. He didn't put me on anybody's trail. Most everyone had had time to go do it to Hawkes. Well, you can't leave the stones unturned. "Thank you all for your patience and cooperation. I'll talk to you again, for as long as it takes. No killer is invulnerable. If you think of anything, let me know. I'll hold your name in confidence. You can go."


  They headed for the door in a pack, forgetting that I had the key. Jennifer remembered first. She hollered for it, as ladylike as a wolverine in a bad temper. I tossed it to her. "One thing, folks. I've seen another woman around the house." I described her. "I want to know who she is. Secret or not."


  Mostly they gave me baffled looks. A couple looked like they wondered about my sanity. They all went out except for Dellwood, who brought the key to the writing table. "I'll put the General to bed now, sir. If you don't mind."


  "I don't if he doesn't."


  "Go, Garrett," the old man said, proving he hadn't been asleep. "I'm not alert enough to continue. See me after breakfast."


  "Yes sir." I got up and went out. It was after midnight. I was tired. Should I grab a few hours? Sleeping would be a real problem now the old man had made me a target.


  No. Snake first. The way things were going, he probably didn't have anything I could use. On the other hand, he might. If he did I might not have to worry about getting the ax in my sleep anymore.


  I headed down the hall. And got distracted immediately.


  I spotted that woman again. She was on the balcony across from the head of the General's hall. My balcony. I froze, watched her just sort of drift along in a daydream. She didn't notice me. I darted to the stair leading to the fifth floor, stole to the east wing, crept down to the balcony below.


  All for nothing. She was gone.


  I'd have to trap her if I wanted to talk to her.


  I wanted to.


  The mind plays games. She was getting a grip on that part of me inexplicably immune to Jennifer's fetching charms.
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  As long as my room was just down the hall, I figured it would be wise to stop for some extra equipment. A sap and a sheath knife might not be enough if tonight's party got somebody excited.


  The bit of paper between the door and the doorframe was the way I'd left it. But it was a decoy, meant to flutter down and catch the eye. The real telltale was a hair I'd left leaning against the door two inches in from the handle side frame. It couldn't be replaced by somebody who stayed inside.


  The hair was out of place.


  Go on in? Or just walk away? I presumed somebody was waiting. There hadn't been time for a comprehensive search since the adjournment.


  I considered getting comfortable and waiting them out. But every minute I wasted was a minute longer before I heard from Snake.


  How about we just surprise the surprise party?


  I got a shield off the wall, a mace, dug my key out, turned it in the lock, kicked the door in hard enough to mash anybody waiting behind it, went in with the shield up to take the blow of somebody against the wall on the other side.


  Nobody. And it was dark in there. Someone had snuffed the lamp again.


  I backed into the hall fast, not wanting to stand there in silhouette. A man with a crossbow could fix me up good.


  Someone came toward the doorway, just far enough to be seen. "It's me." Morley Dotes.


  I glanced along the hall. Nobody. I went inside.


  "What the hell are you doing here?" I shucked the shield and felt around for a lamp.


  "Curiosity. Thought I'd see what was happening."


  I got the lamp going and the door shut. "You just walked in?"


  "Anybody could. They don't lock the doors."


  "How'd you find my suite?"


  He tapped his nose. "Followed my honker. We elves have a good sense of smell. Your suite is so heavy with the stink of meateater, it's easy to pick out."


  He was putting me on. "You're here. What do I do with you?"


  "Any developments?"


  "Yeah. There's another dead one. While I was in town this morning. So tonight the old man calls a meeting, tells everybody who I am and says I'm going to nail hides to the wall. Meantime, he burns his will. Anything from town?"


  "Saucerhead made some rounds. Didn't find much. Some of those medals, you know how many they handed out? Every hock shop in town has a bucket full. The only ones worth anything are the silver ones. People on the Hill are worried about their silver supply."


  The Hill is TunFaire's heart. All the biggies live there, including a gaggle of witches and wizards and whatnot who have to have their silver if they want to stay in business. Silver is to sorcery as wood is to fire. Since Glory Mooncalled whipped up on everybody in the Cantard, prices have soared.


  But that was of no concern now. "What about the candlesticks and stuff?"


  "He found a couple of things. Maybe. The people who had them didn't remember where they got them. Literally. You know Saucerhead. He can be convincing."


  Like a landslide. You didn't talk when he said talk, chances were you would real quick. "Great. There's a dead end."


  "He's going to try again tomorrow. Pity your thief didn't take something special so somebody would remember him."


  "Thoughtless of him. Look. I've got an appointment with a man who says he knows the killer. Maybe. I'd like to see him before he changes his mind about talking."


  "Lead on, noble knight." Morley rags me about being romantic and sentimental. He has his moments himself—like turning up here. He'd never admit he was concerned about me swimming in a school of sharks. He'd just claim he was curious.


  "This is a real haunted house," he muttered as we stole downstairs. "How can they stand it?"


  "Maybe they're right when they say there's no place like home. Maybe you don't notice after a while."


  "Who's the brunette I spotted when everybody charged out of the hall across the way?"


  "That's the daughter, Jennifer. A dead loss, near as I can tell."


  "Maybe you don't have what it takes."


  "Maybe not. But I think it's bad chemistry." We hit the bottom of the stairs. Nobody was around. We headed for the back door. There was a sliver of moon out, just enough to keep me from stumbling over things. Morley had no trouble. His kind can see inside a coffin.


  "At least it's straightforward. No dead gods. No vampires. No killer ogres. Just greedy people."


  I thought about the woman in white and hoped she wasn't supernatural. I didn't know how to deal with spooks.


  Morley grabbed me. "Somebody moving over there."


  I didn't see anything.


  Somebody tripped over something.


  "Heard us," Morley said. He took off.


  I went to the stable, called, "Snake? Where you at? It's Garrett."


  No answer. I stuck my head inside. I didn't see anything. The horses were restless, muttering in their sleep. I decided to circle around outside before I risked the inside.


  Wavering light spilled between boards on the north end, near the west corner. It was feeble, like the light of a single guttering candle. There was a narrow door. I'd found Snake's hideout. "Snake? You there? It's Garrett."


  Snake didn't answer.


  I opened the door.


  Snake wouldn't be answering anybody in this world again. Somebody had stuck a knife in him.


  It wasn't a good job. The thrust had gone in on the wrong side of his breastbone, piercing a lung. The tip of the dagger had lodged in his spine.


  Morley materialized. "Lost him." He looked at Snake. "Amateur work." Always a student, Morley. And always a critic.


  "Pros make mistakes if they're in a hurry with somebody tough. This guy was a commando, way I hear. Be hard to take him clean."


  "Maybe." Dotes dropped to his haunches, toyed with a cord twisted around Snake's neck. The killer had finished it the hard way. "Interesting."


  I'd started looking for physical evidence. A killer in a hurry could have dropped something. "What's that?"


  "This is a Kef sidhe strangler's cord."


  "A what?" I squatted beside him.


  "Kef sidhe. They have strict religious injunctions against spilling blood. They think if you spill blood, the murdered man's spirit can't pass on till he's been avenged. So they kill without spilling blood because murder is part of their religion, too. Using the cord is an art with them."


  I looked at the cord. It wasn't just a piece of rope.


  Morley said, "The master assassin makes his own cords. Making your own is the final rite of passage to master status. Look. The knot is like a hangman's knot, except the noose is round so it can be drawn with the hands pulling apart. These knots in the cord aren't really knots, they're braided over cork cones. They work like barbs on an arrowhead. The cord can be pulled through the knot in only one direction."


  It only took a second to see how that worked—with an example right there. I felt one of the tapered bulges in the cord. Morley said, "The cork crushes down going through the knot, expands again on the other side."


  "How do you get your cord off?"


  "They don't. They use it only once, then it's tainted. I've only ever seen one before. Cut off his own throat by a man I knew years ago. Excepting you, he was the luckiest guy I've ever known."


  I looked around, less interested in Snake than he was. If our killer wasn't good he was lucky. There wasn't a spot of physical evidence. "Kind of sad," I said.


  "Death usually is." Which was a surprise, considering the source. But Morley has been full of surprises as long as I've known him.


  "I mean the way he lived." I gestured at our surroundings. He'd lived like his horses. He'd slept on straw. His only piece of furniture was a paint-stained table. "This was a professional soldier. Twenty years in, mostly spent in the Cantard. Combat pay. Prize money. A man careful enough to stay alive that long would be careful about his money. But he lived in a barn, like an animal. Didn't even have a change of clothes."


  Morley grunted. "Happens. Want to bet he came out of the worst slum? Or off a dirt farm where they never saw two coppers the same month?"


  "No bet." I'd seen it. Raised poor, they can get pathological about squirreling it away for a rainy day—and death comes before the deluge. Sad way to live. I touched Snake's shoulder. His muscles were still knotted. He hadn't relaxed when he'd died. Curious.


  I recalled what Cook had told me about him. "Put it on his tombstone, he was a good Marine." I rolled him over in case there was something under him. There wasn't, that I could see.


  "Morley. It takes a guy awhile to strangle. Maybe whoever killed him tried that first, then stuck him. Instead of the other way around."


  He glanced around at the damage, which wasn't all that obvious, considering the state of the place. "Could be."


  "You ever try to strangle somebody?"


  He gave me a look. He didn't answer questions like that.


  "Sorry. I have. I was supposed to take out this sentry during a raid. I practiced before we went in."


  "That doesn't sound like you."


  "That was me then. I don't like killing and I didn't like it then, but I figured if I had to do it and wanted to get out, I'd better do it right."


  He grunted again. He was giving Snake's former downside the once-over.


  "I did it by the book. The guy was half-asleep when I got him. But I blew it. He threw me around like a ragdoll. He beat the shit out of me. And all the time I was hanging onto that damned rope. Only good I did was keep him from yelling till somebody could stick a knife in him."


  "The point?"


  "If you don't snap a guy's neck, he's going to fight you. And if he breaks loose, even with that Kef sidhe thing around his neck, he sees you and you got to make sure of him any way you can."


  "What you're sneaking up on is this Snake guy was stronger than whoever hit him. Like that Venageti soldier."


  I hadn't said the Venageti was stronger than me, but it was true. "Yes."


  "Somebody in the house probably has bumps and bruises. If someone from the house did this."


  "Maybe. Damn! Why couldn't I have had some luck this once?"


  "What do you mean?" He thinks my luck is outrageously good.


  "Why couldn't the killer leave something? A scrap of cloth. A tuft of hair. Anything."


  "Why not just wish for a confession?" Morley shook his head. "You're so slick, you slide right past yourself. He left you a dagger and a Kef sidhe strangler's cord. How exotic do you want to get? I told you how rare the cord is. How many daggers have you seen like this one?"


  It had a fourteen-inch polished steel blade, which was unusual, but the hilt made it especially interesting. It was black jade, plain except for being jade. But at its widest point, where the middle finger of the hand would rest, there was a small silver medallion struck with a two-headed Venageti military eagle.


  "A war souvenir?" Morley suggested.


  "An unusual one. Venageti. Nobody lower than a light Colonel would carry it. A battalion commander in their elite forces or a regimental commander or his second in the regulars."


  "Couldn't be a lot of those around, could there?"


  "True." It was a lead. Tenuous, but a lead. I looked down at Snake. "Man, why didn't you blurt it out when you had the chance?"


  "Garrett."


  I knew that tone. Morley's special cautionary tone he saves for when he suspects I'm getting involved. Getting unprofessional, he'd call it. Getting bullheaded and careless, too.


  "I have it under control. I just feel for the guy. I know what his life was like. It shouldn't have ended like this."


  "It's time to go, Garrett."


  "Yes."


  It was time. Before I got more involved emotionally.


  I walked away thinking the old saw, There but for the grace of the gods. . . . Over and over.
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  Morley wanted a crack at tracking whomever we'd heard fleeing. I gave him his head. He didn't accomplish anything.


  "It's not right, Garrett."


  "What?"


  "I'm getting a bad feeling. Not quite an intuition. Something beyond that. Like an unfounded conviction that things are going to turn real bad."


  Just so I couldn't ever call him a liar, somebody screamed inside the house. It wasn't a scream of pain and not quite one of fear, though there was fear in it. It sent those dread chills stampeding around my back. It sounded like a woman, but I couldn't be sure. I'd heard men scream like that in the islands.


  "Stay out of sight," I told Morley, and took off.


  The screams went on and on. I blew inside. They came from the west-side, third-floor balcony. I hit the stair running. Two flights up I slowed down. I didn't want to charge into something.


  The stairsteps were spotted with water drops and green stuff in bits and gobs. Under one lamp lay what looked like a dead slug. I poked it. It wiggled and I recognized it. It was a leech. I'd become closely acquainted with its relatives on that one swampy island.


  There was an awful smell in the air. I knew it from that island, too.


  What the hell?


  There was all kinds of racket up there now. Men yelled. Peters shouted, "Get one of those spears and shove it back down."


  Dellwood, with a squeak higher than the screaming, asked, "What the hell is it?"


  I moved upward carefully. I saw men against the head of the stairs, a couple with spears jabbing at something heaving on the stairs. There wasn't enough light to show it clearly.


  I had a suspicion.


  Draug.


  I got a lamp.


  I didn't want to see what I saw. That thing on the stair was something nobody ever wants to see, and whoever made it least of all.


  It was a corpse. One that had been immersed in a swamp. What folklore called a draug, a murdered man who could not rest in death while his killer went unpunished. There are a million stories about draugs' vengeance but I'd never expected to be a player in such a tale. They're apochryphal, not concrete. Nobody ever really saw one.


  Funny how the mind works. The thoughts you'd expect didn't come to me. All I could think was: why me? This shot hell out of my simple case.


  Peters yelled, "What do we do, Garrett?"


  Besides puke? "I don't know." You can't kill a draug. It's dead already. It would just keep coming till it wore them out. "Try to cut it up."


  Dellwood did upchuck. Chain shoved him aside, flailed away with the ax part of a halberd. A couple of fingers came wriggling down where I stood. They didn't lose their animation.


  "Hold it there. I'll come around the long way." I backed down to the balcony.


  As I retreated to the stair to the first floor, I spied the woman in white watching from the top balcony east, from a spot where she wouldn't be seen by the bunch above me. She looked more interested and animated than usual. Like she was enjoying herself. I tried to sneak up on her but she wasn't there when I got there.


  I wasn't surprised.


  I crossed through the loft, went down. The guys were hard at work, poking and hacking and stumbling over each other. Peters said, "This is getting old, Garrett."


  "I'll buy that. Who's it after?"


  "How the hell should I know?"


  "Who did the screaming?"


  "Jennifer. She ran into it down there somewhere. It followed her up here."


  "Where is she now?"


  "In her suite."


  "Hang in there. You're doing a great job." I started down the hall. Then came back. Kaid and Chain cursed me. I asked, "Who was it when it was alive?"


  Peters bellowed, "How the hell should I know?" He needed to work on his vocabulary. He was in a rut.


  "Catch you in a minute." I headed for Jennifer's suite, which was identical to her father's, apparently, one floor below. I tried the door at the end of the hall. Locked and barred. I pounded. "Jennifer. It's Garrett."


  I heard vague movement sounds. They stopped. She didn't open up.


  I wondered if I'd have the nerve, considering all the tricks the stories say draugs and haunts try.


  I tried again. She wasn't receiving callers. I rejoined the boys. They were hanging in there. Chunks of corrupt, stinking flesh were everywhere. And the draug kept coming. Stubborn cuss. I found a spot from which I could kibbitz. "Figure out who it was yet, Peters?"


  "Yeah. Spencer Quick. Disappeared two months ago. The clothes. Nobody dressed like Quick. Lots of black leather. Thought it made the women swoon. You bastard. You just going to stand there?"


  I rounded up a five-foot broadsword, the kind they'd used in knighthood days to bash each other into scrap metal. I tested its edge. Not bad, considering. I took up position out of the way, behind where the thing would emerge onto the balcony. "Let it come."


  "You're crazy," Kaid told me.


  Maybe. "Go ahead. Back off."


  "Do it," Peters said, trusting me way too much.


  They skipped away.


  The dead man came in a cloud of stench, dragging what was left of him, lurching into the wall. "What're you waiting for?" Wayne shrieked at me.


  I was waiting for the draug to jump its murderer, that's what. But it didn't.


  Of course.


  They all panicked, grabbed axes and swords, and started swinging. Six of them in a crowd like that, it was a miracle they didn't kill each other.


  I stood back and watched to see if anybody took advantage of the confusion to eliminate another heir.


  Now that they had room, they carved the draug into little frisky pieces. Didn't take them long, either. They were motivated. Wayne, Tyler, and Dellwood kept hacking away long after that was necessary.


  They backed off finally, panting. Everybody looked at me like they thought I ought to be next. I got the impression they weren't satisfied with my level of participation.


  "Well, then. That takes care of that. Be smart to collect up the pieces and burn them. Peters, you want to fill me in on this Quick? Who was he and how did he happen to go away without anybody thinking that was strange?"


  Chain exploded. Before he could get out a coherent sentence, I said, "Chain, I want you to come with me and Peters and Tyler. We're going to backtrack that thing."


  "Say what?" Chain gulped air. "Backtrack it?"


  "Yes. I want to see where it came from. Might tell us something useful."


  "Shit," he said, and started shaking. "I want to tell you, I'm scared. I don't mind admitting it. All my years in the Cantard I wasn't scared like I am now."


  "You never ran into anything like this. Not to worry. It's done."


  Peters said, "We have some other men missing, Garrett. Suppose more of those things turn up?"


  "Doesn't seem likely. Draugs don't run in packs. Usually." I recalled a couple of stories. There was the Wild Hunt, a whole band of dead riders who hunted the living. "You saw how slow it was. Stay alert. You can outmaneuver them. The thing to remember is, don't get excited. We might have wrapped this mess up if we'd let the draug go after whoever killed it."


  "Shit!" Chain swore. "It didn't care. It just wanted to get somebody. Anybody."


  "Maybe. So let's hit the trail." I tried to sound perky. "Another glorious night in the Corps." I didn't feel perky, not even a little. I was scared stiff. "Arm up if that makes you feel better. And get lanterns."


  Peters grumbled, "I hope you know what you're doing, Garrett."


  I didn't have the faintest. I was just rattling around, hoping something would shake loose.
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  "Tyler, move out to the left about ten yards. Chain, you go to the right. I don't see much of a trail. Keep an eye out." I disposed myself and Peters between them so we spanned thirty yards. We started from the base of the front steps. "Let's go."


  Peters said, "It was walking when it came. Wouldn't leave much of a trail."


  "Probably not. You going to tell me who Quick was before we carved him up?"


  "We?" Chain bellowed. "Will you listen to that shit?"


  "Calm down," Peters told him. "I know what he was doing. He was right. You should have told us, Garrett."


  "And warn the villain?"


  "He's pretty well warned now."


  "Safe, too. Oh. Add a name to the victim list. Somebody did it to Snake."


  Peters stopped, held his lantern overhead, glared at me. "You aren't kidding. Snake? Why the hell Snake?"


  I tried to recall who'd been sitting where when I'd let Snake out that door. Hell. Anybody with good ears could have heard. He'd used a stage whisper. Maybe he'd wanted the killer to know. Maybe he'd had something planned and it had turned in his hand. I wouldn't let a known killer get close enough to put a noose around my neck.


  "Here," Chain said. We moved over. A strip of rotten leather hung on a bush. We redeployed.


  I said, "You going to tell me about Quick?"


  "I can't," Peters said. "I didn't know him. He was almost as spooky as Snake. Stayed to himself, mostly. You had to use a pry bar to get three words out of him. He did fancy himself a lover. You want to find out about him, talk to the gals at the Black Shark. All I can tell you is he was somebody the General knew and thought he owed. Like all of us."


  I'd passed the Black Shark on the way to the Stantnor place. It was an evil-looking dive. I'd been considering taste-testing the house brew. Now I had business reasons to visit.


  "Chain. You know anything about him?"


  "Not me. Hell, sour as he was, I wasn't surprised when he walked. Him and the old man feuded all the time. He never gave a shit about the money, far as I know. He just didn't have nowhere else to go."


  "Tyler?"


  "I didn't know him, except he played a big role at the Black Shark. Guy was a werewolf, the way he changed personality when a woman was in sight. I figured he found somewhere he wanted to be more than he wanted to stay here."


  Great. The live ones were weird and the dead ones weirder.


  We were spread out just enough. We kept finding another trace just before we lost the trail. We adjusted and kept on. It was slow going.


  "Who do you think is doing it, Garrett?" Peters asked.


  "I don't have a clue."


  Chain said, "He'll pass the word when there's only one of us left."


  "That would work," I admitted.


  Tyler kicked in, "I'd have put money on Snake. He was kill-crazy in the islands. He'd go hunting alone if he went too long without action."


  I'd known a few like that, guys who got hooked on the killing. They hadn't made it through. Death has a way of devouring its acolytes.


  "Here," Peters said. He'd found a place in tall grass where the draug had stopped. The trail was easy now. The grass was trampled down.


  The trail pointed toward the swamp Peters had mentioned.


  I asked, "You ever heard of Kef sidhe?"


  "Kef she? What?"


  "Sidhe. As in the race sidhe. Kef sidhe are professional killers. Religious assassins."


  "No. Hell. The nearest sidhe are a couple thousand miles from here. I've never seen one."


  Neither had I. "They're something like elves."


  "What about them?"


  "Snake was strangled with a Kef sidhe strangler's cord. Not exactly a common item in these parts."


  Peters just looked baffled, near as I could tell by lantern light. Damn, he was ugly.


  "How about a Venageti colonel's dress dagger? Were there any souvenirs around?"


  "Black-handled thing with a silver medallion? Long blade?"


  "Yes."


  "Can I ask why?"


  "You can. I won't tell you till I know more about the knife."


  "Snake had one he took off a Venageti colonel that he snuffed during one of his private excursions," Chain said.


  "Damn!"


  "What's the matter?"


  "Somebody stuck it in him when the strangler's cord didn't work fast enough." Wouldn't you know it? Stuck with his own sticker. Hell, next thing I knew I'd find out he committed suicide.


  Our villain was probably more lucky than clever, full of tricks that were working out by accident.


  Chain said, "Holy shit," in a soft voice. "We got trouble."


  "What?" Peters demanded.


  "Look at this."


  We joined him. He held his lantern as high as he could.


  Now there were two trails through the grass, one a yard to the side of the other. Peters and I exchanged glances, then looked at Chain. "Tyler! Get over here."


  Tyler hadn't come. His lantern hung about two feet off the ground as he knelt to study something. "Wait a second."


  I asked, "What have you got?"


  "Looks like. . . ."


  Dark movement behind him. "Look out!"


  The draug grabbed Tyler by the throat and hoisted him into the air. His neck snapped. He made a sound like a rabbit's scream; his lantern fell and broke. Fire splashed the draug's feet. It lifted Tyler overhead, heaved him into the darkness, turned on the rest of us.


  "Spread out," I said.


  "You damn well better do more than watch this time," Chain told me.


  The fire blazed till the lantern's fuel was gone. The grass didn't catch. Neither did the draug. Both were too wet.


  "We'll cut it up," I said. "Like the other one."


  Chain said, "Let's don't talk, let's do."


  I didn't want to. But this draug wasn't particular about whom it stalked. It hated life. If it had been after Tyler specifically, it would have fallen down, done, revenge complete. But it wanted the rest of us, too.


  It didn't have much chance against three of us. We were faster and armed. But it kept coming. And coming. And coming. It's hard to cut a body up when it's chasing you.


  The horror and fear subsided after a few minutes. I got my head working. "Either one of you know who this was?"


  "Crumpet," Chain said. He concentrated like a clockmaker, making every move and stroke count.


  "Crumpet? What kind of name is that?"


  "Nickname," Peters said. "Real name was Simon Riverway. He didn't like it. Crumpet was all right. The ladies hung it on him in Full Harbor. Said he was a sweet bun."


  Weird. I unleashed a roundhouse cut at the draug's neck. It got a hand in the way. My stroke sheered halfway through its wrist, one bone's worth. The thing kept turning toward me while I was off balance, grabbing with its other hand.


  It grabbed hold of my sleeve. I thought I was a goner. Chain came in with a two-handed, overhead stroke, all his weight behind it. It hit the thing's shoulder hard enough to shake its hold. "I owe you one, Chain." I danced back a few yards, decided I'd follow Chain's example, and set my lantern down.


  The draug kept after me—which was fine with Peters and Chain. Peters jumped in behind and took a wild cut at its right Achilles tendon, hamstrung it on his backstroke.


  And it kept coming, though not as fast as it had.


  It seemed to take forever, but we wore it down. It fell and couldn't get up. We carved it up good to make sure, spending a lot of fear energy. Once we were finished, I recovered my lantern, said, "I think we'd better hole up till dawn. If there were two of them there might be more. We can explore later."


  "You said they don't run in packs," Peters said.


  "Maybe I was wrong. I don't want to find out the hard way. Let's get out of here."


  "First smart thing I've heard you say," Chain said. He examined Tyler. "Dead as a wedge. You think he's the one that killed them?"


  "I don't know. I wouldn't bet on it. That one didn't care who it killed. It just wanted to kill somebody."


  "Like the old joke about the hungry buzzard? Let's go. Before Tyler gets up and comes after us, too. I couldn't take that."


  I didn't argue. Draugs are supposed to be dead a few months before they get up, but I wasn't ready to field test the folklore.
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  As soon as we reached the house I went to check on Dellwood, Kaid, and Wayne. They were out back. They'd gotten a roaring bonfire going and were feeding it pieces of the first draug. I told them, "Throw it all in and get inside."


  "Sir?" Dellwood asked. He had his color back.


  "There may be more of them out. We ran into one who used to be called Crumpet. It killed Tyler. Let's not find out what else is waiting in the dark."


  They didn't fool around. They didn't ask questions. They pitched the draug in the fire and headed for the house. I glanced around as I followed, wondering what had become of Morley.


  The survivors gathered at the fountain. They were chattering about Snake and Tyler when I joined them. Wayne and Kaid held the opinion that the second draug had gotten the right man.


  I told them, "I'm not so sure. It just wanted to kill. It wasn't satisfied with Tyler. Dellwood, check the doors. Peters, are there other ways to get in?"


  "Several."


  "Take Chain and Kaid and check them out. We stay in threes till the sun comes up."


  "How come?" Chain asked.


  "I think the killer is working alone. If we're stuck with him, we'll outnumber him two to one."


  "Oh."


  Peters said, "Ask these guys about that sidhe thing."


  Right. "Dellwood. Wayne. Kaid. You know anything about Kef sidhe? Especially a Kef sidhe strangler's cord?"


  They frowned. Dellwood, puffing from his hasty trip to the doors, asked, "What's that?"


  I described the thing I'd found around Snake's neck.


  "The General had something like that in his study."


  Peters brightened. "Yes! I remember it. It was with a whole bunch of junk, whips and stuff, in the corner by the fireplace."


  I recalled the whips. I hadn't paid much attention. "Dellwood, next time you're up there, see if it's gone. Ask the General where it came from. And where it went if it's not there."


  Dellwood nodded. I hated to turn loose but I couldn't keep him on my suspect list. He just didn't seem capable. If I discounted Peters, who'd have to be crazy to hire me if he was guilty, I didn't have many suspects left.


  The others were thinking the same way. Chain, Kaid, and Wayne started giving each other plenty of room.


  Peters started to go.


  "Wait," I said. "There's one question I should've asked before. I've been too busy with murder to worry about theft. Does anybody have a drug habit? Or gamble? Or keep a woman on the outside?" All of those might explain the thievery.


  Everybody shook their heads.


  "Not even Hawkes or Snake or Tyler?" Three in one day. The old man wasn't going to be happy about the job I was doing, though he hadn't exactly hired me to keep people alive.


  "No," Peters said. "You don't stay alive in the Cantard if you're the slave of your vices."


  True. Though vice had been rampant in places like Full Harbor, where we'd taken our rare leaves and liberties. A hellhole for a kid, Full Harbor. But you learned what life was like there. You had no illusions when you left.


  Karenta hadn't yet evacuated Full Harbor, though Glory Mooncalled said they had to go. His deadline had passed. Something would happen down there soon. A really big explosion. And Glory Mooncalled wouldn't have his usual advantages. You can't outrun, out-maneuver, or even sneak up on a fortified city waiting for you. I doubted he had friends inside the walls. His enemies there would include Karenta's top sorcerers, against whom he had no defense.


  I didn't think he could take Full Harbor. But he had to try. He'd shot off his mouth one time too many. He was committed.


  The fate of Full Harbor meant nothing now, of course. We had our own siege here, a siege of horror.


  Peters's group split to make sure the house hadn't been penetrated. The rest of us stayed at the fountain, in reserve. After a while, I asked, "Dellwood, what do you figure on doing after the General passes?"


  He looked at me funny. "I never really thought about it, Mr. Garrett."


  That was hard to believe. I said so.


  Wayne chuckled. "Believe it, Garrett. This guy isn't real. He ain't here for the money. He's here to take care of the old man."


  "Really? And why are you here?"


  "Three things. The money. I got nowhere else to go. And Jennifer."


  I lifted an eyebrow. I hadn't gotten much chance to show off my favorite trick lately. "The General's daughter?"


  "The same. I want her."


  Pretty blunt, this one. "What's the General think?"


  "I don't know. I never brought it up. I don't intend to before he goes."


  "What do you plan to do with your share of the money?"


  "Nothing. Let it sit. I won't need it if I have Jenny, will I?"


  No, he wouldn't.


  "Which is why I ain't your killer, Mister. I don't have to skrag anybody to get half the estate."


  A point. "What's Jennifer think about this?" She hadn't shown any interest in Wayne.


  "Straight? She ain't exactly swept away. But she ain't got no other offers and she ain't likely to get none. When the time comes, she'll come around."


  What an attitude. He sounded like a guy who could work his way up a hit list fast.


  "What do you think about that, Dellwood?"


  "Not much, sir. But Miss Jennifer will need somebody."


  "How about you?"


  "No sir. I haven't the force of personality to deal with her. Not to mention the fact that she isn't a very pleasant person."


  "Really?" I was about to probe that when Wayne jumped up and pointed.


  There was a vague shape at the back door, not clearly visible through the glass. It rattled the door. I figured it was Morley. I walked toward the door slowly. Make him wait.


  Halfway there a face pressed against the glass. I was able to make out decomposed features. I stopped.


  "Another one. Don't panic. I don't think it can get in. If it does, stay out of its way." I returned to the fountain, settled, disturbed but not afraid. The draugs weren't particularly dangerous when you were ready for them.


  One in a night was unpleasant enough, but not that unreasonable—except for the assault on reason. In this world almost anything can happen and it does, but I'd never seen the dead get up and walk before. I'd never known anybody who'd seen it—unless you counted vampires. But they're a whole different story. They're victims of a disease. And they never really die, they just slip into a kind of limbo between life and death.


  Once was unpleasant, twice was doubly unpleasant, but three times was just too much to have been animated by hatred and hunger for revenge alone. Not all in the same night.


  Mass risings of the dead, in story and legend, were initiated from outside, by necromancers. By sorcerers.


  "Hey, uh, Dellwood. Anybody around here a trained sorcerer? Or even an amateur?"


  "No sir." He frowned. "Why?"


  I lied. "I thought we could use a little help laying some restless spirits."


  "Snake," Wayne said. "He could do some spooky stuff. Picked it up from a necromancer. He was her chief bodyguard for a while. He painted her picture and she taught him some tricks." He snickered. Must have been a variety of tricks. "He wasn't much good at it."


  "And he's dead."


  "Yeah. That's how you get off the hook around here."


  But. . . . "Suppose he could think like a sorcerer?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "What I. . . ? Let me reach. I was supposed to meet him. He was going to tell me who the killer was. He seemed sure he knew. He'd be wary. But somebody got to him despite his training and precautions. Suppose he knew that might happen? Suppose that, if he had a mind to, he could turn himself into a booby trap."


  "Somebody's a booby."


  "Flatterer. Look, it's in stories all the time. The curse that gets you after you kill a sorcerer. Suppose he fixed it so that, if he got killed, everybody else the killer killed would get up and go after him?"


  Wayne grunted. "Maybe. Knowing that spooky, paranoid bastard, he'd rig it so they'd get up and go after everybody."


  That fit, too. Sometimes I'm so brilliant I blind myself.


  So what? Suppose that was true? It explained the draugs but didn't settle anything. There was a killer on the loose—if that hadn't been Tyler. No way to know unless he struck again.


  If he had an ounce of brains, he'd retire while he had the chance to get out free.


  I have such confidence in human nature. "Gents, I'm bone tired. I'm going to bed."


  "Sir!" Dellwood protested.


  "That thing isn't going to get in." It was still trying.


  And getting nowhere. "Our killer, if he's still alive, has got a great out now. He can let Tyler take the rap."


  What you call planting a seed for the slow of wit.


  I was so tired, my eyes wouldn't stay open. I needed to set myself up with some safe time. "Good night, all."
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  Morley was in my sitting room when I arrived. He had his feet up on my writing table. "You're getting old, Garrett, you can't take one long night anymore."


  "Huh?" I was right on top of things. We investigator types have minds like steel traps. We're always ready with a snappy comeback.


  "Heard your speech to the troops, shucking them so you can make with the snores."


  "My second long night in a row. How'd you get in? Thought we had the place buttoned up."


  "You might. Trick is, walk in before the buttoning starts. You went off chasing the walking dead. I just strolled around front and let myself in. Poked around the house some, came up here when the troll woman started rattling pots and pans."


  "Oh." I got the feeling my repartee lacked something tonight. Or this morning. The first ghost light of dawn tickled the windows.


  "I looked through the kitchen. The things you people eat. The sacrifices I make."


  I didn't ask. Cook favored basic country cooking, heavy stuff, meat and gravy and biscuits. Lots of grease. Though Morley might have liked what she'd had for lunch my first meal here.


  He was saying he planned to stay around. He went a little farther. "I figure you can use a ghost to balance off theirs."


  "Huh?" I wasn't making a comeback.


  "I'll haunt the place. Roam around where they're not looking, doing things you'd do if you weren't busy keeping them calmed down."


  That made sense. I had a list of a hundred things I wanted to do, like look for hidden passageways and sneak into people's rooms to snoop. I hadn't had time for them and probably wouldn't because somebody would be in my pocket constantly.


  "Thanks, Morley. I owe you one."


  "Not yet. Not quite. But we're getting up close to even."


  He meant for a couple of tricks he'd pulled on me back when. The worst was having me help carry a coffin with a vampire in it he'd given a guy he didn't like. He hadn't warned me for the good reason that, if I'd known, I wouldn't have helped. I hadn't known till the vampire jumped up.


  I'd been a little put out.


  He'd been paying me back with little favors ever since.


  He said, "Fill me in so I won't go reinventing the wheel."


  I got myself a handkerchief first. "This cold feels like it'll turn bad. My head's starting to feel like the proverbial wool pack."


  "Diet," he told me. "You eat right, you don't get colds. Look at me. Never had a cold in my life."


  "Maybe." Elves don't get colds. I gave him the full account as I would've given it to the Dead Man. I kept an eye on him, watching for giveaways. He finds ways to profit when he weasels his way in to help me. I'd watched him enough to recognize that moment when he grabs onto something.


  The obvious way here would be to recruit a gang to loot the place. That would be easy. Not so easy would be eluding an excited and bloodthirsty upper class afterward. Not that that would intimidate him much.


  They might not have much use for General Stantnor, but as a class they couldn't tolerate the precedent. Every stormwarden, firelord, sorcerer, necromancer, whatnot, would join in to pass out the exemplary torments.


  "We have three separate things going, then," Morley said. "Thievery. Slow murder, maybe. Mass murder. You have the wheels turning on the thievery. So forget that. The General. . . . The thing to do is let me and a doctor look at him. On the other killer, the only thing you can do is keep talking to people. Eliminating suspects."


  "Go teach grandma to suck eggs, Morley. This is my business."


  "I know. Don't be so touchy. I'm just thinking out loud."


  "You agree Dellwood and Peters look unlikely?"


  "Sure. They all do. The old man is bedridden and probably couldn't be fixed up with a motive anyway."


  I hadn't considered the General.


  "The Kaid character is too old for the pace and not strong enough to shove these other guys around."


  "Maybe. Sneakiness is the killer's trademark, though. An old man would be sneaky."


  "Sure. Then there's the Wayne character, who plans to marry money. So who does that leave if everybody else is honest?"


  "Chain." Obnoxious, argumentive, overweight Chain, to whom I'd taken an instant dislike.


  "And the daughter. And the outside possibility. Not to mention maybe somebody who went away but didn't disappear because he'd been murdered."


  "Wait. Wait. Wait. What's that?"


  "You have four men who rode off into the sunset, right? Snake Bradon's presumptive necromancy recalled three. Where's the other one? Which one was he? What were the will provisions regarding those men?"


  I didn't recall. One had gotten cut out, I'd heard that. But if somebody was good for a share even if he wasn't around, and everybody thought he was gone, or dead now, he'd be in great shape to do dirty deeds, then turn up for the reading of the will.


  "Whoever got Hawkes headed for the house here."


  "You lost the trail."


  True. "If it was somebody who isn't on the inside, he wouldn't know about the General burning the will."


  "Yes. He might keep on keeping on."


  True again. "Somebody tried giving me the ax."


  "There's that. But it could be related to your other problems."


  "Morley, trying to puzzle it out will drive me crazy. I don't want to bother."


  He gave me a look something short of a sneer. "Good thinking. You're goofy enough now."


  I said, "Look, at this point what I do is just bull around and try to make things happen. When the bad boys get nervous, they do something to give themselves away."


  Morley chuckled. "You have style, Garrett. Like a water buffalo. What good will bulling around do if your villain was Tyler?"


  "Not much," I admitted.


  "What about the cook? If she's been around four hundred years, she might think the family owes her a fatter chunk than the old man was going to give her."


  I'd considered that in light of the fact that the non-human races don't think like us and trolls are pretty basic. Somebody gets in a troll's way, the troll flattens him.


  "Cook's time is accounted for when Hawkes got it. Not to mention, if she was on a horse and her weight didn't kill it, it would leave tracks a foot deep."


  "It was an idea. How's she look for poisoning the old man?"


  I shrugged. "She's got means and opportunity but I come up short on motive. She raised him from a pup. I'd think there'd be some love of a sort."


  He snorted. "You're right. We're not going to reason it out. Sleep on it. I'll go haunt."


  "Don't walk into the bedroom," I warned him. "I have an ax rigged to carve sneaky visitors." I'd decided to go back to the featherbed. The floor in the dressing room was too hard. Maybe I'd move later, like I'd been thinking.


  Morley nodded. Then he flashed a grin. "Wish there was your usual compliment of honeys in this one. That would make it a lot more interesting."


  I couldn't argue with that.
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  It seemed I'd just drifted off when somebody started pounding on the door—though the light through the window said otherwise. I cursed whomever and rolled over. I'm not at my best when wakened prematurely.


  In the process of rolling I cracked my eyes. What I saw didn't register. It was impossible. I wriggled into the down, the old hound searching for perfect comfort.


  I sat up like I'd gotten a pin in the sitter.


  The blonde smiled faintly as she drifted out my bedroom door. I didn't even yell, I just gaped.


  She'd been sitting on the edge of the bed looking at me. She'd gotten in without getting carved up. I checked the booby trap. It sat there looking back, loaded and ready to splash blood over half a county if some villain should cooperate and trip it. Just sitting here waiting, boss.


  And the door was open.


  It hadn't worked.


  That gave me the spine chills. Suppose it hadn't been my lovely midnight admirer? Suppose it had been somebody with a special gift? I imagined being stuck to the bed like a bug with a pin through him.


  By the time I got through the supposes and lumbered out of the bedroom, the blonde was gone. Without having used the hall door, where some obnoxious fellow was pounding away, trying to get my attention. He'd gotten my goat already.


  I collected my head-knocker and went to see who wanted me up at such an unreasonable hour—whatever hour it was.


  "Dellwood. What's happened now?"


  "Sir? Oh. Nothing's happened. You were supposed to see the General this morning, sir."


  "Yeah. Sorry. I was too busy snoring to remember. Missed breakfast, didn't I? Hell. I needed to diet anyway. Give me ten minutes to get presentable."


  He looked at me like he thought it might take me a year longer than that. "Yes sir. I'll meet you there, sir."


  "Great."


  I'm getting old. It took more than ten minutes. It was twenty before I started hoofing it across the loft to the old man's wing. I wondered about the blonde. I wondered about Morley. I wondered why I didn't just go home. These people were nuts. Whatever I did, I wasn't going to strike any blow for truth and justice. Ought to fade away and come back in a year, see how things stood then.


  I was in a great mood.


  Dellwood was waiting in the hallway outside the General's door. He let me in. The preliminaries followed routine. Dellwood went out. Kaid followed after making sure the fire was the size and heat of the one that's going to end the world. I sweated. The General suggested, "Sit down."


  I sat. "Did Dellwood bring you up to date?"


  "The events of the night? He did. Do you have any idea what happened? Or why?"


  "Yes. Surprisingly." I told him about Snake's whisper, our date, how I'd found him. "Dellwood suggested the cord might have come from this room."


  "Kef sidhe? Yes. I have one. Inherited from my grandfather. He collided with the cult around the turn of the century, when he was a young lieutenant sent to battle the crime rings on the waterfront. They were bad back then. One of the non-human crime lords had imported some sidhe killers. The cord should be there with the whips and such."


  I checked. "Not here now." I wasn't racked with amazement. Neither was he. "Who could have gotten it?"


  "Anyone. Anytime. I haven't paid attention to it in years."


  "Who knew what it was?"


  "Everybody's heard me maunder on about my grandfather's adventures. And about the adventures of every other Stantnor who ever was. Since my son's death there's been no future to look to. So I relive the glories of the past."


  "I understand, sir. He was a good officer."


  He brightened. "You served under him?"


  Careful, Garrett. Or you'll spend your stay having the old boy bend your ear. "No sir. But I knew men who did. They spoke well of him. That says plenty." Considering how enlisted men discuss their officers.


  "Indeed." He knew. He drifted off to another time, when everyone was happier—or at least he remembered them being happier. The mind is a great instrument for redesigning history.


  He came back suddenly. Apparently the past wasn't all roses either. "A disastrous night. Talk to me about those dead men."


  I gave him my theory about Snake having raised them.


  "Possible," he said. "Entirely possible. Invisible Black was the sort of bitch who'd think it an amusing practical joke to arm an untutored Marine with the weapons to accomplish something like that."


  The name meant nothing to me except that another sorceress had adopted a ridiculous handle. Her real name was probably Henrietta Sledge.


  "Have you nothing positive to report, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Not yet."


  "Any suspects?"


  "No sir. Everybody. I'm having trouble making sense of the situation. I don't know the people well enough yet."


  He looked at me like he was thinking I should be living up to one of those Corps mottos like "The difficult we do immediately, the impossible takes a minute longer."


  "What will you do now?"


  "Poke around. Talk to people till I get hold of something. Shake it. I had one thought during the night. The man who's been picking the rest off could be one who apparently left you—if he thought he could turn up for the reading of your will."


  "No sir. Each man executed an agreement when he joined me in retirement. To remain eligible he'd have to remain here."


  I lost some respect for him there. He'd bribed them and indentured them so he wouldn't be alone. He was no philanthropist. His motives were completely selfish.


  General Stantnor was a mask. Behind it was someone who wasn't very nice.


  I wouldn't call it an epiphany but it was an intuition that felt true. This was a mean-spirited old man in a carefully crafted disguise.


  I examined him more closely. His color wasn't good this morning. His respite was over. He was on the road to hell again.


  I reminded myself it wasn't my place to judge.


  Then I reminded myself that when I remind myself, what I'm doing is looking for justification.


  Someone knocked. That saved me confusion and stole the General's opportunity to get righteous.


  I'd sensed that coming.


  "Enter."


  Dellwood opened the door. "There's a Mr. Tharpe to see Mr. Garrett."


  The General looked at me. I told him. "That's the man I had trying to trace certain items."


  "Bring him up, Dellwood."


  Dellwood closed the door. I asked, "Here?"


  "Is he likely to report something you don't want me to hear?"


  "No. It just seemed an inconvenience to you."


  "Not at all."


  Hell. He was fishing for entertainment again. He didn't care what Saucerhead had to tell me, much. He just didn't want to be alone.


  "Mr. Garrett, could I impose on you to build the fire a little?"


  Damn. I was hoping he wouldn't notice it was down to a volcanic level. I wondered if Kaid had a full-time job just hauling in fuel.


  Saucerhead arrived lugging a bag. In his paw it seemed small. He hulks like a cave bear. Dellwood seemed a little intimidated. The old man was impressed. He cracked, "Cook sees him, she'll fall in love." That was the first I'd heard him try for humor. "That'll be all, Dellwood." Dellwood got out.


  Saucerhead wiped his brow and said, "Why don't you open a goddamned window? Who's the old prune, Garrett?"


  "The principal. Be nice."


  "Right."


  "What's up?" I was surprised he'd make a trip out, considering what he was getting paid.


  "I maybe found some of the stuff." He dumped the sack on the writing table. Silver candlesticks. They wouldn't have been remarkable if silver hadn't become important lately.


  "General?" I asked. "This your stuff?"


  "Look on their bases. If they belong to the family, there'll be a seahorse chop beside the smith's."


  I looked. Little sea critters. "We have a lead, looks like. What's the story, Saucerhead?"


  Saucerhead has a kind of pipsqueak voice when he's just making conversation. Doesn't go with his size at all. He said, "I was jawing with some guys at Morley's last night, bitching about the job. Looked like it wasn't going anywhere. Talking about this and that, you know how it is. Then this one guy asks did I think there might be a reward for the stuff. I didn't know, you never told Morley if there was or not, so I said maybe and did he know something?"


  "To make a long story short?"


  "He knew some fences I didn't. Outside guys. So this morning I go to check them. First one I hit, he has the sticks. We talk a little, I threaten a little, he blusters a little, I make mention of how I know he don't have a connection with the kingpin and I happen to know Chodo personal, would he like me to arrange an introduction? All of a sudden he's eager to help. He loans me the sticks. I promise to bring them back."


  Which meant he would and, if the General tried to grab them, Saucerhead would walk through him and the rest of the house. He keeps his promises.


  "Got you. Can the fence finger the thief?"


  "He don't know squat. Bought the stuff wholesale from somebody out in the country. He'll sell the wholesaler's name."


  "Did you follow that, General?"


  "I believe so. This dealer in stolen goods bought the candlesticks from another dealer closer to home, here. For a price he'll sell the man out."


  "That's it."


  "Go beat it out of him."


  "It doesn't work that way, General. He offered a straight deal. We should follow through on those terms."


  "Deal with criminals as though they were honorable men?"


  "You have all your life, with those bandits off the Hill. But let's not argue. We have a lead. We could settle the theft problem today. Saucerhead. How much does he want?"


  I was thinking long-term now. An unconnected fence? He'd need friends. He could be nurtured and stroked on the head and maybe become a good source someday. If he stayed alive. People aren't scared of fences the way they're scared of Morley Dotes or Chodo Contague.


  Saucerhead named a price that was pleasantly low. "It's a bargain, General. Go with it. How much more are you willing to lose to avoid spending a few marks?"


  "Collect from Dellwood. He handles the household monies."


  That sounded like a cue for me to get away from a place where I was uncomfortable. "I'll take care of this, sir."


  Maybe Stantnor sensed my discomfort. He didn't protest. But there was a glimmer of hurt in his eyes.


  I'd never seen it in an old person before, but I'm not around them much. I'd seen it in children, the pain when an adult doesn't have time to be bothered with them.


  That hit me in the spot where I think of myself as one of the good guys. Guilt. Its lack is something I envy Morley. Morley never feels guilty. Morley does what he wants or has to do and is puzzled by the behavior of those of us who had mothers. Where does it come from, that niggling little nasty?
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  Saucerhead said, "That old boy didn't look good, Garrett. What's he got?"


  "I don't know. You're going to help me find out."


  "Say what?"


  "Dellwood, the General said give my friend enough to cover some upcoming expenses. How much do you need, Saucerhead?" Hand him a chance to make his trip worth the trouble.


  He didn't bite. Not very big. "Twenty. The guy tries to jack me up, I'll pull his ears off." He would. And wrap them with a bow.


  "Get the name, then get the guy. Right? But find a doctor somewhere and bring him out here, too."


  "A doctor? You lost me somewhere, Garrett. What you want a doctor for?"


  "To look at the old man. He's got a thing about croakers. Only way to get one close is fool him. So you do that. All right?"


  "You're paying the freight."


  "Hurry all you can."


  "Right." He was supposed to be too simple for sarcasm but I smelled a load there.


  Dellwood gave him twenty marks. He left. I went to the front door, watched him head out in a buggy he'd probably rented from Playmate, a mutual friend. I grumbled about his expenses. The old man had given me a nice advance but I hadn't counted on quite so many expenses.


  Dellwood joined me. "May I ask what that was all about, sir?"


  "You can ask. Don't mean I'll tell you. Part of the job. You going to tell the General I'm sneaking a doctor in on him?"


  He gave it a think. "No sir. It's appropriate. Except for yesterday he's been sinking fast. He's pretending to bear up today, but last night is gnawing at him, too. If there's a way. . . . Let me know if I can aid in the deception."


  "I will. I have a lot to do today." Like what? Not that much specific. "I'll let you know before Tharpe gets back."


  "Very well, sir."


  We parted. I went upstairs to see if Morley was in the suite. He'd have a part to play. As I reached the top balcony I spied my friend in white across the way. I waved. She surprised me by waving back.


  Morley wasn't there. Just like him, not to be handy when I needed him. Thoughtless of him. I grabbed my coat and headed out.


  The blonde was still there. She wasn't watching for me. I decided to take one more crack at sneaking up on her. Slipped up to the loft, across, went down.


  Ha! Still there!


  Only. . . . My imagination had run away with me. This wasn't my blonde. This was Jennifer wearing white and not the same white the blonde wore. She smiled kind of sadly as I approached her. "What's the matter?" I asked.


  "Life." She leaned her elbows on the rail. I joined her, leaving a few feet between us. Below, our hero remained locked in mortal combat with the dragon. Chain passed without giving them a glance. I knew how the knight felt. Us heroes like to be applauded for our efforts.


  I answered Jennifer with one of those "Uhm?" noises that mean you'll listen if your companion wants to share her troubles.


  "Am I ugly, Garrett?"


  I glanced at her. No. She wasn't. "Not hardly." I've known several equally gorgeous women who were more insecure about their looks than your less-than-average-looking ladies. "The guy who didn't notice would have to be dead."


  "Thanks." Trace of a smile, trace of warmth. She moved maybe three inches closer. "That helps." Half a minute. "But nobody does notice. Even that I'm female."


  How do you tell a woman it isn't her looks, it's her inside? That, nice as she looks, she feels like a black widow spider?


  You don't. You fib a little to avoid the cruelty and hate.


  Even standing close, with her radiating a need to be wanted, I couldn't find any interest inside me.


  I began to worry about me.


  "You don't notice me."


  "I notice you plenty." Only somebody with very skewed standards, like maybe a ratman, would call her hard on the eyes. "But I'm taken." That's always an out.


  "Oh." That infinite sorrow again. That's what it was. Sorrow. Sorrow that stretched back to the dawn of her days. An abyss that could gobble the world. "What's her name?"


  "Tinnie. Tinnie Tate."


  "Is she attractive?"


  "Yes." The redhead is in the same class as Jennifer. That is, the howl-at-the-moon class. But we have our problems, one of which is that we aren't going anywhere. Sort of a can't-live-with-and-can't-live-without arrangement, neither of us with enough confidence to risk commitment.


  I might have, with Maya. . . . Or maybe she just said she was going to marry me so often that I accepted the possibility. I wondered what she was doing. Wondered if I was supposed to track her down. Wondered if she'd ever be back.


  "You're awful thoughtful, Garrett."


  "Tinnie does that to me. And this place. . . . This house. . . ."


  "Don't be apologetic. I live here. I know. It's a sad place. A ghost town all by itself, haunted by might-have-beens. Some of us live in the past and the rest live for a future that'll never come. And Cook, who lives in another world, is the rock that holds us together."


  She wasn't so much talking to me as putting feelings into words.


  "There's a road down front, Garrett. Less than half a mile away. Its other end is TunFaire, Karenta, the world. I haven't been past the front gate since I was fourteen."


  "How old are you now?"


  "Twenty-two."


  "Who's holding you here?"


  "Nobody but me. I'm afraid. Everything I imagine I want is out there. And I'm afraid to go see it. When I was fourteen, Cook took me to the city for the summer fair. I wanted so badly to go. It's the only time I've ever been off the estate. It terrified me."


  Odd. Most beautiful women don't have much trouble coping because they've had attention all their lives.


  "I know my future. And it frightens me, too."


  I looked at her, thinking she meant Wayne. I'd be disturbed, too, if I were the object of such plans.


  "I'll stay here, in the heart of my fortress, and turn into a crazy old woman while the house crumbles around me and Cook. I'll never find nerve enough to hire the workmen to put it right. Strangers scare me."


  "It doesn't have to be that way."


  "It has to. My destiny was laid down the week I was born. If my mother had survived. . . . But she probably wouldn't have changed things. She was a strange woman herself, from what I hear. Daughter of a firelord and a stormwarden, raised in an environment almost as cold as mine, betrothed to my father by arrangement between his parents and hers. They never met before their wedding day. My father loved her, though. What happened really hurt him. He never mentions her. He won't talk about her. But he has her picture in his bedroom. Sometimes he just lies there and stares at it for hours."


  What do you say when somebody tells you something like that? You can't kiss it and make it better. Not much you can do. Or say. I said, "I'm going to take a walk. Why don't you get a wrap and come along?"


  "How cold is it?"


  "Not too bad." Winter was just blustering and fussing, bluffing, too cowardly to jump in there and bully the world. Which was fine with me. Winter isn't my favorite season.


  "All right." She pushed away from the rail and walked to the stairs, down, headed for her own suite. I tagged along, which was fine till we neared her door. Then she got nervous. She didn't want me inside.


  Fine. For now her fortress would remain inviolate. I retreated halfway down the hall.


  If I'd had doubts about her lack of social skills, they disappeared when she returned in less than a minute. I've never known a woman who didn't spend half an hour changing her shoes. She'd done that and had donned a very sensible, military-type winter coat that, surprisingly, was flattering because it centered attention on her face. And that face made me wince because such beauty was shut up here, wasted. Such beauty, like a great painting, should be out for all to appreciate.


  We went downstairs and through that hall between the Stantnor forebears, all of whom noted our passing with grave disapproval. So did Wayne, who maybe thought I was trying to beat his time.


  It wasn't as mild as I'd promised. The wind had picked up since Saucerhead's departure. It had a good bite but Jennifer didn't notice. We descended the steps. I set course along the path that Chain, Peters, Tyler and I had taken last night.


  I asked, "Would you like to see the city? If you could do it without too much discomfort?" I had in mind turning Saucerhead loose on her. He has a knack for making women comfortable—though his taste runs to gals about five feet short.


  "It's too late. If you're trying to save me."


  I didn't say anything to that. My attention was on last night's trail.


  "I saw something strange today," Jennifer said, shifting subject radically. "A man I don't know. I went up where you found me looking for him, but he wasn't there anymore."


  Morley. Had to be. "Maybe my blonde's boyfriend."


  She glanced at me sharply, the first time she'd looked up since we'd left the house. "Are you making fun of me?"


  "No. Of a situation, maybe. I see a woman, over and over. Nobody else sees her. At least, nobody admits she's there. But now you're seeing ghosts, too."


  "I saw him, Garrett."


  "I didn't say you didn't."


  "But you don't believe me."


  "I don't believe or disbelieve. The first rule of my business is keep an open mind." The second is remember that everybody lies to you.


  That seemed to satisfy her. She didn't speak again for a while.


  We came to the place where Tyler died. Tyler wasn't there. Neither was the draug. I walked around trying to discover what had happened. I couldn't. I hoped Peters and the others had collected them. I'd have to find out.


  The wind was biting, the grass was brown, the sky was gray, and the brooding Stantnor place loomed like a thunderhead of despair. I glanced at the orchard, all those bare arms reaching for the sky. Spring would come for the trees but not for the Stantnors.


  "Do you dance?" I asked. Maybe we could force gaiety into the place at swords' points.


  She managed a joke. "I don't know. I've never tried."


  "Hey! We're making headway. Next thing you'll be smiling."


  She didn't respond for half a minute, then bushwhacked me again. "I'm a virgin, Garrett."


  Not exactly a surprise. It figured. But why tell me?


  "The other day when you caught me in your stuff, I thought you were the man who would change that. But you aren't, are you?"


  "I don't think so."


  "Peters warned me—"


  "That I have a reputation? Maybe. But the way this is, it wouldn't be right. It has to be right, Jennifer." Carefully, carefully, Garrett. Hell hath no fury, and all that. "You shouldn't want to do it just because you don't want to be a virgin. You should do it because that's what you want to do. Because you're with someone special and you want to share something special."


  "I can get preached at by Cook."


  "Sorry. Just trying to tell you how I think. You're a lovely woman. One of the most beautiful I've ever met. The kind men like me only dream about. I'd take you up on it in a second, if I was a guy who could just use a woman and discard her like a gnawed bone, and not care how much she hurts."


  That seemed to help.


  Believe me, all that analysis and nimble-footing had me real nervous, prancing around a lot of mixed feelings.


  "I think I understand. It's actually kind of nice."


  "That's me. Mr. Nice Guy. Talk myself out of the winner's circle every time."


  She gave me a look.


  "Sorry. You're not used to my brand of wit."


  I was following the backtrails of the draugs slowly now, climbing a gentle slope toward the family cemetery. Jennifer seemed too preoccupied to notice. After we'd walked another fifty yards, she stopped. "Would you do one thing for me?"


  "Sure. Even what we were talking about, if it ever becomes right."


  Strained little smile. "Touch me."


  "Huh?" I was back into my trick bag of brilliant repartee.


  "Touch me."


  What the hell? I reached out, touched her shoulder. She raised her hand, grabbed mine, moved it to her cheek. I rested my fingers there gently. She had the silkiest skin I'd ever touched.


  She started shaking. I mean shaking bad. Tears filled her eyes. She turned away, embarrassed or frightened. After a while she turned back and we started walking again. As we reached the low rail fence around the cemetery, she said, "That was almost as much."


  "What?"


  "Nobody ever touched me before. Ever. Not since I was old enough to remember. Cook did, I guess, when I had to be changed and burped and all those things you do with babies."


  I stopped dead, faced that grim old mansion. No wonder it was so goddamned bleak. I faced her. "Come here."


  "What?"


  "Just come here." When she stepped closer, I pulled her into a hug. She went as rigid as an iron post. I held her a moment, then turned loose. "Maybe it's not too late to start. Everybody's got to touch sometime. You're not human if you don't." I understand what she wanted when she wanted to stop being a virgin. Sex had nothing to do with it. She might not realize it consciously but she thought sex was the price she had to pay for what she needed.


  How many times has Morley told me I'm a sucker for cripples and strays? More than I like to remember. And he's right—if you call wanting to ease pain being a sucker.


  I stepped over the cemetery fence, held her hand as she followed. She caught the hem of her dress, which wasn't exactly designed for a stroll in the country. She cursed softly. I helped her keep her balance while she worked it loose, looking around as she did so. My gaze fell on a tombstone less aged than most, as simple a marker as there was there. Just a small slab of granite with a name: Eleanor Stantnor. Not even a date.


  Jennifer stepped over to it. "My mother."


  That was all? That was the resting place of the woman whose death had warped so many lives and turned the Stantnor place into the house of graydom? I would've thought he'd built her a temple. . . . Of course. The house had become her mausoleum, her memorial. The house of broken dreams.


  Jennifer shuddered and moved closer. I put my arm around her. We had a biting cold wind, a gray day, and a graveyard. I needed to be close to somebody, too.


  I said, "I've reconsidered. Somewhat. Spend the night with me tonight." I didn't explain. I didn't say anything more. She didn't say anything, either, neither in protest, shock, or accusation. She stiffened just the slightest, the only sign she'd heard me.


  It was an impulse, almost, kicked up by that part of me that hates to see people hurting.


  Maybe there's such a thing as karma. Our good deeds get their reward. A small thing, but if I'd overcome that impulse, I'd probably be dead.
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  We stood looking at the tombstone. I asked, "Do you know much about your mother?"


  "Only what I told you, which is all Cook ever told me. Father won't say anything. He fired everybody after she died, except Cook. There wasn't anyone else to tell me."


  "What about your grandparents?"


  "I don't know anything about them. My grandfather Stantnor died when I was a baby. My grandmother Stantnor went when my father was a boy. I don't know who they were on my mother's side except that they were a stormwarden and a firelord. Cook won't tell me who they were. I think something bad happened to them and she doesn't want me to know."


  Ting! A little bell rang inside my head.


  A favorite pastime of our ruling class is plotting to snatch the throne. Though we haven't lately, sometimes we go through periods when we change kings like underwear. We had three in one year, once.


  There'd been a big brouhaha when I was eight, maybe seven. About the time Jennifer had been born. An assassination attempt had gone awry and had been so blackhearted at its core that the would-be victim had gotten so righteously pissed off, he'd made a clean sweep. Not a bit of forgive-and-forget. Necks got stretched. Heads and bodies went their separate ways. Arms and legs got hauled around the kingdom and buried individually beneath crossroads. Great estates got confiscated. It hadn't been a good time to be related to the conspirators, however remotely.


  From my neighborhood it had been great fun, watching the ruling class chase its tail and get it caught in a door. Or some such mixed metaphor. When those things come up, everybody on the outside hopes that crowd will wipe themselves out. But they never do. They just select out the least competent schemers.


  Shouldn't be hard to find out who her grandparents had been. "Would you want to know?" I asked. "Is it important to you?"


  "It's not important. It wouldn't change my life. I don't know if I care anymore." After some silence, "I used to dream about them when I was little. They were going to come take me home to their palace. I was really a princess. They'd sent me and my mother here to hide us from their enemies, only something happened. Maybe they'd forgotten where they'd hidden us. I don't know. I never figured out why they never came. I just pretended that they would, someday."


  A common childhood mind game. But, "It could be true, Jennifer. Things were unsettled politically in those days. It's possible the marriage was arranged to put your mother out of harm's way. With your grandparents dead, your father might have been the only one left who knew who your mother was."


  "You're kidding."


  "No. I was young but I remember those days. Some people tried to kill the King. They blew it. He went crazy. A lot of people died, including some who had nothing to do with the plot." Sometimes you tell the white lie. Wouldn't hurt to leave her the option of believing her grandparents had been innocents caught in the storm.


  She laughed without humor. "Wouldn't that be something? If my kid's daydreams were true?"


  "Do you still not care?" I could find out about her grandparents without doing much but poke through some old records. Worth the effort if it would brighten her life.


  "I think I do care."


  "I'll find out, then." I started moving again. She followed, caught up in her thoughts, paying no attention, while I got back onto the trail of the draugs. We were almost to the road before she realized we were still headed away from the house. She might not have noticed then if we hadn't gotten into some cockleburs.


  "Where are you going?" She sounded almost panicky. There was a touch of wildness in her eyes. She looked around like she'd suddenly wakened in enemy territory. Only the peaks of the house were visible above the hummock where the cemetery lay. Once we reached the road, those would be out of sight.


  "I'm backtracking the thing that came to the house last night." I was backtracking all three, really. There were three trails smashed through the weeds. But there were no return trails. That left me a little uneasy. We'd only disposed of two. "I think it came from the swamp that's supposed to be up ahead there."


  "No. I want to go back." She looked around like she expected something to jump out at us. And maybe something could. Those draugs hadn't behaved like story draugs. Who was to say they weren't immune to daylight? And I wasn't equipped to handle them. It hadn't occurred to me to bring any heavy weaponry.


  Still, I wasn't particularly nervous. Without the dark to mask them, they couldn't sneak up on us.


  "Nothing to worry about. We'll be all right."


  "I'm going back. If you want to go out there. . . ." She said "out there" like I was headed for another world. "If you want, you go ahead."


  "You win. You seen one swamp, you've seen them all. And I got a plenty good look in the islands."


  She'd already started walking. I had to trot to catch up. She looked relieved. "It's almost lunchtime, anyway."


  It was. And I still had to find Morley and rehearse him for Saucerhead's return. "I should thank you. I've missed so many meals, I'm light-headed."


  We went straight to the kitchen. We ate. The others eyed us curiously. Everyone knew we'd gone for a walk. Each invested that with his own special significance. Nobody mentioned it, though Wayne looked like he had a few words he wanted to say.


  As Peters was about to leave I asked, "Where can I catch you later?"


  "The stable. I'm trying to catch up for Snake." He didn't look pleased. That kind of work wouldn't thrill me, either.


  "I'll be out. Need to ask you something."


  He nodded and went his way. I ingratiated myself by helping Cook for a while. She didn't say much with Jennifer there, fumbling around. Cook never said much with a third party present. Made me wonder.


  I hoped Jennifer wasn't going to attach herself permanently. But it did seem that way.


  I'd just been kind to a stray. But pups run to where the kindness is. My own fault. A sucker, as Morley says.


  I had to see him soon or adjust my scheme for the afternoon. I told Cook I'd be back to help later, then headed upstairs, hoping Morley would be in my suite. Jennifer tagged along till it was obvious where I was headed. Then she chickened out. Afraid of a guy with my reputation.


  I said good-bye and kept a straight face till I'd let myself in.


  No Morley. No sign of Morley. Curious.


  It made me uneasy. Morley is an odd bird but he'd make an effort to stay in touch.


  I had a bad moment imagining him dead in some hidden place, ambushed. Not a pleasant thought, a friend getting offed for helping with something that wasn't his concern. But Morley was too much a pro to get taken that way. The mistakes he makes aren't those kind. When he buys it, it will be because an irate husband appears unexpectedly while he's in no position to react.


  I took a quick guess at how long it would be till Saucerhead returned, decided I'd have to manage without Morley. Black Pete would have to carry the load.


  I shrugged into my coat and headed for the stable, making sure my telltales were in position.


  I kept an eye out for my blonde sweetheart, but the only person I saw was Kaid on the fourth-floor balcony west scoping out how to haunt the place after his own death.


  Kaid was close to the old man. I ought to spend some time with him. He might give me a lead on who might want the General out.
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  I shoved my head into the stables, didn't spot Peters. A couple of horses grinned at me like they thought their hour had come. "Think what you want," I told them. "Plot and plan and scheme. I've got an arrangement. The General can pay me in horseflesh. Horses that aggravate me are going to end up at the tannery."


  I don't know why I said that. Pure bull, of course. They wouldn't believe it, anyway. Wish I understood why horses bring out the silliness in me.


  "Peters? You here?" Not seeing him right away worried me. I'd had enough guys turn up dead.


  "Here." From the far end.


  It was dark in there. I moved warily, even assuming Peters wasn't one of the villains.


  I found him at the nether end, all right, hard at it with a pitchfork. He grumbled, "That damned Snake must have been playing with his paint set all the time. He hadn't cleaned out in months. Look at this mess."


  I looked. I wrinkled my nose. Peters was tossing manure and soiled straw into a spreader wagon. "I'm no expert but isn't this the wrong time of year to spread manure?"


  "You got me. All I know is, it's got to be cleaned out and this's the wagon you haul it in." He mumbled some rakledly rikkenfratzes and colorful commentary on Snake Bradon's ancestors, then added, "I have enough to do without this. What's up, Garrett? And why don't you grab a fork and help while you're resting?"


  I grabbed a fork but I wasn't much help. I was always lucky, even in the Marines, and never had to learn the practical side of keeping horses. "What's up is, I've found the fence who bought the stolen stuff. One of my associates will bring him out this afternoon."


  He stopped pitching. He stared long enough to start me wondering if maybe he wasn't less than thrilled. He said, "So you are doing something after all. I was starting to think you were a drone. That the only effort you were putting out was trying to get Jennifer to put out."


  "Nope. Not interested. Not my type." I guess there was an edge to my voice. He dropped it.


  "You just wanted to give me the news?"


  "No. I need your help. My associate is bringing a doctor, too."


  "And you want me to distract the old man while this croaker gets a look at him?"


  "I want you to go down the road and meet them, explain to the doc so he don't get himself booted before he gets a look. Not that I have any hopes he can tell much without laying hands on."


  Peters grunted and started throwing horse hockey, "When are they coming?"


  I tried guessing an optimum turnaround time. With Saucerhead there wouldn't be many delays. He'd just grab them by the collar and drag them. "I'd think two more hours. If we can, I'd like to get the fence in without anybody seeing him. So we can spring him on whoever."


  He grunted again. "You're slacking." We tossed. He said, "I'll manage. I'll have to see the old man first. Always something around here."


  I told him, "I have hopes for this."


  "Yeah?"


  "Maybe it'll start things unravelling. If it goes right, we could get it tied up by tonight."


  "You always were too optimistic."


  "You don't think so?"


  "I don't. You're not dealing with your average idiots. These guys aren't going to rattle. They aren't going to panic. Watch your back."


  "I intend to."


  He put his fork down. "You go ahead. I'm going to go clean up."


  I watched him walk toward the open doorway, grinned. Those ears stuck out like the handles of jugs.


  I tossed about three more forksful and quit. Mama Garrett didn't raise her boy to be a stable hand.


  I'd gone a dozen steps toward the house when I had a thought. I turned back and invited myself into Snake Bradon's den. I fiddled around for five minutes getting a lamp going. Snake wasn't there anymore. I wondered what they'd done with him. Nobody had done any digging in the cemetery.


  Damn! I'd meant to ask Peters about Tyler and the draug!


  I missed the Dead Man's nagging. I just wasn't alert enough. Getting too turned inward or something. Not paying close enough attention. I didn't do that when I had the Dead Man to tell me what to do. I went down the list, by the numbers.


  All right. I would. I'd failed to meet Snake in time. That didn't mean Bradon couldn't still tell me something, as the Dead Man would remind me. They could all tell me things, want to or not, if I concentrated. So let's start here, now, Garrett.


  I did the things I'd done when we'd found Snake. I didn't learn anything this time, either. But I did pay attention to the paint-splashed worktable. I hadn't before. I hadn't considered that side of Snake at all.


  Cook said he'd had tremendous artistic talent. Someone else said he might have painted the sorceress Invisible Black. Here, there, there'd been remarks to the effect that he remained an active artist. That side of the man didn't fit the rest of the Bradon image, to my mind. Artists sponge off the lords of the Hill. However good they are, they can't make a living doing what they do. I hadn't considered Bradon an artist because he hadn't fallen into the groove.


  That table was evidence he'd worked plenty. But where were the results? The table wasn't his product.


  I started a thorough search, working outward from the center of Snake Bradon's life. I found nothing interesting in his room except squirreled stuff for making paints. I recalled that he'd been messy when we were checking what had happened to Hawkes. He'd been working on something recently.


  There was a fifteen-by-twenty tack room next to Snake's hole. The place had been torn apart.


  I just stood there, surprised. Somebody was worried about Snake after he was gone? My, my. And Garrett hadn't been smart enough to get to it first.


  If the searcher found something, he did a fine job of getting rid of it. There was nothing there now but a scatter of brushes, some broken underfoot. I wondered if Bradon's hobby had been a secret. One of those kind everybody knows but nobody mentions. Painting pictures wasn't a manly, Marine sort of thing to do. He might not have shared with the others.


  I was having a little trouble making sense of these people. Again. Still.


  I paused to wonder where I'd have hidden something if I'd been Snake. As the searcher probably had, knowing him better.


  Brilliant thinker that I am, I came up with a big nothing.


  Nothing for it, then. A general search. Every nook and cranny. Whoever had gone before me wouldn't have had a lot of time. He'd have to be seen places when he was supposed to be. Hell. Maybe he'd done his hunting before Morley and I came along last night. Or maybe while he was supposed to be loading manure?


  Whatever, there was a chance he hadn't found anything.


  If anything existed.


  I did a quick tour of the ground level. Nothing caught my eye. I felt the imminence of the confrontation with the thief and kept getting more hurried, somehow hoping to have an extra dart when the showdown came.


  I climbed into the hayloft, perched on a bale and muttered, "What the hell am I looking for, anyway?" Paintings? He'd painted, obviously. And the product wasn't in evidence. But what could paintings tell me if I found them?


  I shrugged, got up, looked around. Snake had gotten a damned good hay supply in, considering. All neatly bailed, too. From what I recalled the country boys saying back when, that wasn't common. Ordinary folks filled their lofts with loose hay.


  "Ha!" A story recalled. A guy in the outfit, Tulsa something, hell of an archer, did our sniping. Farm kid. Poor background. Died on that island. But he used to laugh about games he'd played with the daughters of the lord of a nearby manor. They'd done it in a secret room they'd built in the hayloft of the lord's main barn.


  I raised my lamp high and stared at all that hay, too much for the state of the place. Might that pile be hollow? I muttered, "That has to be it."


  I poked around the outside, trying to guess how Bradon would have gotten inside. Elimination left me three good spots to find entrances. I set the lamp on a beam and went to work.


  I moved maybe ten bales before I decided I'd tried the wrong place first. I went to the next spot, moved another ten bales and felt foolish. Looked like I'd outfoxed myself again.


  My activities drew the attention of the natives. Three ugly cats joined me, including an evil old calico. Me moving the bales got the mice stirring. The cats were snacking. They worked as a team, not something cats usually do, as far as I know. When I'd turn a bale, one would jump into the vacated spot to scare mice toward the others. At one point the calico had one mouse under each forepaw and another in her mouth.


  "See?" I told them. "I'm not all bad."


  One more try.


  Third time was the charm, as they say. I tipped a few bales. Cats flew around. And, behold! A three-foot-high, eighteen-inch-wide hollow, black as a priest's heart, ran back into the pile. I got the lamp. I asked the cats, "One of you want to run in there and let me know what's up? No? I didn't think so."


  I got down on hands and knees and crawled.


  


  


  


  26


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  It smelled in there. Not too bad a smell, but a strong one of moldy hay. It didn't do my cold any good. My nose ran like a fountain.


  There was a room inside the hay, larger than I'd expected. Snake had spanned it with planks to support the bales on top. It was maybe six feet wide and ten feet long. His paintings were there, along with other treasures, mostly what we'd consider trivial or trash. Junk from the war, mostly. And medals. Snake had accumulated him a potful of medals, proudly displayed on a tattered Karentine banner against the narrow end wall.


  I couldn't help feeling for the guy. A hero had come to this. A life for his country, for this.


  And our rulers wonder why Glory Mooncalled is a folk hero.


  Both side walls were lined with paintings, none of them framed, all just leaning there, stacked three and four deep. They were every bit as good as Cook said they could be. Better, maybe. I'm no expert but they looked like the product of a driven genius.


  They weren't cheerful paintings. They were the spawn of darkness, visions of hell. One caught my eye immediately and hit me like a blow in the gut. It was a swamp. Maybe not the swamp that became my home away from home during my stint, but a place just as horrible. And that painting was no simple, brooding landscape faintly touched with the dark side. Swamp things swarmed there the way they seemed after they'd driven you mad for months. Mosquitos the size of hornets, eyes that watched from the dark, stagnant water. Human bones.


  In the foreground was a hanged man. The scavengers had been at him. A dark bird perched on his shoulder, pecked his face. Something about the way he hung left you certain he'd hanged himself rather than go on.


  A couple of guys in the company had killed themselves when they couldn't take it anymore.


  Gods. I felt like I could fall into that painting and tumble right back through time.


  I turned it around. It got to me that much.


  Shaking, I went down the row on that side, then up the other. No other piece had the personal impact that one did but the same genius drove them. They'd have as much power for the right viewer.


  "He was crazy," I murmured.


  I couldn't hear anything well but it seemed the horses below were restless.


  I went around again, checking the paintings behind the ones displayed.


  Most seemed less maniacal, more illustrative, yet there was no doubt they portrayed places beheld by the same eye that had interpreted the war in the others. One I recognized as a view of Full Harbor contorted into a hellish dreamscape, more proof that Snake had put his memories or haunts onto his canvases.


  Snake hadn't been just a painter of places. The first portrait I encountered was of Jennifer, I'd guess, at the time the General had come home. She was indefinably younger and maybe more beautiful—yet interpreted by mad eyes.


  I studied it hard but couldn't figure it out. Yet Snake had done something with Jennifer that gave me the creeps.


  There were portraits of the others, too. Kaid looked old and tired and worn out and you got the feeling that death was watching over his shoulder. The General had some of the creepiness that illuminated Jennifer and something of the fox about him. Chain looked plain mean. Wayne looked like a greedy burgher. I got it! Part of it. Part of the interpretation was how Bradon had clothed them. That was the crude statement. But there were the faces, too, painted like the man had been able to read the bones and souls beneath.


  There was a later portrait of Jennifer, crueler than the first but with the lady more beautiful. Then a couple of guys I hadn't met, presumably among the missing. Then one of Dellwood that reminded me of a basset hound. I guess Snake saying he was a faithful old dog without a soul or mind of his own. Then one of Peters, either a failure for the artist or observer. I couldn't read anything into it. Then one of Cook that must have been romantic excess because she came off like a saint, like a mother to the world. Then still another of Jennifer, almost repulsive in its portrayal of the dualities, beauty and horror.


  Once I got over being startled, I examined it more closely. Part of the effect came at a subconscious level, almost. I don't know how he did it but he'd painted two faces, one over the other, the outer one of blinding beauty and the other the skull face of death. You didn't see that one without staring long and hard.


  The horses were excited downstairs. I wondered why but was preoccupied with the magic—yeah, the sorcery—of Snake Bradon's artistry.


  If it was a sin that Jennifer's beauty should be hidden, it was the crime of the century that Bradon's paintings should go unseen, certain to fall victim to mold and moisture.


  Before I left Jennifer, I vowed I'd find some way to bring the paintings out. Snake Bradon wouldn't go unremembered.


  Had he been in love with Jennifer? She was the only subject he'd painted more than once, excepting a scene that looked like a before and after of a non-human holy place that had had the misfortune to stumble into the middle of a human battle. The later painting reeked of defilement by the corpses and ravens and bones. It felt like a parable of the world.


  I blew my nose, hit the motherlode. Before it watered up again, I caught a whiff of a new odor. What? I shrugged and went on.


  "Damn! Ah, damn my eyes!" That was no curse, friends. That was a squeal of triumph.


  Snake had painted my lady in white. He had caught her as the incarnation of beauty—yet she, too, had some of the creepiness he'd put into his portraits of Jennifer.


  She was in a wind, running, frightened. A darkness lay behind her. You knew it was in pursuit, yet you could not define what it was. The harder you looked the harder it was to tell it was there. The woman looked right into your eyes. The artist's eyes. Her right hand was just starting the motion of reaching out for help. Her eyes said she knew the person she was looking at knew what was behind her.


  It transfixed me. It had the impact of the swamp painting. And this time I couldn't figure out why, because this one couldn't be explained in terms of my own past.


  I blew my nose again. I got another whiff of that odor. This time I recognized it.


  Smoke!


  The damned stable was on fire! No wonder the horses were excited!


  I scrambled out of there, to the edge of the loft.


  Flames roared at the end where Peters had been working. The animals had gotten out and run. I heard shouting outside. The heat was savage.


  I wasn't trapped—yet. If I moved fast I could get clear.


  I knew the mileage Morley would get out of the gesture as I dove into the hole leading to Snake's cache. He'd be on me for a year, risking my life over some daubs on canvas.


  I slapped a dozen of those daub-hickeys into a pile as big as I could manage and dragged them out. The fire was spreading fast. Flames were almost to me when I burst out. The heat beat at me. I felt my eyebrows curl, my eyes dry out. I staggered away. The flames came after me.


  "Damned fool," I muttered to myself. The heat seared the back of my neck. Now my eyes watered, nearly blinding me. My chances were slim enough without the damned paintings.


  I couldn't let them go. They were that important. They were worth risking a life. Part of me already mourned those I'd had to leave behind.


  The fire had spread below faster than it had up top. It was ahead of me now, at the end where Snake had lived. I wasn't going to get out that way.


  I could see daylight through cracks between the vertical boards that formed the outside wail, rough-cut timber that had shrunk with the years till some of the gaps were half an inch wide. It was like looking through the bars at the gates of hell. From the inside. That close. And so far.


  As panic closed in, I threw myself that way.


  The stable was old and damned near falling down, and, if it was half as rotten as it looked, I might be able to bust out. I hit the wall with my shoulder, low. Both creaked. Neither broke but I figured the wall had the edge. I got down on my back and shot my feet out. One board gave an inch. That gave me hope and maybe some manic strength. I let fly again. An eight-inch-wide board tilted outward, then fell away under its own weight. Mad as I was, I flipped Bradon's paintings out before trying to make the hole wide enough for me.


  The smoke almost overcame me first, but I made it. I jumped.


  I lay around panting a while, vaguely aware that I was out there alone, away from the hollering on the other side of the barn. I climbed a fencepost and got myself upright, looked around, counted limbs to make sure I hadn't left any behind. I was still alone. I gathered my priceless salvage.


  If there are gods, they agreed with me about those paintings. They hadn't been damaged. I got them together, limped over to the cow barn, hid them in the hayloft. My fuddled sense of humor told me that was appropriate. Then I stumbled back around the far side of the stable.


  The whole gang was running around like chickens, doing the hopeless, bringing buckets of water from the wellhouse. Only the General and Peters were absent.


  "Garrett!" Jennifer squealed. "What happened?"


  I'm such a handsome devil, they just go to pieces when they see me. "I was taking a nap in there," I lied.


  She got a little pale.


  I gave her my heroic grin. "Not to worry. I just busted through a wall and here I am." A coughing jag hit me. Great timing. Damned smoke. "Can't stop the true of heart."


  "You could've been killed."


  "I could have. But I wasn't. Too light on my feet."


  Kaid said, "Somebody tried to kill you, boy," as he staggered past with a five-gallon bucket.


  I looked at the growing inferno. That hadn't occurred to me, though it should have.


  No. You don't kill somebody by setting a barn on fire. Too easy for him to get away. Maybe you start a fire to flush him out, but. . . . That wouldn't have worked here. Too many witnesses.


  Even in my fuzzy state, it was obvious the arsonist had wanted to get rid of the stable and whatever contents he'd been unable to find during a hasty search.


  Wonderful. Snake's information had escaped me again.


  Even Cook was out lugging water. But no Peters. I worked up a case of the suspicions before I recalled why he wasn't around.


  Hell. Saucerhead was overdue. I said, "You guys are wasting your time. Just keep it from jumping to the other buildings."


  "What the hell you think we're doing, dipshit?" Chain growled. "If you're not going to help, get the hell out of the way."


  Which was just the advice I needed. "I'm going inside to treat these burns." I had a few but didn't know how bad they were. Not too bad, I hoped. I didn't need them distracting me. The cold was bad enough.


  I stumbled away. The others didn't pay any attention.
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  I walked straight through to the front of the house, past the dueling champions and all the dead Stantnors. I'd been in that stable longer than I'd thought. Saucerhead was way overdue unless I'd guessed badly about how long it would take to recruit a doctor and jump a couple of fences through hoops.


  I stepped out the front door. My burns, not bad, made their presence felt. I hoped that doctor would have something for the sting.


  Nothing in sight. "Saucerhead, what's holding you up? How long does it take to twist a guy's arm?"


  A few raindrops hit the steps leading to the porch. I glanced at the sky. Old slabs of lead again. I wondered if the Stantnor place ever had any other kind. It was getting to me.


  The wind was rising. That wouldn't do the firefighters any good. Maybe their best hope was that the rain wouldn't play around.


  It did become a steady fall. Not quite a downpour, but it should help. I guess that took fifteen minutes to develop. The wind started gusting, throwing water onto the porch. I started to retreat. A coach came out of the rain.


  That damned Saucerhead. Now it was a hired coach.


  It pulled up. People tumbled out. Peters galloped up the steps, followed by a tall, distinguished character whom I presumed to be the doctor. A weasely little character followed him, then Saucerhead and Morley Dotes. I asked Morley, "Where the hell you been? I been trying to find you all morning."


  He gave me a funny look. "Home taking care of business."


  Saucerhead interrupted, "Let's do it, Garret. This here is Doc Stones." He indicated the weasely guy. Which goes to show you what it's worth, judging by appearances. "He'll get an arm and leg off you for this. That's your fence there. We got an agreement. No names."


  "Fine with me. As long as he points a finger. Peters. Let's get upstairs."


  Peters wore a puzzled look. "What's happening?"


  "Somebody tried to burn the stable down. With me inside. Let's go. Doc, you got anything to take the sting out of burns?"


  We moved inside as I asked. Saucerhead asked me, "You want to give him the other arm and leg?"


  "What took you so damned long, anyway?" Peters led the way, headed for the stairs.


  "Morley. He fooled around finding a doc he thought would look like a fence's partner."


  That made sense. "Yeah. I guess I can appreciate that. Morley, I thought you were going to prowl around the house, do the stuff I don't have time to do because I've got to be on stage all the time."


  He looked at me funny again, like I was maybe talking too much. So did Peters. Dotes said, "I did what I could, Garrett. But I have a business to run and not a whole lot of time to spend working on the cuff."


  "But I heard you come in and go out a couple times."


  He stopped. "I roamed around an hour after you hit the sack, didn't find squat, decided I better get back and see if Wedge had robbed me while my back was turned. I didn't go back to your room."


  I shuddered. The old cold rats pranced up and down my back. "You didn't?"


  "No."


  "Oh, my. But I'd swear I even saw you once."


  "It wasn't me."


  I was sure. I'd gotten up to use the chamberpot. I'd even grumbled a hello and gotten something growled in return. I told him that.


  "It wasn't me, Garrett. I went home." Dotes said it in a flat, disturbed voice.


  "I'll take your word for it." My voice was just as flat. "So who was it?"


  "Shape-changer?"


  I'd run into one of those before. I didn't want to do that again. "How? Changers have to kill the people they mimic. Then they absorb their souls, or whatever. And even then they can't always fool people who knew them."


  "Yes. And this one had me pat?"


  "I was pretty damned tired. There was only one lamp burning. And I just walked through, not paying that much attention. But I'd have sworn it was you."


  "I don't like this. It makes me nervous, Garrett. Real nervous."


  Me too, yeah boy. All we needed was some villain prancing around able to pretend he was somebody else. That would complicate things real good.


  Morley was just concerned about Morley Dotes, not everything else. He had troubles enough in life without having somebody else running around doing dirty deeds in his name and face.


  I had a broader perspective on it. If somebody here could fake Morley, he could fake me or anybody else, any time. So none of us could ever be sure who we were dealing with. Which undermined the roots of reality. Some fun coming up.


  Morley suggested, "You'd better get out while you still can."


  I was tempted. Tempted like I've never been tempted before. But, "I can't. I took the job. If I quit because it's getting tough, it won't be that long before I find some good reason to drop another one. That happens a couple times and I won't get work at all."


  He politely refrained from mentioning the fact that I spend most of my energy avoiding work. "Figured you'd say something like that. So. Let's get on with it. I want out of here even if you don't." He started up the final flight of stairs. "You drink much milk, Garrett?"


  "No. Beer."


  "I sort of figured."


  "Why?" The others watched us like we were a road show.


  "Not sure what it is about milk. But it's good for the teeth and bones and brain. A man who drinks milk always has a healthy sense of self-preservation. Beer guzzlers get increasingly feeble in that area."


  He was dressing up a cautionary message as one of his crackpot dietary theories. That way it was easier to tell me he was afraid I was in way over my head.


  Peters said, "I don't know what you're talking about, Garrett. I don't much care. But I do think we ought to get on with it." He stared at the glass at the rear of the house. The glow from the burning stable shone through. He looked like he wanted to rush off and get involved.


  "Right. Go get the old man set." I stared at the firelight while the rest moved toward the General's suite.


  "Garrett!"


  "Coming."


  I caught a glimpse of the blonde across the way, behind a pillar. She smiled and looked like she might wave back if I started it.


  I growled and headed down the hall.


  Her portrait was one I'd saved from the flames. I'd bring it in and ask some questions. And I was, by damn, going to get some answers.


  I was getting tired of being nice.
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  Peters moved on into the deeps of the old man's suite. The rest of us waited in the study. I killed time by tossing logs on the fire and exchanging puzzled glances with Morley. Each of us wondered how much the other was pulling his leg.


  The General arrived, bundled as though for an expedition to the Arctic. He looked at the fire, at me stirring it around so I could get a few more logs on, beamed approval. "Thank you, Mr. Garrett. Thoughtful of you." He surveyed the crowd. "Who are these people?"


  "Mr. Morley Dotes, restaurateur and an associate of mine." Morley gave him a nod.


  "Indeed?" The old man seemed startled, like maybe he knew the name. He looked at me hard, reconsidering his estimate of me.


  I said, "You've met Mr. Tharpe. The other gentlemen prefer to remain anonymous, but they've agreed to point out your thief."


  "Oh." A hollow sound, that. Faced by the imminence, he wasn't that anxious to know. I recalled his instructions: don't let him evade the truth. He asked, "Where are the others?"


  I told Peters to get them. He didn't move till the General agreed. I said, "They're out trying to contain a fire somebody set in the stable."


  "A fire? Arson?" He was confused.


  The doc and Morley studied him intently.


  "Yes, sir. Near as I can figure, whoever killed Bradon was afraid something in the stable could connect him with the murder. The place had been searched. Whoever did it probably thought he didn't have time to do it right so he took second best."


  "Oh." Again that hollow sound.


  I walked over to the door, peeked out. Nothing out there. "Saucerhead, want to warn us when the mob comes?"


  He grunted, came over. I whispered, "Did you rehearse those two?"


  He grunted again. He didn't have time to explain. I had to trust his judgment. "General, shall I take the position I did last time? Mr. Tharpe and Mr. Dotes can hold the door."


  "I suppose. I suppose." As the fire grew and threw more light, I saw that his color was as bad as it had been the other day.


  I took my place. A few minutes later Saucerhead announced, "People coming."


  "Let them in but don't let them back out."


  "Check."


  The doctor retreated into a corner. So did the fence. Morley moved to the side of the door opposite Saucerhead.


  They came in looking tired and wary and dispirited. They looked at Morley and Saucerhead like they all thought they'd been caught doing something. Even Peters, and he knew what was happening.


  The General said, "Mr. Garrett has some news."


  Mr. Garrett looked at the fence. So did Mr. Tharpe, glowering like the man wouldn't get out of the house alive if he didn't point a finger.


  He didn't have to. The bad boy gave himself away.


  I said, "Somebody's been stealing doodads from around here, about twenty thousand marks' worth. The General wanted to know who. Now we know that, Dellwood. I'm curious why."


  He took it pretty well. Maybe he'd figured that being found out was inevitable. "To meet household expenses. There was no other way to raise the money."


  The General sputtered through a bad case of not wanting to face the truth. He ranted. His people kept blank faces but I got the feeling their sympathies didn't lie with their employer.


  For one second I entertained the possibility that they all wanted to do him in.


  Dellwood persisted, "The General provides funds suitable for maintaining a household of ten at the time he left for the Cantard. He won't believe that prices have risen since then. Not one copper has gone into my pocket. Not one has been spent needlessly. Our suppliers refused to extend further credit."


  Must be hell to be rich and broke.


  The General managed, "You might have told me instead of subjecting me to this humiliation."


  "I told you repeatedly, sir. For two years I told you. You had your eyes firmly fixed on the past. You refused to believe that times have changed. I had the choice of doing what I did or allowing you to be hounded by creditors. I chose to shield you. I'll collect my things now." He turned to the door.


  Saucerhead and Morley blocked his way. I asked, "General?"


  The old man didn't say anything.


  "For what it's worth, sir, I believe he's telling the truth."


  "Are you calling me a miser?"


  "I said nothing of the sort. But you do have that reputation." I was piqued. I've never gone out of my way to cuddle up to a client—of the male persuasion, anyway.


  He sputtered some more.


  Then he had one of his fits.


  For a moment I thought it was a ploy. The others did, too. Maybe he'd cried wolf a few times. Everybody just looked till it was over. Then they all moved in, tripping over each other. I gave Saucerhead the signal to turn the fence loose.


  Dellwood led the charge. Nobody hung back. Which did not bode well for my hope that breaking one of the cases within the case would start everything unravelling.


  "Back off," I told them. "Give him some air." He was past the worst. "Saucerhead, let Dellwood go, too."


  Dellwood managed his exit with considerable dignity. I reflected on the fact that my pay, and Saucerhead's, and everyone else's, was likely being financed by his efforts. I glanced at Cook. She'd told me the old man didn't have a pot to pee in. Here he was, living on his principal without even realizing it.


  Was some other helpful soul trying to salvage the estate by hurrying an incompetent, tightwad manager to his reward?


  The General got himself under control. "I shan't thank you for what you've done, Mr. Garrett, though I asked for it. Dellwood. Where's Dellwood?"


  "He's gone, sir."


  "Get him back. He can't leave. What'll I do without him?"


  "I have no thoughts on the subject, General. I think we've accomplished all we can here."


  "Good. Yes. You're right. Leave me. But get Dellwood back here."


  "Everybody out. Peters, you'd better stay. Kaid? Morley, Saucerhead, I want to talk to you." I scooted out first.
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  I caught Dellwood in his quarters. He hadn't bothered to close his door. He was stuffing things into bags. "Come to make sure I don't take the family jewels?"


  "I came to tell you the old man wants you to stay."


  "I've spent most of my life attending his wants. Enough is enough. It'll be a relief being my own man." He lied. "A man's loyalty will only stretch so far."


  "You're upset. You did what you had to do and it brought you trouble. Nobody holds it against you. Not even me."


  "Bull. He'll hold it against me the rest of his life. That's the kind of man he is. Whatever my reasons, I rubbed his nose in something. He doesn't forgive, no matter who was right."


  "But—"


  "I know him. Give me credit for that."


  I did. "You walk, you lose everything."


  "The bequest never meant much to me. I'm not poor, Mr. Garrett. I had few expenses while I was in service. I saved my money and I invested it well. I don't need his bequest to survive."


  "Your choice." I didn't move.


  He stopped throwing things into bags and looked at me. "What?"


  "The General didn't just hire me to find out who was kyping the family trophies. He also wanted me to find out who's trying to kill him."


  He sneered. "Kill him? Nobody's trying to kill him. That's just his imagination at work."


  "So was theft when I arrived. Except to you. He was right about that and I think he's right about this."


  "Bull. Who'd profit?"


  "Good question. I don't think the estate has anything to do with it. I can't supply another motive, though. Yet." I looked at him expectantly. He didn't say anything.


  "Any friction with anybody? Any time, ever?"


  "I can't give you what you want, Mr. Garrett. We've all had our troubles with the General—none of them the kind you kill over. Matters of discipline, that's all."


  "None of these people are inclined to hold grudges?"


  "Chain. He's a big, stupid farm boy gone to fat at the hips and between the ears. He can hold a grudge forever, but he's never had one against the General. If you'll excuse me, sir?"


  "Not yet. You've known this moment was coming since I got here, haven't you?"


  "I wasn't surprised you found me out. I was startled that you found the man who bought from me. Will that be all?"


  "No. Who killed Hawkes and Snake?"


  "I wouldn't know. I expect you'll find out. You're a first-class finder-outer."


  "It's what I do. You didn't perchance try to discourage me when you decided I could cause you trouble, did you?"


  "Sir?"


  "There have been three attempts on my life since I arrived. I wondered if you'd thought you could cover your tracks—"


  "That's not my way. I made it through a Marine career without killing anyone. I have no intention of starting now. I told you, I have nothing to lose here."


  Maybe. And maybe he was just a convincing liar.


  I shrugged. "For what it's worth, I don't think you did wrong and I don't feel that proud of rooting you out."


  "I bear you no ill will. You were only the agency by which the inevitable arrived. But I would like to get on the road before dark."


  "You won't reconsider? I don't think the old man will last without you."


  "Kaid can handle him. He should've been all along, anyway."


  "Do you know who the blonde woman is?" He had nothing to lose by telling me now.


  "A figment of your imagination, I suspect. There's no blonde woman here. No one but you has seen her."


  "Bradon did. He painted her portrait."


  That stopped him cold. "He did?"


  "He did."


  He believed me. He didn't get much push behind his "Snake was crazy."


  I was pretty sure he knew nothing about any blonde. Which made her that much more interesting an enigma.


  I moved out of the doorway, indicating he was free to go. I said, "You can't tell me anything that might keep somebody else from getting killed?"


  "No. I'd tell you if I could."


  He picked up his bags. I suggested, "Catch a ride with my associates when they go."


  He wanted to tell me to go to hell. He didn't. "Thank you." It was raining and those bags were heavy.


  I asked, "One more thing. What happened to Tyler and the draug from out front?"


  "Ask Peters. I don't know. My duties confined me to the house."


  "The draug that tried to get in the back isn't accounted for. It didn't go back to the swamp. Where could it hide out during the day?" Assuming, like story draugs, that it didn't dare hazard daylight.


  "In the outbuildings. I really must go, Mr. Garrett."


  "All right. Thanks for talking to me."


  He headed out, back stick-straight, unapologetic. He'd done what had to be done. He wasn't ashamed. He wasn't going to be talked out of leaving, either.


  Another one down, I reflected.


  Now there were six heirs. The cut for the minority people was up near a half million apiece.


  Morley, Saucerhead, and the doctor awaited me beside the fountain. I didn't approach in any hurry. I was trying to figure out how to launch a draug hunt.


  Cook came out as Dellwood headed for the front door. They went into the entry hall arguing. She didn't want him to go, either.
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  I joined Morley and the others. "What's the verdict?"


  Morley shrugged. "He didn't shake enough or have trouble enough talking for it to be what I thought. He show any of those symptoms earlier?"


  "Some shaking. No real trouble talking. What about the fit?"


  "I don't know. Ask the doc."


  I did. He said, "I don't quite know. I should've had a closer look and a chance to interview the patient. But from where I stood it looked like you need an exorcist more than a doctor."


  "A what?"


  Morley was as startled as I was. I'd never seen his eyes bug before. The remark had caught him from the blind side.


  "An exorcist. A demonologist. Maybe a necromancer. Possibly all three. Though the first step should be a physical exam to make sure I'm not imagining things."


  "Start over. You've got me all turned around."


  "Between us, Mr. Dotes and I have a comprehensive knowledge of poisons. We know of none that produce the combination of symptoms the man shows. Not without affecting him more dramatically, physically, leaving him unable to control his speech and extremities—if he stayed alive at all. Disease is more probable than poison. Who knows what he brought home? I spent eight years down there. I saw a lot of strange diseases, though nothing quite like this. Is he taking any medication?"


  "Are you kidding? He'd die first." I had a thought. "How about malaria?" I'd been one lucky Marine. I'd never contracted malaria. "Or some kind of yellow fever?"


  "I thought of that. A virulent strain of malaria, with massive quinine treatments, might produce most of the symptoms he shows. Tainted medication might account for the rest. But you said he'd die before accepting medication. I really must know his medical history before I hazard a guess."


  "Why that business about an exorcist?"


  "My chief suspicion lies in the supernatural realm. Several varieties of malign spirit could produce the symptoms we see. My advice would be to examine his past. You might find something there to explain what's happening. You might also look for an origin in unfriendly witchcraft. An enemy may have sent a spirit against him."


  Black Pete showed up in time to catch most of the discussion. I asked, "You make anything of that? The General have enemies who'd off him that way?"


  He shook his head. "The answer is here, Garrett. I'm sure. He doesn't have enemies who'd want to kill him. The worst ones he does have are the kind who'd send somebody like your friend." He twitched a hand toward Morley.


  "There's no sorcerer around here. Unless you count Bradon, who's gone. Doctor, could an amateur necromancer have sicked something on him, say accidentally, that would stick after the spirit-master died?"


  "An amateur? I doubt it. Somebody really potent, maybe. If they stuck around themselves, as a ghost. Hatred is the usual force animating spirits that devour a man from within. And I mean hatred strong enough to bend the laws of nature. Hatred that wants its object to suffer for all eternity. But I'm no expert. Which is why I suggested a demonologist, an exorcist, a necromancer. You must discover the nature of the spirit, then banish it. Or raise it up, find out what animates its hatred and appease it."


  Peters said, "This is crazy, Garrett. The General never made that kind of enemy."


  "We're talking possibilities. The doc says the whole thing could be physical. He needs to do a hands-on physical exam. And he needs a detailed medical history. What're the chances?"


  He looked at me, at the doctor, glanced at Morley and Saucerhead. "Better than you think." His voice turned hard. "The old bastard can only threaten so much. We don't have to give him a choice. I'll be back in five minutes." He strode toward the kitchen.


  Morley settled on the fountain surround, in the shadow of the dragon's wing. "Now what?"


  "Let's wait. He'll talk to Cook. If she goes along, you'll get to look at Stantnor." Cook might not be mother to the world but she was queen of the Stantnor household. "Doctor. Can you suggest any experts who might help?"


  "Let's see if we get to examine the patient. If I find no physical cause, I'll provide referrals. They won't come cheaply, though."


  "Does anybody but me?"


  Morley had a big yuk. "This is the man who paid cash for a house with the take from one case."


  "And for every one of those, I have fifty where I give Saucerhead half my fee to get them to pay up. You know anything about the art world?"


  "That's a change of subject. I know something about everything. I need to. What do you need?"


  "Say I discovered an unknown painter genius whose work deserves display. Who would I see to get things moving?"


  He shrugged, grinned. "Got me. Now if you had some hot old masters I could help. I know people who know morally flexible collectors. If you have something like you're talking about, you should see your friend with the brewery."


  "Weider?"


  "He's got fingers in all the cultural pies. Honorary director of this and that. He has the contacts. You don't have some old masters, do you?" He glanced around. I'm sure he'd been inventorying potential plunder.


  "You won't find anything here but portraits of old guys with whiskers who scowl a lot, all painted by people you never heard of."


  "I noticed the welcoming committee. I wondered how long it takes the Stantnors to train their young not to smile."


  "Might be hereditary. I've never seen Jennifer do more than fake it."


  "Your buddy's coming."


  Peters was coming from the kitchen under a full spread of sail. I knew what he'd say before he said it. He said it anyway. "We don't give the old man a vote."


  "He'll cut you out of his will."


  "Ask me if I give a damn. Let's go." But he hung back, gave me a look that said he wanted a private word. I let the others move upstairs a flight.


  "What?"


  "That crack about the will. In all the excitement I plain forgot to tell you before. The copy the General burned wasn't the only one. He always made two of every document. Sometimes three."


  "Oh?" Interesting. That meant nothing had changed, if the killer knew. "How many are there?"


  "One for sure. He gave it to me to give to you. Like you asked. I put it in my quarters, then got distracted till I was talking to Cook and she said the same thing you did, about getting cut out."


  "It wasn't that important to you?"


  "No. I did you a favor, then forgot to carry through. Till it hit me what that copy could mean."


  "It could mean the killer won't back off. If he knows about it. Who knows?"


  "Dellwood and Kaid. They were there. And everybody else knows the General made copies of documents."


  "Where'd you put it? Give me your key. I'll grab it now. You go ahead and get after the old man."


  He gave me a nasty look. I knew what he was thinking. I wanted to toss his quarters. I told him, "I don't think you've got anything to hide."


  "You're a bastard, Garrett. Put me in a spot where I'm damned whatever I do."


  "You do have something to hide?"


  He glared. "No!"


  "Then get it yourself. I'll take your word." I recalled the fire, for which he could have been responsible. I hung in there, taking a chance on my guts. "But hurry."


  He gave me the key. "In the drawer of my writing table."


  Cook came rumbling up, the stair shuddering to her tread. "We going to do this?" she demanded. "Or we going to gossip?"


  Smart woman, Cook. The old man couldn't dismiss her. If she went in and sat on him, all he could do was cuss and take it. "Thanks," I told her.


  She gave me half a sneer. "What for? He's my baby, ain't he?"


  "Yeah." I watched them hurry to overtake the others. The General would be in the worst tactical position of his life. He couldn't do anything to Morley, Saucerhead, the doc, or Cook. And he'd be damned stupid if he did anything about Peters. If he ran Black Pete off, he'd be damned near out of help. He had to think survival in more than personal terms. He had to think about keeping the estate in shape.


  I suspected its value was dropping fast.


  I fingered Peters's key, glanced around. I had the feeling I was being watched, but I saw nobody. My blonde again, I thought. I wondered where the others were. At work, presumably.


  A vampirous spirit, eh? On top of draugs? What a lovely place to live.
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  Something wasnt right. Black Pete's door wasn't locked. He wasn't the sloppy type.


  It worked before, so I grabbed a shield and stormed inside. And didn't find anything this time, either.


  The damned place was haunted by practical jokers. I tossed the shield against the doorframe, put up my head-knocker, went to the writing table. The room was a mirror image of my sitting room. I sat down at an identical table.


  I guess I heard a sole scuff the carpet. I started to turn, to duck. That's all I did, started.


  Something hit me like a monument falling. I saw shooting stars. I think I howled. I lurched forward. My face met the tabletop. It wasn't a friendly meeting.


  It's pretty hard to knock somebody out. You either don't hit hard enough, in which case your victim gets after you, or you hit him too hard and he croaks. If you have any idea what you're doing, you don't bash him up top the head. Unless you want to smash his skull.


  This blow was aimed at my skull. I moved that much. It hit the side of my neck and bounced off my shoulder. It didn't put me out—not more than ninety-nine percent. It paralyzed me. For half a minute I was vaguely aware of a shape in motion. Then the lights went out.


  Got to stay away from the hard stuff, I thought as I came around. Getting too old for it. The hangover isn't worth it.


  I thought I was slumped over my desk at home. The truth dawned as I tried to get up. I saw unfamiliar surroundings. My head spun. I fell, banged my jaw off the edge of the table, curled up on the floor, and dumped Cook's lunch. When I tried to move, the heaves started again.


  Sometime during the fun somebody ran past, headed for the door. All I saw was a flash of brown. I didn't much care.


  Concussion, I thought. That scared me. I'd seen guys with their brains scrambled after getting hit on the head. I'd seen them paralyzed. I'd seen them go to sleep and never wake up.


  Got to stay awake, Garrett. Got to stay awake. That's what the docs say. Get up, Garrett. To hell with the heaves. Take charge, Garrett. Make the flesh obey the will.


  Trouble was, there wasn't much will left.


  After a while I got my knees under me and crawled to the door. I fell down a few times during the trek. But the exercise did me good. I arrived so chipper, I was afraid I wasn't going to die. I worked up so much ambition that I swung the door open and moved out a yard before I collapsed and passed out again.


  Gentle, delicate fingers slid lightly over my face, feeling my features the way a blind woman once did. I'd turned over somehow. I cracked one eyelid a millionth of an inch.


  My sweetheart in white had come to succor me. At least she looked concerned. Her lips moved but I didn't hear anything.


  Panic. I'd heard of guys who'd lost their hearing, too.


  She jumped away. Not that she needed to. I was in no shape to run down a brigand snail. More, Black Pete's door had closed on my legs. I was caught like a mouse. I managed a feeble "Don't go. Please."


  The investigative mind was at work. It wanted to know.


  She came back. She settled onto her knees, resumed massaging my head. "Are you badly hurt?" Her voice was the ghost of a whisper. She sounded concerned. She looked concerned.


  "Only in my heart. You keep running away." We investigator types are tough. We keep our eye on the prime objective. "You're the loveliest woman I've ever seen."


  That put a light in her eyes. Strange how women like to be told they're pretty. Strange like a rock falling when you drop it. She even smiled for a hundredth of a second.


  "Who are you?" I thought about telling her I loved her, but that seemed premature. I'd give it ten more minutes.


  She didn't tell me. She just massaged my forehead and temples and sang something so softly I couldn't make out the words.


  Who was I to question the will of the gods? I closed my eyes and let it happen.


  The song got a little louder. A lullaby. A hush-my-love kind of thing. Fine by me. The hell with business. This was the life.


  Something brushed my lips, light as falling eiderdown, warm. I cracked my eye. She was an inch away, smiling.


  Yeah.


  Then everything drained out of her face. She jumped up and fled. Bam! Before I overcame inertia and turned my head, she was gone.


  Feet pounded up the hallway, businesslike, then hurriedly. "Garrett! What happened?" Peters dropped to his knees. He wasn't nearly as attractive as his predecessor.


  I managed to croak, "Somebody in your room. Bopped me on my bean."


  He jumped up and shoved inside. I had smarts enough left to drag my legs out before the door closed. That's all I did. Seemed like a good day's work.


  Peters bounded out. "They tore the place apart." He had something in his hand. "Here's the will. What else could they have been after?"


  "Probably was that."


  He scowled at me. "Did you have to puke all over?"


  "Yeah. A man's got to do what a man's got to do."


  "Why didn't he get it, if that's what he wanted?"


  "I fell over the desk. He couldn't get at it without moving me and maybe having me wake up. Lit out when I did start coming to. Who could have heard us talking?"


  "Couldn't have been Cook or Kaid. They were upstairs with the old man. Wayne's out burying Snake, Hawkes, and Tyler."


  I let him help me into a sitting position. "Where were they?"


  "In the wellhouse. It's cooler in there. What difference does that make?"


  "That leaves Chain, doesn't it? Or Dellwood, if he doubled back."


  "Chain's supposed to be out keeping an eye on what's left of the fire and trying to salvage something from the stable."


  "Wasn't any ghost. And it wasn't a draug. Did we find the third draug?"


  "Nobody's had time to look."


  "He'll find us, then." I lifted a hand. He helped me up. Between him and the wall, they managed to keep me upright. "What was the verdict on the old man?" My head hurt so much, I no longer felt my burns. The old silver lining.


  "They were looking for you to tell you."


  "You tell me."


  "He fired me and Kaid, too. We told him to go to hell, we're not going anywhere."


  "I guess you aren't going to tell me."


  "I don't want to say it. Not something that's easy to believe."


  That told me enough. But I let him help me downstairs, to the fountain, where I perched on the fountain surround and tried to work out which way was up till Morley and the others showed. I said, "I take it that I'm shopping for a demonologist."


  "Don't look at me like that," Morley said. "I didn't do it."


  "You look spooked."


  "Spooks spook me, Garrett. Even a vampire or a werewolf, I can do something about. I can't get ahold of a spook."


  "Yeah." He didn't want to believe we had a haunt here. I wasn't quite ready to buy it. It would be easier to swallow without a legacy at stake. It wouldn't be the first fake ghost used to cover a little bloodletting.


  It sure wasn't any spook who offed Hawkes and Bradon. No spook tried to trap me, ax me, burn me, knock a hole in my head.


  Everybody stood around looking at me like I was in charge. So I said, "My head's killing me." And, "Morley, you want to stay over tonight? Give me a hand?"


  "I was afraid you'd ask."


  Just his sweet-natured way of saying yes.


  "Cash money," I promised.


  "How are you going to get cash when that old man doesn't have any?"


  I didn't tell him I'd grabbed it off going in, though the expenses had about devoured their allowance. "I'll figure something. How'd he take it?"


  "He wasn't pleased. To put it mildly."


  I looked at the doctor. "You couldn't find a physical cause?" Oh, please. Please?


  The weasel shook his head. "Not saying it isn't something I don't recognize. Or a combination. But bring in a demonologist. Hell, I'll send one. Eliminate the mysterious first. If there's no supernatural cause, send for me. Be an interesting challenge."


  Morley grinned slyly. "You two work it right, you could have careers here. Him trying to root out an unknown disease and you trying to find a killer who's smarter than you are."


  I grumbled, "My part's easy. I just stay alive till there's only one suspect left." My head was killing me. That didn't do wonders for my temper. "Doc, you got something for a headache?"


  "What happened?"


  I told him.


  He insisted on examining me and offering the usual advice about concussions. Maybe he wasn't a pure thief. I have a low opinion of professionals, notably doctors and lawyers, supported by experience.


  He gave me a dose of the old standby, syrup heavily laced with nasty-tasting stuff boiled out of the inner bark of willow branches. With that perking in my stomach I decided to get on with getting on. "Peters, it'll be suppertime soon. These guys might be hungry. Square it with Cook, if they want to eat. I'm going to drop in on the General."


  Peters grunted, asked if anybody wanted supper. Saucerhead and the doctor were all for that. And Morley was staying anyway.


  As I climbed the stairs, I recalled that I'd told Dellwood he should ride into town in the coach. Was he out there waiting, freezing with the coachman?


  It was still raining. I felt for Wayne and Chain, too. Though Chain not so much. I had him. All I needed to do was push him into a box and put a bow on him.


  "Throw him out," Stantnor rasped at Kaid, when I invited myself in.


  Kaid eyed me. "I don't believe he'll let me, sir." He said it with a straight face. There was a twinkle in his eye. He turned to the fire to hide a smile.


  I asked, "Did you hear the diagnosis, General?"


  "Mr. Garrett. I didn't employ you to interfere in my life. I employed you to find a thief."


  "And a killer. And a would-be killer who wants your scalp. And that implies that part of the job is to keep you alive. And to do that I need to know how they're trying to kill you. The assumption was poison. The assumption was wrong."


  He appeared surprised. Maybe they hadn't told him. Maybe he'd become so obnoxious, they'd just walked.


  "Mr. Dotes is an expert on poisons. Likewise the doctor, who's also an expert on tropical diseases." Could it hurt to exaggerate? "They say you're not being poisoned, unless it's a poison so exotic they've never heard of it. And you're not suffering from any known disease, though the doctor says you're anemic and jaundiced. Have you had malaria, General?"


  I think he was secretly touched that people cared enough to look out for him in spite of himself. "Yes. Hard to avoid it in the islands."


  "Bad?"


  "No."


  "You taking quinine on the sly? The doctor says impure quinine might explain some of your problems."


  "No! I won't. . . ." He suffered one of his spasms. Was it his heart?


  It was a minor one. He'd begun to recover before Kaid reached him. He croaked, "No, Mr. Garrett. No medication. I'd refuse if it was offered."


  "I thought so. But I had to make sure before I tell you what they think."


  "Which is?" He was coming back fast.


  "You're haunted."


  "Eh?" That blindsided him. He looked at Kaid. Kaid just looked baffled.


  "Your problem is supernatural. Your enemy is a ghost. Or somebody who can send a spirit against you. Peters says you don't have that kind of enemies. The doctor says look at your past for somebody."


  I wouldn't have believed it possible, but his color worsened dramatically. He damned near turned gray.


  There was something. Some dark past moment unknown to anyone else, so dreadful someone might reach out from the grave to restore the balance. Hell, a place like the Stantnor shack wouldn't be complete without a horror in its past, without a curse.


  "We'd better talk about it," I said. "We'll have to hire experts." I gave Kaid a meaningful look. The old man wouldn't want to confess ancient evils in front of a crowd. "A demonologist. An exorcist. Possibly a medium or necromancer to communicate with the spirit." Kaid was as thick as a brick. He didn't move.


  The General said nothing till he was sure he'd say only what he wanted to be heard. And that was, "Get out, Garrett."


  "When you're ready to talk, then."


  "Get out. Leave me alone. Hell, get out of my house. Get out of my life. . . ."


  He had another fit. This was a big one. Kaid yelled, "Get that doctor up here!" His expression lacked any forgiveness for having gotten the old man so excited.


  Strange people, every one.
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  I joined Cook in the kitchen. We were alone. "Can you use a hand?"


  "Come to try sweet-talking me out of something, eh? I see right through you, boy. You ought to know by now I don't run my mouth. I don't tell nobody nothing that ain't none of their business."


  "Of course." I rolled up my sleeves, eyed the heap of dirty stuff distastefully. Not much I hate more than washing dishes. But I stole a pot of hot water off the stove, prepared a sink, put more water on to heat, dug in. Ten minutes of silence passed. I waited till I felt her curiosity becoming palpable.


  "You were up there when they looked at the General. What did you think?"


  "I think that croaker is as crooked as the General says." She didn't sound convinced. She sounded worried.


  "Know what he thinks is wrong?"


  "I know what he said. He's crazy if he believes it. Ain't no haunts around here."


  "Three draugs."


  She grunted. There lay the core of her doubt. If those draugs hadn't come, she wouldn't have given the doctor's idea a glance.


  "People keep telling me, the General doesn't have enemies of the killing kind. And there's no incentive here for anyone to hurry him along, despite the size of the estate."


  "What'll be left after he lets it wither. I swear, his damnfool sickness has infected the whole place." Her voice was weak. She wasn't the woman she'd been.


  Things were going on inside her head. She had no attention to spare.


  "If nobody from today wants to kill him, to torment him with slow death and the hell between when he passes, who in his past might? My gut feeling is, it goes back to before his move to the Cantard."


  She grunted and threw utensils around and didn't say anything.


  "What happened? The only trauma I know of is his wife's death. Could that have something to do with it? Her parents . . . Jennifer says she thinks they were a firelord and stormwarden but she doesn't know who. Is this a legacy from them? A delayed curse?"


  She still didn't have squat to say.


  "Were they involved in the Blue cabal that went after Kenrick iii?"


  "You put a lot together out of nothing, boy."


  "That's what I do. I get paid for it. I think the grandparents were involved. I think Jennifer's mother came here partly to hide from reprisals if the plot failed. Lucky her. It did. And Kenrick devoured everyone remotely related to it. I wonder if the doctor who administered an incorrect drug was on the royal payroll. Maybe Jennifer survived only because he couldn't murder a newborn."


  "You do put it together."


  I kept quiet, hoping she'd fill the vacuum.


  I washed, set stuff out to dry. There was enough work for me to make me a new career when I got tired of the old one. I was tempted.


  "The missus's mother called herself Charon Light. Her daddy was Nightmare Blue."


  "One fun-loving guy." Nightmare Blue had put the Blue plot together. He'd been as mean-spirited and vicious as they came. The story was that only the threatened defection of key conspirators forced him to confine his scheme to the King. He'd wanted to scrub Kenrick's whole house. The bad blood between the men stemmed from a mysterious childhood incident.


  Charon Light, supposedly, was as innocent as a wife could be. She'd apparently been ignorant of the plot till the last hours. There was reason to suspect she'd been responsible for its failure, in the penultimate moment warning the King.


  We'll never know—unless someone raises the dead to ask. None of those people survived. I doubt anybody would try. Raising a sorcerer is a fool's game—unless you're a more powerful sorcerer.


  "Eleanor's mother brought her here to hide her?"


  Cook grunted, having second thoughts about talking. She kept her peace for a few minutes. I got more hot water.


  "Her mother brought her. In the middle of the night, it was. A devil's own night, thunder and lightning and the wind howling like all the lost souls. She was some distant relative of the Stantnors' was Charon Light. Don't recall her born name. Something Fen. She brought the child in so frightened, she wet herself. As bad as Jennifer, she was, never been out of her own house before. Such a pretty young thing, too."


  "Like Jennifer."


  "She was more retiring than Jenny. Jenny can work herself up. She's an actress, our Jenny. She puts on a role like a dress, that child. Not young mistress Eleanor. Scared of her own shadow, that one."


  I grunted this time.


  "The old General and Charon Light, they worked it out right here in this kitchen. I was here, serving tea. They'd marry the child to young Will, in name only, so she'd be safe. This was only a couple days before the storm broke. Kenrick couldn't do nothing to upset the old General. He was the only rock between Karenta and defeat in the Cantard in those days."


  The war hadn't meant much to me back then. My father had been dead for years, killed down there, and I wasn't old enough to worry about going. But I did recall that, at about that time, Karenta's fortunes had been at low ebb and there'd been talk about the elder Stantnor being the only man who could handle the Venageti of the day.


  "You want the benefit of my suspicion, I think Charon Light was going to deal. Going to sell the plot for immunity. I don't know if that's how she went. She didn't survive."


  I told her, "I'm starting to get confused. I thought Jennifer was born about then. And she had an older brother."


  "Half brother. His mother was the General's first wife. Have-to wedding when he was sixteen. Daughter of a serving woman. But you don't need to know that."


  "I need to know everything if I'm going to make sense of what's happening. Hidden things kill. What happened to the first wife?"


  "They stayed married till the boy was old enough for tutors and nannies. Then he put her aside. The old General sent the family away."


  "Hard feelings involved?"


  "Plenty. But the old General bought them off. He reminded young Will every day. Especially if he spent a night out wenching. A terror, he was, when he was a lad. Obsessed, you might say." She didn't sound like she'd thought him an amusing rake. He didn't sound like somebody I'd have liked.


  For fifteen minutes I tried to get her to tell me more. I got only enough to guess the young Stantnor was a crude ass, a driven philanderer whose life had gained direction and meaning only after his permanent move to the Cantard.


  "So he wasn't a nice guy. Who from those days hated him enough to—"


  "No." There was no equivocation there. "That's life, Garrett. The hurt don't hang on. Everybody does stupid things when they're young."


  Some don't ever stop.


  "Everybody grows out of them. You don't laugh at them when you look back, but you don't take a killing grudge to your grave, neither."


  I don't know. The Stantnors seemed pretty skewed. If that extended to their circle, someone in contact might hold a grudge over something normal people would call bad luck.


  "Then you tell me. Who's haunting him?"


  She stopped working, looked at me. She'd remembered something she hadn't thought about in years. For a moment she teetered on the brink of telling me. Then she shook her head. Her face closed down. "No. It wasn't that way."


  "What wasn't?"


  "Nothing. Some cruel gossip. Nothing to do with us today."


  "You'd better tell me. It might have some bearing."


  "I don't repeat no lies about no one. Wouldn't have nothing to do with this, nohow."


  I got my third pot of hot water. I was tearing them up. I bet she hadn't seen so many clean dishes in years. I'm good for something. Can't keep people from killing each other, but I'm a wiz at washing dishes. Might be time to consider a career change.


  After a while, she said, "What goes around comes around. He sure fell for Missus Eleanor. She was his goddess."


  We all want what we're not supposed to have. I tried an encouraging grunt. When that didn't get any response I tried a direct question. She said, "I think I done talked too much already. I think I done said things I shouldn't have said to no outsider."


  I doubted that. I thought she'd weighed every word and had told me exactly what she wanted me to know. She'd give me another ration when she thought I was ready.


  "I hope you know what you're doing. I'd bet there're things in your head that could save lives."


  Maybe I pressed a touch too hard there. She didn't have to be told what she already knew. She resented it. She gave me a dirty look and clammed up till dinnertime. Then she only growled and gave orders.
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  After supper, having finally gotten the doctor and Saucerhead off, Morley and I headed for my suite. As we climbed the stairs, I said, "I guess old Dellwood got tired of waiting." He'd abandoned the coach hours earlier, according to the coachman, who wasn't pleased with his own lot. It hadn't occurred to anyone to ask him in out of the cold.


  Morley belched. "That woman tried to poison me. That mess wasn't fit to feed a hog."


  I chuckled. He'd made only one oblique negative comment and had gotten invited to cook his own meals.


  His presence didn't thrill the natives. His charm, stoked to a white heat, had been wasted on Jennifer. His feelings were hurt. He wasn't used to being looked at like something from the underside of a rock.


  They didn't know who and what he was, only that he was somebody who had invaded their weird little world. Me, I'm not such a sensitive guy.


  "A lovely bunch, Garrett. Truly lovely. The girl should work at an icehouse. Where do you find these people?"


  "They find me. People who aren't troubled don't need me."


  He grunted. There was a lot of that going around. "I understand that."


  I suspect his clients are weirder than mine. But he doesn't have to deal with them on an extended basis.


  I checked the telltales at the door. There'd been no sloppy visitors. We stepped inside. I said, "I'm going to take a nap. I had a hard night last night. Don't turn into a spook again."


  He gave me a sour grin. "Not this time." He started unwinding a piece of cord he'd scrounged up while I was helping Cook clear supper dishes.


  "What's that for?"


  "To measure with. You say somebody's getting in and out without using the door, there's got to be a way." He measured off a foot of cord, tied a knot, folded the cord, tied another knot. Not a perfect ruler but it would do.


  "I was going to do that myself. When I got time."


  "You never get time for detail work, Garrett. You're too busy bulling around, trying to make things happen. What do you expect tonight?"


  I'd hinted that we could expect some excitement. "I figure that one draug will come back. What else, who knows? Getting so I think anything can happen here. While you're fiddling around, think of a way to get Chain to give himself away."


  "The fat guy with the garbage mouth?"


  "That's him."


  "He the baddie?"


  "He's the only one I can line up who had opportunity with Hawkes and Bradon and the attempts on me."


  "Turn you into bait. Catch him in the act."


  "Thanks a bunch. He's screwed it up three times already. Maybe four. How many shots should I give him?"


  "Take your nap. You're safe. Morley's here."


  "That's not the comfort you think it should be." I went into the bedroom, shucked my clothes and slithered in between the sheets. There was something sinful about being naked in such comfort.


  For about thirty seconds I listened to Morley putter, measuring and talking to himself while rain tippy-tapped on the windows. Then the lights went out.


  The lights never came on. Not quite.


  But there were fires to light the night. Well, there was the threat of fire, anyway.


  I woke up no longer alone. My blonde friend was back. Checking my head, touching my face, all that.


  This time she didn't move fast enough. But she was leaning way over, off balance, and I didn't think before I grabbed. I got her wrist and gave her a come-hither tug. She fell on top of me.


  It was dark. She'd have been invisible if she'd been a brunette wearing dark clothing. Still, from four inches her face was visible. She wore a sort of smile, like she wanted to look kittenish and playful. The rest of her couldn't fake it. She shook like she was terrified.


  "Talk to me," I whispered. "Tell me who you are." I put an arm around her, caressed the back of her neck. Her hair felt fine as spider silk, light as down. I did it to keep her from getting away, but it took only about four seconds for me to start having trouble keeping my mind on business.


  She kissed me instead of answering me.


  Man, oh, man. It had the kick of straight grain alcohol. It got me repeating mantras just to remember who I was.


  Shaking like she was running naked through a hailstorm, she turned up the heat. She worked her way under the covers. This was what the old man needed to keep him warm. Boy, could he save on firewood.


  Then I lost my mantra and kissed her back. About twenty seconds later she forgot about shivering.


  Morley pounded the door. "Hey! Garrett! You going to nap all night?"


  I sat up so sudden I made myself dizzy. I felt around. Just Garrett, all by his lonesome. What? I've got a vivid imagination and a rich fantasy life, but. . . .


  "Bring a light in here."


  "What about your booby trap?"


  What about it? "It's not set."


  Morley found me on the edge of the bed draped in a sheet, looking croggled and feeling four times as croggled as I looked. "What happened?"


  "You're not going to believe it."


  He didn't. "I never left the other room. Well, only long enough to use the pot. Nobody could've gotten past. You had a dream."


  Maybe. But, damn! "I could use more dreams like that. If it was. I don't think so. I've never had one like that."


  "Man gets on in years, he starts living his adventures in his head." He grinned a big one full of pointy elf teeth.


  "Let's don't start. I'm too flustered to keep up my end. You find anything? What time is it?"


  "Yes. Your cloak closet is two thirds as big as it should be. It's about midnight. The witching hour."


  "I could probably make it through the night without cracks like that." I got up, dragged the bedclothes with me.


  Morley got a funny look, stepped over, picked something up.


  It was the red belt my blonde always wore, even in Snake's painting.


  He looked at me. I looked at him. I maybe smiled a little. "Not mine," I told him.


  "Maybe we ought to get the hell out of here, Garrett."


  I pulled my clothes on. I couldn't think what to say. I agreed, mostly. Finally, I just muttered, "You ever back out on a job once you took it?"


  He got him another funny look and said, "Yes. Once."


  I couldn't picture that. That wasn't Morley Dotes. He delivered. He wouldn't back down from the kingpin or from a nest of vampires. I'd seen that with my own eyes. "I don't believe it. What were you up against? A herd of thunder-lizards?"


  "Not exactly."


  He didn't like talking about his work. I dropped it. "Let's look at that closet."


  The situation had him more spooked than he let on. He said, "A man hired me without telling me anything about the mark, just where he'd be at a certain time. I had the biggest surprise of my life when I got there."


  I opened the closet door. "All right. I'll bite."


  "You were the mark."


  I turned slowly. For about ten seconds I had no idea where I stood. Had we reached a moment I'd prayed would never come?


  "Easy. That was six months ago. Forget it. I wasn't going to mention it."


  He wouldn't have unless he'd gotten so rattled most bets were off. I tried to recall what I'd been working on back then. Nothing significant. One missing person thing that had smelled from the start, but that had petered out when I found the missing guy dead.


  "I owe you one."


  "Forget it. I shouldn't have mentioned it."


  "You forget it. Let's see where the missing space went." I thought I got it. That missing person thing had smelled because I'd thought there was more to it than the client would admit. She'd seemed vindictive when nothing in her story indicated a reason. Looking for a man she'd claimed was an associate of her late husband.


  Pieces toppled into place belatedly. The guy she was looking for could have been blackmailing her over the husband's demise. She hadn't needed me once she knew the guy was dead.


  The guy might have hired Morley if he'd heard I was after him.


  Hell with it. Water under the bridge. Nothing to do with what we were into now.


  But I owed Morley. That more than balanced the stunt with the coffin full of vampire.


  "On this side," Morley said.


  It was obvious once you knew it was there. On the right the closet was twenty inches smaller than it should be. "Give me the light."


  I examined the wall inside. Nothing out of the way. No door, nothing to release one or open one. "Has to be out there somewhere."


  I went out, examined the wall, looked for some hidden device, cunningly disguised, like those I'd seen before. I didn't find any such beast.


  "I got it," Morley said.


  He tipped a two-foot section of wainscotting outward like a kitchen flour bin. Bam. No sign it was there when it was in place. "Clever," he said. "Every secret gizmo I ever saw leaves marks on the floor or something if it's used much." The section didn't quite drop to the floor. A leather strap kept it from falling all the way.


  We eyed each other. I said, "Well?"


  He grinned. "We can either stand here and stare at it or we can do something. I vote we do something."


  "After you, my man."


  "Oh, no. I'm just the hired help. I hand the knight his lance when he's ready to charge the Black Baron. When I'm in a real helpful mood, I polish a few rust spots off his armor. But I don't stomp into traps for him."


  "I love you too, boy." He was right. It was my game to play.


  Didn't hurt to try, though.


  I got another lamp, made sure both were full, started to crawl into the opening. "Stay close."


  "Right behind you, boss. All the way."


  "Wait." I backed out.


  "Now what?"


  "Equipment." It seemed like a good time to arm up. Just in case.


  Morley watched me ferret stuff out, grinned when he saw the colored bottles. "I wondered if you kept those."


  "Smart man never throws anything away. Might come in handy someday." Loaded for thunder-lizard, I returned to the passageway. This time I kept going. Morley had less trouble in there, being a foot shorter and a half ton lighter. I kept banging my head. The passage ran straight ahead fifteen feet. It ran under the counter in the dressing room.


  We emerged in a two-foot-wide dead space behind the bedroom and dressing room. It was claustrophobic in there. It was dusty and cobwebby, too, and there was nothing to be seen but studs, lathing, and plaster. The wall at my back was identical. It was the wall of the suite next to mine.


  There were peepholes. Of course. A couple for the dressing room and three for the bedroom. The thought that I might have been watched left me real uncomfortable.


  Morley said, "Here's how you get out."


  At the end of the dead space, against the wall of the hallway, there was a two-by-two hole in the floor. Wooden rungs were nailed to the studs.


  I sneezed ferociously. The dust and my cold were ganging up.


  My head hurt from being banged. My skin burns gave me no respite. I had no reason to be amused. I chuckled anyway.


  "What?"


  "No way I'm going to get past you. You have to go first."


  "Think so?" He ducked into the passageway from my sitting room. "After you, my man."


  "You're so slick, you'll slide out of your casket." I tested the rungs. They were solid.


  Ever go down a vertical ladder carrying a live fire? Lucky I'm a paragon of coordination.


  The third floor was identical to the fourth except for the cover over the hole opening on the second. "There's a big open storage loft below here," I told Morley. And sneezed so hard, I almost killed my lamp. I listened for movement below. Nothing. I lifted the cover. It swung to the side on hinges.


  How would we get down? I'd seen no ladders when I'd explored the storage area.


  Crafty builders. Right under the hatch was the end of a rack. The shelf supports made neat rungs.


  I dropped to the floor. Knowing what to look for, I spotted trapdoors that would take me to every room in the wing.


  "Pretty simple," Morley said. "Think it's set up for spying or for escapes?"


  "I think it's probably for whatever's to the advantage of the Stantnors. I wonder how it works in the east wing. That layout is different."


  "You've already checked this wing, right?"


  "Except for the cellar."


  "You didn't find any place your girlfriend could be hiding?"


  "No."


  "You ask the cook about food shortages?"


  "No." I should have. She'd have to eat. I thought of her portrait. I'd better get the paintings into the house tonight.


  "Let's do this systematically. The cellar first, then the other wing. Seems probable the passages there start in the cellar."


  "Yeah." As I recalled the layout, the walls all sat atop one another from the first floor upward.


  We descended to the pantry quietly, listened. Nothing. On to the cellar.


  It was your typical earthen floor cellar, deeper than my own, where I have to stoop, but vasty, dark and dusty, a wilderness of stone pillars supporting beams that supported joists. At first it seemed mostly empty and dusty and dry—though dry wasn't a surprise. The house sat atop a hill. The builders would have arranged good drainage.


  As we moved toward the east end we encountered evidence that an earlier regime had maintained a large wine cellar. Only the racks remained.


  "Great place to get rid of bodies," Morley remarked.


  "They have their own graveyard for that."


  "Somebody sank a couple, three guys in that swamp."


  He had a point.


  We completed a circuit of the east end finding little but the wine racks, broken furniture, and, near the foot of the steps, sausages and stores hanging so mice couldn't reach them. I sneezed almost continuously.


  "That's the easy half," Morley said. We started our circuit of the western end.


  That end had less to recommend it or make it interesting, except for the supports and plumbing beneath the fountain. Those would have been of interest mainly to a plumber or engineer. There were no entries to hidden passages.


  I said, "We just wasted three quarters of an hour." And sneezed.


  "Never a waste when you find something out. Even if it's negative."


  "That's my line. You're supposed to grumble about wasted time."


  He chuckled. "Must be infecting each other. Let's get out before the spiders gang up."


  I grunted, sneezed. Interesting. The cellar was almost vermin-free. Other than spiders there was very little wildlife. I'd have expected a sizable herd of mice.


  I recalled the cats. "Can you smell anything? I'm deaf in the nose here."


  "What am I supposed to smell?"


  "Cat shit."


  "What?"


  "No mice. If there aren't any, the cats must be on the job. The only cats I've seen are out in the barns. If they're getting in here, there's a way into the basement from the outside."


  "Oh." His eyes got a little bigger. He started watching the edges of the light more closely. There was still a draug around somewhere.


  He said, "We're not going to find anything here. Let's do the west wing." He was uncomfortable. Usually he's cool as a rock. That creepy house really worked on you.


  I was about halfway up to the first floor when I caught the end of a cry. "Oh, damn! What now?"


  Don't ever try to run through unfamiliar territory in the dark, even with a lamp. Between us we nearly killed ourselves a half dozen times each before we made it to the great hall.
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  We burst into the light of the hall, where the Stantnors spared no expense on illumination. "What was it?" There was nothing shaking.


  "Sounded like it came from here," Morley said. "Looks like we're first to arrive."


  "Oh, damn! Not quite. Damn! Damn! Damn!"


  Chain had beaten us there. The dragonslayer and his victim had masked him from us at first. He was on the floor, crumpled in a way no man should be. He'd bounced once, some, and had left a big smear. Blood still leaked out of him.


  "Looks like he came from the top balcony," Morley said, with an artisan's dispassion. "Tried to land on his feet and didn't quite make it." He glanced up. "He didn't jump. And I'd bet you he didn't trip over the rail. If I was a betting man."


  "Wouldn't touch the bet at a thousand to one." The fall wasn't much more than thirty feet. For Chain it must have seemed like a thousand.


  Thirty feet is a bad fall, but people have survived it. If they have themselves under control or they're lucky. Chain hadn't been either.


  I glimpsed movement on the opposite balcony, whirled. I expected to see my mystery blonde. I saw Jennifer instead, in her nightclothes, at the rail at the end of my hall. She looked down in a sort of daze. She was very pale.


  Peters appeared right above us a moment later. "What the hell?" he bellowed, and came bounding downstairs.


  "Stay with him," I told Morley. "I'm going up there." I indicated Jennifer.


  Black Pete galloped up to Morley as I trotted away, mouthing questions too fast for anybody to shove an answer in sideways.


  I was puffing my lungs out when I reached Jennifer, swearing that, when this one was over, I was going to work out every day. Right after I spent a week catching up on my sleep.


  She was flushed now, so red she looked like she'd run a mile. She snapped, "Where were you? I've been trying to wake you up for ten minutes."


  "Huh?"


  She stared at the floor, shivering. "You said . . . I thought you wanted me to. . . ."


  Hell. I'd forgotten. Damned good thing she hadn't come earlier. Especially damned good thing I hadn't given her a key.


  Standing there shy and shamefaced and looking vulnerable, in nightclothes that did little to hide the fact that she was one gorgeous hunk of woman, she made me react after all. I got all set to howl at the moon. Only Peters's chatter downstairs kept my mind on business. Part of my mind on business. A small part of my mind.


  "What do you know about this?" I jerked a thumb at Chain.


  Her eyes got big. "Nothing."


  "Come on. You had to see or hear something."


  "All right. Don't bully." She eased a little closer, still shivering. Business, boy, mind on business. "I sneaked out of my room about thirty minutes ago. When I got to the end of my hall, Chain and Peters were down by the fountain. They were just sitting there. Like they were waiting for something to happen. I couldn't get to the stairs without them seeing me. So I waited. The more I waited, the more scared I got. I was ready to chicken out when Peters said something to Chain and started upstairs. Chain turned his back, so I hurried up to the fourth floor, before Peters saw me. . . .


  "Chain must have seen me when I was sneaking toward the loft stair. He yelled. I went up and over. When I got to your side he was on the fourth floor, going into the hall to my father's suite. I ran down your hall to your door and tried to get you to answer. You didn't. I kept trying. Then I heard that yell. I didn't know what to do. I was scared. I tried to hide in the shadows at the end of the hall until I heard your voice."


  "You didn't see anybody but Peters and Chain?"


  "No. I told you."


  "Huh." I thought a moment. "You'd better get back to your suite. Before anybody else comes out. Peters's questions will be troublesome enough."


  "Oh!"


  "Yeah. Let's go." I followed her to the stairs, up to the loft and across. The darkness there didn't bother her a bit. We parted at the head of the stair to the third-floor balcony. I said, "I'll come talk to you as soon as we've settled things down."


  "All right." A quavery mouse voice. She was scared as hell. I didn't blame her. I was scared myself.


  Chain was dead. Helped along. My favorite suspect. My almost certain killer. Gone. Out of the picture. Meaning I'd wanted to nail the wrong hide to the wall. Unless he'd tried to do unto another and got it done to him in self-defense.


  I walked along the balcony to the point where, I guessed, he'd gone over. Morley and Peters were quiet now, watching me.


  "He got wool pants on?" I asked.


  "Yes," Morley replied.


  There were strands of wool on the rail. There were scratches and flecks of skin, too, like he'd tried to grab hold as he'd gone over. Minute scraps of evidence but they made me certain he'd been shoved. I pictured him standing there, looking down, maybe talking to somebody, when he got a sudden boost with barely enough oomph on it. Maybe he'd even needed a little extra help after he'd started going.


  Sometimes I suffer too much empathy for men who die untimely deaths. I picture the thing and conjure the feelings they must have felt as the realization hit them. Falling scares hell out of me. I had more than the usual ration of compassion for Chain.


  What would it take, about a second of free fall? All of it intense with fear and wild desperation and vain hope, trying to adjust to take the fall and maybe, just maybe, survive?


  I shuddered. This one was going to haunt me.


  Trying hard not to think about it, I clumped down to the ground floor. I hurt everywhere. I wasn't in a good mood at all. "What's your story, Sarge?"


  He was taken aback by my intensity. But he excused it. "We were waiting for the draug." There was a collection of instruments of mayhem lying in the fountain. I hadn't noticed before. "Kaid and Wayne were going to take the next watch, in about an hour. I had to take a leak. I didn't want to go outside so I headed for my room."


  "You took a long time taking a leak."


  "Found out I had to do more once I got there. You want to check? It's still warm."


  "Take his word for it, Garrett." Morley isn't your dedicated investigator, willing to stir fouled chamberpots in search of damning evidence. I'm not that devoted myself. Anyway, I believed Peters. He'd have come up with an alibi less dumb if he was going to toss somebody off a balcony.


  I was about out of suspects.


  Which meant I had to open the whole thing up and suspect everybody again. Even the unlikelies.


  Shares of the legacy were worth over six hundred thousand now. If the value of the estate wasn't falling faster than the murderer could expand his share.


  Peters. Cook. Wayne. Who? For no sound reason I gave Wayne top billing. And Cook was starting to look better, though she had pretty good alibis. But alibis aren't everything.


  "I guess the killer knows there's a copy of the will," I told Peters. "That means the General could be in double jeopardy."


  "What?"


  "After last night the killer has to worry about the other copies going, too. They do, all his risks have gone for nothing. So maybe he'll want the old man to check out before the last copy of the will does. Better find out exactly how many there were and where they're at now." I tapped my shirt to make sure I had my copy.


  Not that it was particularly safe with me, considering I was no more immortal than Chain, Hawkes, or Bradon.


  Snake popped into mind, and after Snake, his paintings. I had to get those inside.


  But it was pouring out. Maybe headed for something worse. There was the occasional flash of lightning. I said, "Getting around to the kind of weather that suits this place. All we need is something howling and ghost lights puttering around outside."


  Peters snorted. "You get the next best thing. A frisky draug." He pointed.


  There it was, back at the rear again, trying to get in. A lightning flash illuminated it. I got my first good look. It was more decomposed than the others.


  Peters selected a few items from the stockpile in the fountain. "Shall we take care of it?"


  "That's my old sergeant, Morley. Cool in the face of the enemy."


  "Uhm." He went through the arsenal himself. Here was something he could get a hold on.


  "All right. I guess we should take care of it. Get it out of the way." I checked their leavings. They'd taken all the best stuff already. "Hell with this." I went and disarmed a retired knight.


  I had to be getting close to the end. There weren't many suits of armor left for me to vandalize.
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  Morley sat on the fountain surround hugging cracked ribs. Peters was curled up on the floor in a pool of vomit, clutching his groin. He did his manly best not to whimper. Me, I'd been luckier. All I'd come up with was a shin bruise and a badly stomped foot. Not on the same leg. "Maybe next time I'll save myself some grief and let whoever wants kill me."


  Morley gasped, "Why didn't you say the man was a hand-to-hand specialist when he was alive?"


  "Don't look at me! I didn't know anything about him. Not even who he was."


  Pieces of draug were scattered all over. Some still moved.


  "What now?"


  "Eh?"


  "You burned the other two. Right?"


  "One of them, I know."


  "Both," Peters groaned. He got onto his knees, his forehead on the floor. His knuckles were bone white. He'd gotten hit bad. "They dumped the other one into the stable fire when they saw there wasn't no stopping it." He didn't say that in one chunk but in little gasps, a word or two at a time. The effort cost him a spate of dry heaves.


  I felt for him, though not as much as I would have if I hadn't been hurting myself.


  I got up. "Better make sure we got the job done." The thing looked like it was trying to get itself back together. The pieces were trying to get to a central point. I hobbled, pitching random limbs back.


  "What the hell's going on down there?"


  I looked up. Wayne and Kaid had appeared for their shift, at the third-floor rail. "Come on down. We're in no shape to finish this."


  Wayne beat Kaid by a floor. He looked at what was left of Chain, at the pieces of rotted corpse, at Chain again. "Man. Man, oh, man. Man." He didn't say anything else till he asked, "What happened?"


  I told him. Kaid arrived in time to get it all.


  "Man. Man, oh, man." Wayne was scared. For the first time since I arrived I saw one of those people convinced of his own mortality.


  "Hell. You're all a hundred thousand richer now."


  "Man. I don't care about that. I don't need it. It ain't worth it. I'm out of here soon as it's light enough that nothing can sneak up on me."


  "But. . . ."


  "Money ain't everything. You can't live it up if you're dead. I'm gone." The man was almost hysterical.


  I glanced at Peters. He was preoccupied, though he'd made it to the fountain surround. He hoisted himself up and perched with his misery. He had no attention left for anything else.


  Morley was no help. But he couldn't be. He didn't know the people.


  I looked at Kaid. He was as pallid as a man could get, as shaken as Wayne, equally eyeball to eyeball with death. It had come home. The field was so narrow, each knew he might be next.


  He swallowed about three times, then managed, "The General. Somebody's got to take care of the General."


  Wayne snarled, "Let that bastard take care of himself. I'm gone. I ain't dying for his money or for him."


  Pain will distract you some, but mine wasn't so all-devouring that I couldn't spend some effort trying to figure out what the hell would happen next. I wondered which of the three was acting and how he'd gotten so good.


  I wondered some about Cook, Jennifer, even the old man, and how I could figure one of them for the killer. Or more than one. That was an angle I hadn't given much thought. Maybe there was more than one killer. That would take care of alibis.


  And my ivory lover. What of her? The mystery woman suddenly looked like a top bet for the villain.


  Who the hell was she?


  I plunked myself down on the fountain surround, as nimble as a quadraplegic dwarf. Kaid and Wayne came out of shock enough to start thinking and doing. Kaid went to the kitchen, got some big burlap sacks. He and Wayne stuffed them with pieces of draug and tied them shut. They gagged while they worked. My cold was that much of a blessing. I didn't have to take the smell.


  Morley was three feet away. I asked, "How you doing?"


  "Be running windsprints in the morning." He grimaced, spat on the floor, winced again as he leaned to look at it.


  "What?"


  "Wanted to see if I was spitting blood."


  "Come on. You rolled with it."


  He flashed me a down under smile. He was putting on a show. He wanted folks to think he was hurt worse than he was. Might be an edge for him later.


  I shut my mouth.


  Peters managed to say, "What now, Garrett?"


  "I don't know."


  "How do we stop this before we're all dead?"


  "I don't know that, either. Unless we just scatter."


  "In which case the killer wins by default. Wayne walks tomorrow, it's the same as if he got killed."


  Morley said, "Makes your job easier, Garrett." He did a grimace. He was overacting.


  "Eh?" I was at top form.


  "Shortens the list by another name."


  Black Pete grunted out, "Garrett. How're you going to catch him?"


  Him? I wasn't so sure now. If Wayne walked and Peters was clean, the crowd was so small I'd have to lynch Kaid. But I thought Kaid was too old and feeble to have done all the killer had.


  "I don't have a clue, Sarge. Don't press me. You people know each other better than I know you. You tell me who it is."


  "Shit. It isn't anybody. Logically. One way or another you can discard everybody. Except maybe your phantom blonde, that nobody sees but you."


  "I saw her," Morley said. I looked at him, puzzled. Was he lending moral support?


  Hadn't he said something about seeing her last night? Or was that the other Morley?


  I'd forgotten that. The thing that could be somebody else. Probably the spook that the doctor was sure was here.


  It didn't get any easier.


  "Your picture," Morley whispered.


  I frowned.


  "Get it and find out who she is. Besides a hot tumble."


  Maybe he was right. Maybe. I wanted to say the hell with it for now. We were out of the woods for a while. That draug had been cared for. The killer wasn't likely to make another move for a while. I hurt everywhere. I just wanted to slither upstairs and finish what I'd started before I'd been interrupted.


  But I'd put off seeing Bradon for a few minutes and look what that had cost. Not just Snake but Chain. Not to mention the stable, those paintings, and however many horses had vanished into the sunset because there was no one to round them up.


  I got my feet under me. "Peters. Any rain gear handy?"


  Morley got up, too. He scrunched over, held his side with his left arm.


  "Rain gear? What the hell you need to go outside for?"


  "Got to get something while it's still there."


  He looked at me like he thought I was crazy. Probably right, I thought. "To your left at the end over there, through that arch. The old guest restrooms." He still wasn't talking in big gobbling chunks.


  Morley and I went to the arch, which was barely five feet wide. A crack of a doorway for this place. It opened on an alcove, eight by eight. There was a door in front of me and one to my left. "Check that one," I told Morley, and opened the one in front of me.


  Mine was the women's, the only pissoir I'd seen in the house. I hadn't noticed any plumbing downstairs. Maybe it wasn't there anymore. The place was dried up, used only for storage.


  There were no raincoats.


  I went to check on Morley.


  His room was the men's. Surprise, surprise. One wall was all marble that fell to a trough. The flush pipe whence water ran, at eye level, had rusted out. I spied the rain gear but not Morley. "Where are you?"


  "Here." His voice came from beyond a copse of brooms and mops and whatnot in the left-hand rear corner. He'd found another movable panel. He was halfway up the narrow stairway behind it.


  "We can check it out later." I spied a lantern amongst the junk on the marble four-holer. It smelled like it had been used in the modern era. When Morley came down I was getting it lighted.


  Morley said, "If there weren't people hanging around, you'd think the place had been abandoned for twenty years."


  "Yeah." I shrugged into an oilcloth coat so big it hung long on me. "Let's get with it." While Morley tried to find something smaller than a circus tent, I snapped up a few extras to wrap Bradon's artwork. We put on hats and dashed out into the storm.


  Actually, we stumbled. I wasn't getting any friskier. Neither was Morley. I had to spend most of my energy keeping the lantern from blowing out.


  There was a brisk wind blowing, throwing barrels of water around. It came from every direction but up. The thunder banged away. Lightning, over the city, carried on like a battle between hordes of stormwardens. We reached the barn in spite of all.


  "Thank heaven we found rain gear," Morley said. "We might have gotten soaked."


  Sarky bastard. I was wet to the skin. I rooted through the place where I'd squirreled the paintings. "Damn me! Something's gone right."


  "What?"


  "They're still here."


  "Watch out for a booby trap, then."


  I almost took him seriously. That's the way my luck runs.


  I shook the water off the extra coats. Morley held the lantern and cursed and dodged bats. "Those coats aren't going to be enough. Let me look around." He scurried off, leaving me halfway convinced I'd never see him again.


  He came back with a couple of heavy tarps. We wrapped the paintings in two bundles. We took one apiece and slogged into the storm. I got soaked all over again. I had mud up to my knees when we reached the house, but the paintings arrived dry.


  We shed our gear.


  "Guess we better take these up to the suite," I told Morley. He was looking at the paintings. "What do you think?"


  "The man was disturbed."


  "And good, too. That's her."


  "I'm in love." He stared at the portrait like he might dive in.


  "Let's admire her upstairs."


  But we had to pass Kaid, Wayne, and Peters to get to the stairway. Black Pete asked, "What's all that?"


  No reason not to tell the truth. "Some of Bradon's paintings. I saved them from the fire."


  They wanted to see. They hadn't seen Bradon's work before. The man never had shown it.


  "Yech!" Kaid said after a couple of war scenes. "That's sick."


  "It's good," Wayne said. "That's how it felt."


  "But it doesn't look like—"


  "I know. It's how it felt."


  "Man," Peters said. "He didn't like Jennifer much, did he?"


  Somehow I'd managed to save four portraits, the blonde and three Jennifers. Just as well I hadn't salvaged any of these guys. They wouldn't have appreciated them. I'd gotten more than one Jennifer by accident. It had gotten hurried toward the end.


  Peters lined the portraits up against the fountain. The third and probably most recent Jennifer I hadn't seen before. It was the ugliest. Jennifer was radiant yet something horrible about her made you doubt the artist's sanity.


  Kaid said, "He was crazier than we thought. Garrett, don't ever let Miss Jennifer see these. That would be too cruel."


  "I won't. I took them by accident more than anything. I was just grabbing. But the blonde, now. I took that one on purpose. That's the woman I've been seeing. Who is she?"


  They looked at me, at the painting, at me again. Their studied blandness said they were unsure about my sanity. They thought I'd let my imagination attach itself to the first thing handy.


  Peters played it straight. "I don't know, Garrett. Never seen her before. You men?"


  Wayne and Kaid shook their heads. Wayne said, "There's something familiar about her, though."


  That seemed to cue something in Kaid's head. He frowned, moved a step closer. I asked, "You know something, Kaid?"


  "No. For a second. . . . No. Just my imagination."


  I wasn't going to argue with them till I could produce physical evidence. "Let's get these tucked away, Morley."


  We started gathering the paintings. Now Peters was frowning at the blonde, something perking in the back of his head. He was a little pale and a whole lot puzzled.


  He didn't say anything, though. We collected the paintings and headed for the stairs.


  Maybe intuition nudged me. When I reached the fourth floor I went to the rail. Peters and Kaid had their heads together, yakking away. They kept their voices down but were intense.


  Morley's ears are better than mine. He told me, "Whatever they're talking about, they're determined to convince each other it's impossible."


  "They recognized her?"


  "They think she looks like somebody she couldn't be. I think."


  I didn't like the sound of that.
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  Morley perched the mystery woman on the mantle in my sitting room, contemplated her intently. I misread his interest. I seldom do that because his interest in the female tribe is definite. "Can't have her, boy. She's taken."


  "Be quiet," he told me. "Sit down and look at the painting."


  He wouldn't be sharp if it wasn't important. I planted myself. I stared.


  I began to feel like I was part of the scene.


  Morley got up and snuffed a few lamps, halving the light in the room. Then he threw the curtains open, apparently so we'd get the full benefit of the storm. He settled and resumed staring.


  That woman came more and more to life, grabbed more and more of my being. I felt I could take her hand and pull her out, away from the thing that pursued her.


  The storm outside intensified what was going on in the painting's background. That damned Snake Bradon was a sorcerer. The painting, once you looked at it awhile, was more potent than the swampscape with hanged man. But this one was more subtle.


  I could almost hear her begging for help.


  Morley muttered, "Damn her. She's too intense. Got to block her out of there."


  "What?"


  "There's something else there. But the woman pulls your attention away."


  He'd lost me. The rest of the painting was decoration to me. Or arrows pointing out the crucial object.


  Morley got paper from my writing table, spent ten minutes using a small knife to trim pieces to cover the blonde. "You damage that thing, I'll carve you up," I told him. I had a notion where it ought to be displayed. There was a big bare spot on the wall of my office at home.


  "I'd cut my own throat first, Garrett. The man was crazy but he was a genius."


  Curious, Morley calling him crazy without having met him.


  Morley killed another lamp. He hung his cutouts over the canvas.


  "I'll be damned." The painting was almost as intense without the woman. But now the eye could rove.


  Morley grunted. "Let your mind go blank. Just let it sink in."


  I tried.


  The storm carried on outside. Thunder galloped. Swords of lightning flailed. The flashes played with the flashes in the painting. The shadow seemed to move like a thunderhead boiling. "What?"


  It was there for just a second. I couldn't get it back. I tried too hard.


  "Did you see the face?" Morley asked. "In the shadow?"


  "Yeah. For a second. I can't get it back."


  "Neither can I." He removed the cutouts, settled again. "She's running from somebody, not something."


  "She's reaching out. You think Bradon has her reaching for somebody particular?"


  "Running from somebody to somebody?" he asked.


  "Maybe."


  "Him?"


  "Maybe." I shrugged.


  "You? You're the one who—"


  "You said you saw her."


  "I saw somebody. Just a glimpse. The more I stare at this, the more I think it could have been the other one."


  "Jennifer?"


  "Yes. They look a lot alike."


  I hadn't seen that. I tried to see Jennifer in the blonde. "I don't know. There's a lot of Stantnor in Jennifer and none in this one."


  I guess I squeaked. He asked, "What?"


  "That face in the background. There was a lot of Stantnor in it."


  "Jennifer? Bradon did her bad."


  "I don't think so. I got the feeling it was male."


  "Around thirty and stark raving mad."


  The lightning had fits outside. I shuddered, jumped up, started lighting lamps. I couldn't shake the chill. "I'm spooked," I confessed.


  "Yes. The more I look, the creepier it gets."


  The chill stayed with me. I wondered if we were being watched. "Think I'll start a fire."


  "Whoa! What did you say?"


  "I'll start a fire. I'm freezing my—"


  "You're a genius, Garrett."


  "Nice of you to notice." What did I genius? It went right by me.


  "Fire in the stable. You figured right, too. Not for you at all. For something Bradon had hidden. What did you find hidden? The paintings." He gestured at the blonde. "The painting."


  "I don't know—"


  "I do. What were the others? Crazy stuff. But people we've seen and places in the Cantard."


  So I looked at the painting again.


  Morley said, "There's the key to your killer. That's why Bradon died. There's why the stable burned. That's your killer." He laughed. It was a crazy noise. Hell. Everything was crazy in this place. "And you slept with her." He started to say something else, caught himself, reflected. "Oh, man." He came and put a hand on my shoulder.


  He could have slept with a mass murderer and thought nothing of it. Maybe he'd have smiled and cut her throat afterward. A lovable rogue most of the time, but there's a cold subterranean stream inside him.


  He knew how it would hit me before it hit. He was there when I started to rattle.


  It wasn't as bad as I feared, but the idea did shake me. "I've got to pace."


  He let me get up and try to walk it off. That didn't do much good. The whoopee-making noises outside didn't help. The thunder ripped at my nerves like cats howling at midnight.


  Then I recalled promising Jennifer I'd see her later. The old mind fixed on that, telling me I could clean out a whole bird's nest with one stone.


  "Where you going?" Morley demanded.


  "Something to do. Promises to keep. Almost forgot." I got out before he pressed me, sudden as that, not quite sure I was thinking right.
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  I glanced over the rail. Kaid and Wayne were seated on opposite sides of the fountain, not talking. They'd cleaned up Chain. Peters had gone. I wondered why they bothered. Maybe they couldn't sleep. I couldn't see me getting much sleep despite exhaustion and hurting everywhere.


  I made it to the loft, crossed, slipped down to the third floor without attracting attention. It was a great house for sneaking. I tiptoed to Jennifer's door. I tapped. She didn't answer. I shouldn't have expected her to, as long as it had been. I tried the door. Locked.


  Only reasonable. Any fool would have taken that precaution. I tapped again and still got no response.


  "So much for that idea." I started for home.


  And stopped. And without understanding why I turned back and went to work on the lock. I had it undone in moments.


  Jennifer didn't like the darkness. Half a dozen lamps burned in a sitting room identical to her father's. Not knowing the layout of these end suites, I decided the best place to find her would be behind the same door the old man used to make his entrances. I locked the hall door and headed that way.


  I don't know what you'd call the room beyond. It wasn't a bedroom. It was more a small, informal sitting room with only a few pieces of furniture and one big window facing west. It was gloomy, lighted by a single candle. Jennifer was there, in a chair facing the window. The drapes were open wide. She'd fallen asleep despite the excitement outside. I doubted she'd have heard my knock had she been awake.


  Now what, bright boy? Make the wrong move and they'll turn you into a eunuch.


  Hell. It'd been tried before. I shook her shoulder. "Jenny. Wake up."


  She shrieked and jumped and stumbled away and. . . . The gods were kind. One of those barrages of thunder absorbed her cry. She recognized me and got herself under control—more or less.


  She held her hands over her heart and panted. "You scared me to death. What're you doing here, Garrett?"


  I fibbed a little. "I told you I'd come by. I knocked. You didn't answer. I got worried. I fiddled the lock and came to see if you were all right. You looked so pale I just reached out to shake your shoulder. I didn't mean to scare you."


  Did I sound sincere? I poured it on. I do sincere pretty good. Been studying Morley's technique. She relaxed some, moved a little closer.


  "Gods. I hope I didn't wake the whole house yelling like that."


  I apologized some more. Then it seemed only natural to hug her to comfort her. A minute after that, when she'd stopped shaking so bad, she found a little girl voice and asked, "You're going to ravish me now, aren't you?"


  For me it was the perfect thing for her to say at the moment. I busted out laughing. It took the built-up pressure out of me. It took almost too much. I had to fight it to control it.


  "What's so damned funny?"


  Her feelings were bruised. "No. Jenny. Honey. I'm not laughing at you. I'm laughing at me. Honest. I really am. No. I'm not here to ravish you. The condition I'm in, after today I couldn't ravish a chipmunk. I've been burned, bludgeoned, and kicked half to death. I hurt all over. I'm so tired I could pass out on the spot. And I'm totally upset about Chain. If there's anything I'd want from a woman now, it would be for her to comfort me, not for me to ravish her."


  You slick talker. Pay attention. Talk like that, it's eight to five you'll wind up getting comforted by a vestal virgin. Just be harmless, helpless, and in need of mothering, and pour on the sincere.


  Well, what with one thing and another, I talked myself right into something without consciously planning it. Fifteen minutes later we were in her bed. Fifteen minutes after that I was trying hard to stay harmless, helpless, and in need of comfort.


  There's something reassuring about just lying around holding somebody after you've been bruised and abused and treated like a wolf treats a fox that isn't fast on its feet. But there's also something about being comforted by somebody put together like Jennifer that makes you forget they shoved you through the meat grinder sideways—hide, hooves, and all.


  We'd been whispering, mostly just talk, innocent enough but she couldn't lie still. She was relaxed enough now, considering. She moved, seemed startled, asked, "Is that what I think it is?"


  Body pressure left no doubt what she meant. "Yeah. Sorry. Can't help it. Maybe I'd better go." I didn't make any move to leave, though. Not me.


  "I can't believe it. No. It's impossible."


  It wasn't impossible at all.


  For a while I forgot the painting, the storm, all my aches and pains. I even got to sleep some. Though that was more like catnaps between tests of the limits of possibility.


  I knew I was going to hate myself in the morning.


  It was just my body that hated myself in the morning. It felt about a hundred and two years old. My head was fine, not counting my cold. I kissed Jennifer on the forehead, nose, and chin, headed for my own quarters while it was still early enough that I might not be noticed.


  Wayne and Kaid were on duty still. Sort of. Kaid was nodding. Wayne was sprawled on the fountain surround, snoring. Cook was in the kitchen cursing. I heard her all the way to the fourth floor. I wondered what was bothering her. I was sure we'd all know before long, what with her closed-mouth, stoic ways.


  I went up, through the loft, down. I glanced across as I started into my hallway. The blonde stared at me from the hall to the General's suite. I waved feebly. She didn't respond. "Oh, boy." I headed for my door.


  For a second I thought she'd gotten there before me. Then I realized it was the painting. It seemed so creepy, I turned it to face the wall.


  "You have a nice time?"


  Morley was in a big overstuffed chair. He looked like he'd been asleep.


  "Ghastly."


  "That's what puts that smug look on your face. I'll remember that. Get cleaned up. It's almost time for breakfast."


  Him eager for one of Cook's breakfasts? "I'll give it a skip and take a nap instead."


  "You're working, Garrett. You don't take time off to nap whenever you feel like it, do you?"


  "That's the beauty of being your own boss." He was right. More right than he knew, really. I could go get some sleep, sure. And if somebody got killed while I did, I'd be haunted for years. "Yeah. All right."


  Now he looked smug. Bastard. He knew right where to poke me. I went into the dressing room, threw some water on my face, mixed up some lather, hacked and slashed. Morley planted himself in the doorway. He watched the show awhile, then said, "I'd better move on the cook fast. Or you'll have every woman in the place wrapped up."


  "You're out of luck. She was my first conquest."


  He snorted.


  I said, "I had to move fast because I knew you'd head for her like a moth to a candle." I wiped my face. "On the other hand, I won't stand in your way. She's definitely your type. I'll sing at your wedding."


  "Don't think you can provoke me into a battle of wits with an unarmed man."


  "Huh."


  "I know it's your diet talking. Maybe I ought to talk to the cook about that. Dietary improvements could do your General more good than squadrons of doctors and witches."


  "Got you on the run already?"


  "What?"


  "Last recourse, old buddy. You start talking about red meat and celery juice and boiled weeds."


  "Boiled weeds? You ever actually buy a meal at my place? I mean, pay for it out of your own pocket?"


  I was tired enough to forget how well he does sincere. I made the mistake of offering an honest answer. "I don't recall doing that. Every time it's been on the house." And not that bad, but who was going to admit that?


  "And you complain about free meals. You know how much it costs to gather those ‘weeds'? They're rare. They grow wild. They aren't cultivated commercially." He put on a lot of sincere. I wasn't sure if he was yanking my leg or not. I know it isn't cheap to eat at his place. But I'd always figured that was part of the ambience. Make his customers think they were buying class.


  "We're getting too serious," I said, by way of ducking possible issues. "Let's go see how she'll poison us today."


  "Not the best choice of words, Garrett, but let's."
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  Sometime back a hundred years ago, Cook whumped up one big breakfast and she'd been re-warming leftovers ever since. The same old greasy meats and biscuits and gravy and all that, so heavy it would founder a galleon. Your basic country breakfast. Morley was in pain.


  He concentrated on biscuits and muttered, "At least the storm passed."


  It was quiet out. The rain had fallen off to a drizzly mist. The wind had died down. It was getting colder, which I didn't interpret as a positive omen. I figured it meant the snow would be back.


  Jennifer didn't show, which I didn't find mysterious and nobody else mentioned, so it must not be unusual. But Wayne wasn't around either and he wasn't the kind who missed his meals. "Where's Wayne?" I asked Peters, who looked groggy, crabby, and like he still hurt plenty.


  He gave me the answer I was afraid I'd hear. "He pulled out. Soon as there was enough light, just like he said. Kaid said he had his stuff all packed and at the front door. He was raring to go."


  I looked at Kaid. Kaid looked like I felt. He nodded, which seemed to take all the energy he had. I muttered, "And then there were three."


  Peters said, "And I'm having a hard time talking myself into sticking."


  Cook rumbled, "What are you boys on about now?" I realized she probably hadn't heard. I told her about Chain. And when I thought about Chain I wished I hadn't, because Wayne the gravedigger was gone and that meant either Peters or I or both of us would have to hike over to the graveyard and wallow in the mud till we got Art Chain planted. I knew Morley wouldn't do it. He hadn't hired on for that, as he'd remind me with a shit-eating grin while he kibbitzed my digging style.


  Eight hundred and some thousands apiece now. And all the survivors improbable suspects.


  I thought about burning my copy of the will right there. But what good would that do if they didn't know it was the last copy? Then I had a terrible thought. "Was the will registered?" You can do that to keep your heirs from squabbling. It means filing a copy of the document. If Stantnor's was registered, then the villain did not have to worry about my copy or about the General having torched his.


  They all looked at each other, shrugged.


  We'd have to ask the General.


  I started to say I wanted to see him, but a racket out front cut me off. It sounded like a cavalry troop arriving.


  "What the hell is that?" Kaid muttered. He shoved himself off his stool, started moving like he was forty years older than his seventy-something. Everybody but Cook toddled along behind. Cook didn't leave her bailiwick for trivia.


  We swarmed onto the front porch. "What the hell?" Peters demanded. "Looks like a damned carnival caravan."


  It did. And the mob with the garish coach and wagons boasted every breed you could imagine.


  None of the vehicles were pulled by horses or oxen or even elephants, which you sometimes see with a carnival. The teams were all grolls—grolls being half giant, half troll, green, and from twelve to eighteen feet tall when they're grown. They're strong enough to tear out trees by their roots— big trees.


  A pair of those grolls waved and hollered. Took me a moment. "Doris and Marsha," I said. "Haven't seen them for a while."


  A skinny little guy bounced up the steps. I hadn't seen him for a lot longer. "Dojango Roze. How the hell are you?"


  "A little down on my luck, actually." He grinned. A strange little breed, he claimed he and Doris and Marsha were triplets born of different mothers. I'd given up trying to figure that out.


  "What the hell is this, Dojango?" Morley asked. I've never been sure but I think Dojango is some distant relative of his.


  "Doctor Doom's medicine show, carnival, and home spirit disposal service, actually. Friend of the Doc said you had a bad spirit needing handling." He grinned from ear to ear. His brothers Doris and Marsha boomed cheerfully, not giving a damn that I didn't understand one word of grollish. They and the other grolls and all the oddities with them got to work setting up camp on the front lawn.


  I glanced at Peters and Kaid. They just stared. "Morley?" I raised an eyebrow about a foot high. "Your doctor friend's referral?"


  His smile was a little weak around the edges. "Looks like."


  "Hey!" Dojango said, sensing my lack of enthusiasm. "Doc Doom is the real thing, actually. Real ghost tamer. Exorcist. Demonologist. Spirit talker. The works. Even does a little necromancy, actually. But there ain't much call for those skills, actually. Not when you're not human. How many of you humans would think of using a non-human to call up your uncle Fred so you can find out where he hid the good silver before he croaked? See? So Doc has to make a mark here and a mark there some other way. Peddles nostrums mostly, actually. Hey. Let me go get him, bring him up, let you judge for yourself." He spun around and headed for the coach, which hadn't disgorged any passengers yet.


  He ran halfway down the steps. I muttered, "I don't believe this. The old man would foul his drawers if he saw it."


  Morley grunted. His eyes were glazed.


  Roze came back. "Oh. Doc Doom is kind of a quirky guy, actually. You got to give him some room and be a little patient. If you know what I mean."


  "I don't," I told him. "Better not be too quirky. I've got quirky enough right here and no patience left over for more."


  Dojango grinned, managed to leave without using his favorite word again. Actually. He dashed down to that ridiculous coach, which was so brightly painted it would have blinded us on a sunny day. Breeds swarmed around it. A couple got up a giant parasol. Another one brought a set of steps. Somebody else laid out a canvas dingus from those steps to the steps to the house.


  Morley and I exchanged glances again.


  Dojango opened the coach door and bowed.


  Meantime, grolls set up a circus on the lawn.


  I asked Morley, "You heard of this guy?"


  "Actually, yes." He smiled. "Word is, he's the real thing. Like Dojango says."


  "Actually."


  Kaid sputtered and went back into the house.


  A figure seven feet tall and maybe six hundred pounds wide descended from the coach. What it was wasn't immediately obvious. It was wrapped up in so much black cloth, it looked like a walking tent. The tent was covered with mystical symbols in silver. A huge hand came out and made a benevolent gesture to the troops. One of the taller breeds dragged something out of the coach and planted it atop Doctor Doom's head. It added three feet to his height. Priests should wear something so bizarre and ornate.


  He came toward us as though the star of a coronation processional.


  "You Doc Doom?" I asked when he arrived. "Give me one good reason why I should take you seriously after that clown show."


  Dojango, bouncing around like a puppy, seemed stricken. "Hey. Garrett. You can't talk to Doctor Doom that way, actually."


  "I talk to kings and sorcerers that way. Why should I make an exception for a clown? You better pack your tents and get rolling. The nitwit who sent you made a mistake."


  Morley said, "Garrett, don't get excited. The man is for real, he's just kind of into drama and maybe has a little bit of a puffed-up notion of his own importance."


  "I'll say."


  Doom hadn't spoken yet. He didn't now. He gestured. A breed beside him, female, about four feet tall who looked like she had a lot of dwarf and ogre in her—she was ugly—said, "The Doctor says he'll excuse your impertinence this once because you were ignorant of who he is. But now you know—"


  "Bye." I turned. "Sarge, Morley, we got work to do. Sarge, maybe you better see if you can find a horse. We may have to send for the garrison." There isn't much law anywhere in Karenta, but guys like the General have access to a little. Somebody irritates them, they can always get a hand or two hundred from the army.


  Dojango had a fit. He pursued us into the hall, where he lost the thread of his thoughts as he looked around at the paintings and hardware and bellicose scenes in glass. He mumbled something about, "He's desperate for work, actually."


  Cook strode onto the scene, as formidable as a war elephant. Now I knew where Kaid had gone. She damned near trampled Roze. I said, "I don't think we'll need the army."


  Morley said, "You're being too hard, Garrett. One more time. The man is the real thing."


  "Yeah. Right." I went back to the door to watch Cook in action.


  The action was over, essentially. She stood in front of the marvelous doctor with hands on ample hips looking like she might breathe fire. He was out of his wonderful hat already and getting rid of the tent.


  Like I thought, the guy inside went more stone than I had fingers to count, but I had to revise his tonnage downward. He didn't go more that four-fifty in his work clothes.


  He had some troll in him and three or four other bloods; once you saw him without the costume, you figured maybe he was smart to wear it. He made his little mouthpiece look gorgeous.


  "Mr. Garrett. I'll dispense with the showmanship. As my good friend Dojango has assured you, I am the genuine article." His voice was down a well's depth below bass. Somewhere along the line somebody had popped him in the Adam's apple. That added a growly, scratchy character to his voice and made him hard to understand. He knew that and spoke slowly. "You have a problem with a malign spirit, I'm told. Unless it's of a class two magnitude or greater, I can deal with it."


  "Huh?" I'm not up on the jargon. I try not to hang around with sorcerers. That can be hazardous to your health.


  "Will you reconsider and allow me a preliminary examination of the premises?"


  Why not? I'm an easygoing guy when people don't shuck me. "As long as you knock the horse apples off your boots and promise not to wet on the carpets."


  He was so ugly his expression was hard to read. I don't think he appreciated my humor, though. I asked, "What do you need from us?"


  "Nothing. I brought my own equipment. A guide, perhaps, to show me those places where the spirit most commonly manifests."


  "It doesn't. Leastwise, not when anyone is looking. The only evidence we have that there is one is the doctor's opinion."


  "Curious. A spirit of the sort he suspected ought to manifest frequently. Dojango. My kit."


  Morley asked, "Could it appear to be somebody familiar?"


  "Explain your question, please."


  I told him about having a Morley in my room who wasn't.


  "Yes. Exactly. If it wanted, it could cause a great deal of confusion that way. Dojango, what are you waiting for?"


  Roze scampered off to the Doctor's coach. Meantime, Doom said, "Perhaps I should apologize for distressing you with my arrival. The sort of people who usually employ me won't believe I'm real unless they get a show."


  I understood that. Sometimes I have that problem in my business. Potential clients look at me and wonder, especially when they catalog the marks on my face. I have to remind them that they should see the other guys.


  Dojango staggered up the steps with four big cases. They probably outweighed him. His face was frozen in a rictus of a grin.


  Cook seemed satisfied that everything was under control. She headed into the house. Never said a word to me. My feelings were hurt.


  But not much.


  Dojango arrived panting like he'd run twenty miles. Doctor Doom said, "Shall we begin?"
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  Once the good doctor stopped clowning, he impressed me as quite professional.


  He started at the fountain, about which he made several remarks, suggesting he thought it one of the great sculptures of the modern age. He asked if it might be for sale in the foreseeable future.


  Peters and I exchanged glances. Peters was way out at sea, encountering a side of the world about which he'd only heard before. He said, "Unlikely, doctor. Unlikely."


  "A pity. A great pity. I'd love to own it. It would make a wonderful prop." He shuffled through his cases as Dojango popped them open, took out this and that—and nobody else knew what they were. For all I could tell they had no use at all and were just stuff to impress the peasants.


  Three minutes later he said, "A great many traumatic events have occurred in this house." He looked at something in his hand, drifted to the spot where Chain had made his exit from this vale of tears. The boys had cleaned up good. I guessed Chain was taking his ease in the wellhouse till planting time.


  "A man died here recently. Violently." Doom looked up. "Pushed, I'd guess."


  "On the money," I admitted. "Maybe an hour after midnight last night."


  He wandered around. "The dead have walked here. Zombies. . . . No! Worse. Not under control. Draugs."


  I looked at Morley. "I guess he knows his stuff. Unless he's got a friend on the inside."


  "You're suspicious of everything."


  "Occupational hazard."


  The spook hunter spent fifteen minutes just standing by the fountain with his eyes closed, holding some doohickeys to his ears. I'd begun to wonder if we weren't getting shucked after all when he came back from wherever he'd been. "This is a house of blood. The very stones vibrate with memories of great evils done." He shuddered, closed his eyes for another three minutes, then turned to me. "You're the man who needs my help?"


  "I'm the guy the General hired to straighten out a mess that only gets more tangled by the minute."


  He nodded. "Tell me what you've learned. There have been so many evils done here that it's impossible to separate them."


  "That'll take awhile. Why don't we get comfortable?" I led him to one of the rooms on the first floor west where, I presumed, in better times the business of the estate had been managed. We settled. Peters went off to sweet-talk Cook into providing the next best thing to refreshments in a household where alcohol was banned.


  "A twisted place indeed," Doom said when he learned that. I decided maybe he wasn't so bad after all.


  I told him what I'd learned, which wasn't that much when you came down to it. Mostly a catalog of crimes.


  He asked no questions till I finished. "The spirit seems content to victimize your principal? The other deaths are the work of other hands?"


  "Hell, I don't know. The longer I'm here, the more confused I get. Every time somebody dies or emigrates, the list of suspects gets more improbable." I explained how I'd had Chain locked in as the villain—till he took his tumble.


  He considered. He reflected. He took his time. He was one guy who didn't get in a hurry. He said, "Yours isn't my field of expertise, Mr. Garrett, but I would, as a disinterested layman, suggest that you may be following false trails because you began with faulty assumptions."


  "Say what?"


  "You think you're after someone who wants a greater share of the estate. Have you considered another motive? The heirs keep demonstrating a lack of interest in the legacy. Perhaps there's another cause for murder entirely."


  "Perhaps." I'm not exactly a dummy. I'd considered that. But I couldn't come up with anything to connect these people any other way. Only the legacy offered any normal basis for bloodshed. I told him that. "I'm open to suggestions. I'll tell you I am."


  He did some reflecting. "How separate are your separate investigations?"


  I explained it the way I saw it. Morley fretted, thinking my perspective too narrow.


  "Good heavens!"


  "Huh?"


  Doom was staring past my shoulder. I had my back to the doorway. I turned.


  Jennifer had appeared.


  "Good heavens," I said.


  She looked like death warmed over.


  Doom said, "Come here, child. Instantly."


  I got up, put an arm around her waist. She was almost too weak to walk. She hadn't had strength enough to dress herself properly. "Garrett. . . ." There were tears in her eyes.


  That's all she said. I led her to the seat I'd vacated. The light was better. What it showed me wasn't. She'd taken on the color the old man showed. "It's after her," I croaked. "The spook."


  Doom looked at her a long time before he said, "Yes."


  Morley looked at her, too. Then he looked at me. "Garrett, let's take a walk. Doc, see what you can do for her. We'll be back."


  Numb, I didn't say anything till Morley started leading me upstairs. "What are we doing?"


  "That spook's been gnawing on the old man for a year, right? It never bothered anybody else. Right?"


  "Yeah." We were headed for my suite.


  "Something changed that between last night and this morning."


  We reached the fourth floor, me puffing and renewing my vow to get in shape. "I guess. But what?"


  He unlocked the door with my key, held it for me. Once we were inside, he took down the portrait of my mystery blonde. "Where'd you spend the night, Garrett?"


  I looked at her. I looked at him. I recalled seeing her as I wandered home. I said, "Oh." That's all I had to say. It was a lot to swallow.


  Morley went back into the hall, me tagging along. He said, "Time to get an opinion on this from everyone."


  "Morley, this isn't possible."


  "Maybe not. I hope not." He has no mercy sometimes. His tone was a hot flensing knife.


  We returned to the room where Doom and Jennifer were. Doom was disturbed. Jennifer looked a lot better, though. He'd done something for her. She had strength and attention enough now to put herself into better array. Morley placed the portrait on a table nearby, face down. "Peters. Would you get everyone in here? Garrett has something to show everybody."


  Peters had been hovering over Jennifer. He looked at me. I said, "Please?"


  "The General, too?"


  "We can do without him for the moment."


  He was gone longer than I expected. I found out why when he came back. "Cook and Kaid were up feeding the General. Garrett, he's damned near gone. Can't even sit up. Can't talk. It's like he's had a stroke. Or had all but the last ounce of life sucked out."


  Doom listened but said nothing.


  "How soon will they be here?"


  "Soon as they get him cleaned up. He fouled his bed. He's never done that before. He always got hold of Kaid or Dellwood. Most times he had enough strength to make it to his chamberpot."


  After that there wasn't much to say. I watched Doom fuss over Jennifer and Jennifer continue to improve. I tried not to dwell on what Morley had said without saying it in so many words. There are things you just don't want to believe.


  Kaid and Cook came in, Cook grumbling steadily about the interruptions in her schedule. Morley said, "Sit down, please. Garrett?"


  I knew what I had to do. I didn't want to, for some reason that seemed almost outside me. But Garrett's got willpower. I looked at Jennifer. Too bad Garrett don't have a little more won't power.


  "Snake Bradon was a remarkable artist but it seems he never showed his work. Which is a damned sin. He was able to capture the essence of what it felt like in the Cantard. He painted people, too. With a very skewed eye. This is one of his portraits. I managed to save it from the stable fire. It could be the key to everything. I want you all to look at it and tell me about it."


  Morley brought a lamp closer so there'd be more light. I lifted the painting.


  Damn me if Jennifer didn't let out a squeak and faint. And Cook, who hadn't deigned to seat herself, collapsed a moment later.


  "Hell of an impact," I said.


  Doc Doom stared at the blonde. He got the look Morley had last night. He shook himself loose, said, "Lay it down again, please." Once I had, he said, "The man who painted that had one eye in another world."


  "He's got both of them there now. He was murdered night before last."


  He waved that off. It was irrelevant.


  Morley asked, "You see what was in the background?"


  "Better than anyone with an untrained eye, I suspect. That painting tells a whole story. An ugly story."


  "Yeah?" I said. "What is it?"


  "Who was the woman?"


  "That's what I've been trying to find out since I got here. Nobody but me ever sees her. The rest of these people say she doesn't exist."


  "She exists. I'm surprised you're sensitive. . . . No. I did say she'd manifest frequently. Sometimes they will attach themselves to a disinterested party, gradually trying to justify themselves before an impartial court."


  "Huh?"


  Morley said, "I get it. I was wrong, Garrett. She's not the killer. She's your ghost. She didn't need secret passages to get in and out."


  "Morley! Morley. You know damned well that's impossible. I told you about. . . ." Some sense wormed through my confusion. There was a crowd here. Was I going to be dumb enough to tell them all I'd fooled around with a spook?


  Was I dumb enough to believe it myself?


  "She's the haunt," Doom agreed. "There's no doubt. That painting explains everything. She was murdered. And it was the culmination of a betrayal so immense, so foul, that she stayed here."


  I had it. "Stantnor killed her. His first wife. The one he got rid of. Supposedly he bought her off and sent her away. He murdered her instead. Maybe there is a body in the cellar, Morley."


  "No."


  "Huh?"


  That was Cook, getting up off the floor. "That's Missus Eleanor, Garrett."


  "Jennifer's mother?"


  "Yes." She moved to the table. She lifted the painting. She stared. I was sure she saw everything Snake Bradon put there, maybe stuff Morley and I missed. "So. He did it hisself. He's lived a lie all these years because he can't give up that alibi. It wasn't no fumble-fingered doctor at all. That lousy bastard."


  "Wait a minute. Just wait a damned minute—"


  "The story is there, Mr. Garrett," Doom said. "She was tortured and murdered. By an insane man."


  "Why?" My voice was in what you'd call the plaintive range. I wasn't calming down any. I couldn't get last night out of my head. That hadn't been any spook. . . . Well, if it was, it was the warmest-bodied, friskiest, most solid spook there ever was. "Doc, I need to talk to you in private. It's critical."


  We went into the hallway. I told him. He went into one of his reflections. When he came out a week later, he said, "It begins to make sense. And the child? Jennifer? Did you sleep with her, too?"


  Well, hell. They say confession is good for the soul. "Yes. But it was kind of her idea. . . ." Stop making excuses, Garrett.


  He smiled. It wasn't a salacious grin; it was a eureka kind of grin. "It falls together. The old man, your principal, whose life she's been leeching slowly as she sets his feet upon the path to hell, is drained this morning. She'd have had to do that to assume solid form with you. Then the other—her own daughter?—wounds her by taking you to her bed. You, the focus she's chosen to justify. You've been tainted. That has to be punished." He got reflective again.


  "That's crazy."


  "We're not dealing with sane people. Living or dead. I thought you understood that."


  "Knowing it and knowing it are two different things."


  "We have to talk to the troll woman. It would be wise to know the circumstances of those days as well as possible before we take steps. This isn't a feeble haunt."


  We went back inside. Doom asked Cook, "What reason would General Stantnor have had for doing what he did? From what Mr. Garrett tells me, she was frightened of everything, had almost no will of her own. It would take great evils to animate her to the point where we'd have the situation that exists here now."


  "I don't tell no stories—"


  "Cook. Can it!" I snapped. "We have the General nailed here. He murdered Eleanor, evidently in extremely traumatic fashion. Now she's getting even. That doesn't bother me too much. I kind of like the idea of retribution. But now she's started on Jennifer. I don't like that. So how about you just puke up some straight answers?"


  Cook looked at Jennifer, who hadn't yet recovered.


  "I kind of hinted at it but I guess not strong enough. The General. . . . Well, he was obsessed with Missus Eleanor. Like I told you. But that never stopped him from rabbiting around hisself, tumbling every wench who'd hold still while he threw her on her back. He wasn't discreet about it, neither. Missus Eleanor, naive as she was, figured it out. I can't tell you what she felt for him. She wasn't never one to talk or show much. But she had to be his wife. She didn't have nowhere to go. Her parents was dead. The king was out to get her.


  "She was hurt bad by the way he done. Real bad. Maybe, because she was the way she was, lots more hurt than a deceived wife ought to be. Anyway, she told him if he didn't straighten up, she'd see if what was good for the gander was good for the goose. She wouldn't never have done it. Not in a million years. She didn't have the nerve. But that didn't make him no never mind. He thought everybody worked inside like he did. He beat her half to death. Maybe would've killed her if I hadn't of got between them. Anyway, he just went crazy after that. Poor child. Only time she ever stood up to him. . . ."


  I wanted to tell her to make the long story short, but it might not be smart to interrupt while she was puking her guts.


  "Well, the poor child was pregnant with Miss Jennifer. She didn't know it yet. Naive child. Once she did figure it out, it was a day too late. I like to pounded his head for him but he wouldn't believe he was its dad. Not till she was gone. Him thinking that poor child was as loose as him! With who? I asked him. Was there anybody around the house? Hell, no. Not but him. And the child never went outdoors. Half the time she didn't even come out of her room. But try to convince a fool with logic.


  "He put her through hell. Pure hell. Tormented her. Tortured her, I think. She had bruises all over. Trying to get her to tell him the name. I done what I could. That wasn't never enough. Only made him worse when I wasn't looking. And it got worse when the old General passed." She looked at me. There were tears in her eyes the size of larks' eggs. "I swear, though, I never thought he killed her. I never believed that even when there was some whispers. If I'd of known it then, I'd of plucked off his fingers and toes and arms like plucking feathers off a chicken. How could he of killed her?"


  "I don't know, Cook. But I'm going to ask." I looked at Doctor Doom.


  He asked, "You intend to confront him?"


  "Oh, yes. I sure do." I grinned like a werewolf. "He hired me to unravel his troubles no matter how much he didn't like what he learned. I'm going to give him apoplexy."


  "Take it easy," Morley said. "Don't get so upset you can't think straight."


  Good advice. I've been known to gallop around like a beheaded chicken when I'm excited, doing more damage to myself than to the bad guys. "I've got it under control." I glanced at Jennifer. She'd begun to recover while Cook was talking. She looked a little goofy, still, as she stared at the portrait of her mother. She seemed amazed and puzzled. She mumbled, "That's my mother. That's the woman in the painting in father's bedroom."


  I looked at Peters. "Why didn't you tell me that last night?"


  "I didn't believe it. I guessed, but this painting doesn't look anything like that one. I thought I had to be wrong. That it was just a coincidence. Snake never saw her, anyway."


  Cook said, "That's not true."


  "That's right," I said. "He came from the estate, didn't he? I should have thought of that. Did he know her at all?"


  Cook shook her head. "He never came in the house even back then. She never went out. But he would of seen her from a distance."


  Peters just shook his head. "I didn't believe it."


  I recalled him and Kaid arguing after Morley and I left. Now I knew why. They'd been trying to make up their minds. "What do we do about the ghost, Doctor?" At the moment I was on her side, despite what she'd done to Jennifer.


  Not hard to understand. Last night she'd added adultery to the punishments visited upon Stantnor, twenty years after he'd convicted her. Then Jennifer and I had. . . . But why shouldn't she consider Jennifer my victim, the way she'd been Stantnor's? Was there more to it than I knew? I supposed Doom could explain but I couldn't ask.


  I shrugged. Go try to unravel motives and you'll drive yourself crazy. In my line you're better off dealing with results. That's much more straightforward.


  Doom said, "She has to be laid to rest. Her staying here and walking the night. . . . That's far more cruel. That's more punishment that's undeserved. She needs peace." He paused, apparently expecting comment. When he got none, he added, "It's not my place to be judgmental. I suspect the man who killed her deserves all he's gotten and more. But my own ethics don't let me let the victimization go on."


  He was starting to look like a right guy despite his clown show. Most of the time that's the code I follow myself. Most of the time. I've been known to get involved and consequently stumble into some home-grown justice sometimes. "I agree. Mostly. What next?"


  Doom worked his ugly face into a smile. "I'm going to work a constraint on the shade that will keep it from draining any more substance off the living. The principal will begin to recover immediately. Once he regains some strength—this is just a suggestion—I'd like to call her up to confront him. A direct confrontation will leave her less reluctant to go to her rest, I think. And I have a feeling that an exorcism against a hostile shade would be very difficult here."


  "Yeah." I reckoned he knew what he was talking about. And a confrontation sounded good to me.


  "You can't do that," Jennifer protested. "That might kill him. He might have a stroke."


  Nobody else much cared if he did. At the moment there was very little love for Stantnor around that place. Cook looked like she was considering ways she could help him across to the other shore. She'd raised him like her own but she was less than proud of him.


  She said, "I got to get back to work. Lunch is going to be late as it is." She stomped out.


  "Keep an eye on her, Sarge," I suggested. "She's pretty upset."


  "Right."
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  Doom didn't need help doing his constraint thing. In fact, he wanted to be alone. "There are always risks in these things. I have a tendency to underestimate ghosts. It would be safer for everybody if you stayed away till I finish."


  I said, "You heard him."


  The party broke up. Nobody said much to anybody else. There was a lot of thinking going on.


  Peters went to the kitchen to ride herd on Cook. Kaid went up to take care of the old man, probably with severely mixed feelings. I had them. It was hard to reconcile the General Stantnor of the Cantard War with the vicious monster we'd uncovered here.


  Morley went outside to talk about old times with Dojango and his big green brothers. I took Jennifer up to her suite and put her back to bed, alone, to rest. She was badly shaken, seemed to want to curl up and make the world go away.


  I didn't blame her. I'd be the same way if I found out my father murdered my mother.


  I didn't tell her why she was in such bad shape physically. She had enough troubles. And I still wasn't sure I could accept that myself.


  Nothing much to do till Doom was ready to go. I put my coat on and walked out to the Stantnor graveyard. I stared at Eleanor's marker awhile, trying to make peace with myself. It didn't work. I noticed a shovel leaning against the fence. Wayne had left it behind, as though he'd known there would be more graves to dig and why bother lugging tools back and forth? I found a spot and started digging, trying to lose myself preparing Chain's resting place.


  That didn't work very well.


  It especially didn't work when, after I was about three feet down, I noticed Eleanor by her tombstone, watching me. I stopped, tried to read something from features that were none too clear in daylight.


  She'd been pretty substantial last night—because she'd sucked so much life out of Stantnor. Had she taken on substance at other times, to attack him by eliminating his servants? A ghost could make murder out of even apparently accidental deaths, by maddening a bull or maybe causing heart attacks. "I'm sorry, Eleanor. I never meant to hurt you."


  She didn't say anything. She never did, except that once, when she found me outside Peters's room.


  She seemed to gain substance. What was taking Doom so long? Was she giving him more trouble than he'd expected? I tried to think about that, the grave I was digging, lunch, the killer still to be caught, anything but the sad, futile, brief life this woman had lived.


  It didn't work.


  I sat on the edge of the grave, in the muck, and cried for her.


  Then she was sitting opposite me wearing that look of concern, the same one she'd worn when she'd found me hurt. She didn't have enough substance not to be transparent. I told her, "I wish it could have been different for you. I wish you could've lived in my time. Or I in yours." And I meant it.


  She reached out. Her touch was like the impact of falling swansdown. She smiled a weak, sad, forgiving smile. I tried to smile back but I couldn't.


  There are evils in this world. It's the nature of things that there are, though it's a struggle accepting that. Because what Eleanor Stantnor had suffered, through no fault of her own, was an evil beyond ordinary evils. It was the kind of evil that goes beyond Man and rests squarely on the shoulders of the gods. It was the kind of evil that had left me an essentially godless man. I can't give allegiance to sky-beasts who'd let things like that happen to the undeserving.


  General Stantnor would suffer in turn but the guilt wasn't all his. Nor did it belong to Eleanor's parents. Her mother had tried to protect her. Nor did it belong to the world as a whole. If there are gods at all, they deserved equal pain.


  I looked up. Doom must have been finishing up, maybe getting an edge because she was distracted by me. She had little substance left. But she smiled as she faded. At me. Maybe the guy who had been best to her, ever. And you can guess how little that made me feel. I said, "Be at peace, Eleanor."


  Then she was gone.


  I dug some more, in a fury, like I was going to open a gate to hell and shove all the evils of the world down that hole. When I had a grave a foot deeper than necessary I came to my senses, sort of. I hoisted myself out and headed for the house. I had so much mud on me I feared somebody might mistake me for a draug.
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  I stopped and chatted with Dojango and the boys but my heart wasn't in it. I gave up after five minutes and headed for the house. Morley watched me go, worried. About the time I reached the head of the steps he said something to Dojango, trotted after me. Dojango sighed one of those sighs I recalled meant he felt immensely put upon, hitched up his pants, and started running down the drive.


  What the hell?


  I went inside. As I passed the dead Stantnors I told them what I thought of them and their ways and especially the last of their line. Morley caught up when I was halfway through. "Are you all right, Garrett?"


  "No. I'm feeling about as bleak as I can and still be breathing. But I'll be all right. Just frustration over all the mindless wickedness in the world. I'll come back."


  "Oh. Pure essence of Garrett. Wishing he was triplets so he could straighten up three times as many messes."


  I smiled feebly. "Something like that."


  "You can't take it all on your own shoulders."


  You can't, no. But it's a hard lesson to learn. And knowing that doesn't keep it from getting to you.


  A tremendous metallic crash came from the main hall, punctuated by a high-pitched scream like a rabbit's death cry. We charged through the doorway, bouncing off one another.


  Kaid lay six feet from where Chain had died, smashed by a suit of armor. He wasn't dead. Not yet. He made me think of a smashed bug. His limbs still moved.


  They stopped before we got the armor off him. The light went out of his eyes as I knelt beside him.


  "And then there was one," Morley whispered.


  "And I know which one, now." I hated myself. I should have known sooner. It was there to be had. Doctor Doom had been right. I'd looked at it from the wrong angle all along. But we all miss what we don't want to see. I'd just concentrated way too much on motive, blinded by the one motive I could see. Sometimes the motive doesn't make sense to anybody who isn't crazy.


  "Yeah." Morley had it, too. Pretty obvious right now. But he didn't mention it. He said, "Can't do anything for him. Can't do anything about it this minute. You go get yourself cleaned up."


  "Where's the point? I've got to dig another grave."


  "That can wait. You need to get clean. I'll keep an eye on things."


  Maybe he was right. Maybe he knew me too damned well. A bath probably wouldn't help, but it would be symbolic. I went to the kitchen. Cook and Peters had lunch almost ready. They hadn't heard the crash, amazingly. I didn't tell them what had happened. I just swiped all the hot water and headed for my suite. They didn't ask questions. I guess I looked too grim.


  I didn't feel any better when I came back down, clean and changed. Some things won't wash off. "Anything?" I asked Morley.


  He shook his head. "Except Doom wants to see you."


  I went to the room where I'd left the Doctor. He had heard but still was startled when he looked at me. "You look bad."


  I told him. He said, "I suspected it. I've done everything I can here, till we bring her up to face her husband."


  I told him about my parting with Eleanor. He was a kind soul under that ugly exterior. "I know how you feel. I've been there a few times. Your business, mine, they have their painful sides. You'll get another chance to say good-bye."


  "Let's do it."


  "Not yet. You're not ready. You need to calm down. Your state is too emotional right now."


  I started to argue.


  "I don't tell you your business. You don't tell me mine. I'm not thinking about you. We can't operate properly if there's too much extraneous emotion. There'll be plenty involving the key characters."


  He was right. I need to learn to separate myself more from my work. "All right. I'll get myself under control."


  Morley stuck his head in. "Lunch. You'd better take time to have some, Garrett."


  Great. Everybody was looking out for Garrett's mental welfare. I wanted to scream and holler and carry on. I said, "I'll be right there."


  I guess I looked a little less ferocious now. Black Pete watched me gobble whatever it was I wasn't seeing or tasting. He asked, "Did something happen?"


  "Yeah. Something did. A suit of armor jumped off the fourth floor and squashed Kaid. Dead."


  "Huh?" He frowned. He looked at Cook. She looked at him. It took them maybe five seconds each. Then Cook started crying quietly.


  I told them, "Soon as we're done here, we're going up to see the old man. We'll wrap it up."


  Peters said, "It's almost not worth the trouble anymore. And I'm almost sorry I ever came looking for you."


  "I'm sure sorry you did." I finished stuffing my face, never having tasted a bite. Nobody else was in as big a hurry. Morley watched me like he was afraid I was going to blow. I told him, "I've got it under control. Iceberg Garrett. Cucumber Garrett." I'd turned off everything inside. But I didn't look it outside yet. Like the heat going out of a corpse, it would take awhile for the fury and frustration to radiate away.


  They ate slower and slower, like kids knowing they were going to get taken to the woodshed after supper. I told Morley, "I'm going up to the room. Be back in a minute." I'd forgotten something, one of Snake's paintings.


  When I returned, everybody was done eating. Doctor Doom was there with his tools, Snake's masterpiece under his arm. He was ready to go. He checked everybody over, seemed satisfied with my emotional control. He asked me, "You want to get the girl?"


  "Sure. Morley, you carry this."


  We trooped across the hall, past Kaid, averting our eyes. We climbed stairs. I broke away at the third floor and went to Jennifer's room. The door was locked but I had my skeleton key this time. I went through the big room into the sitting room where I'd found her during the night. She was there again, in the same chair, facing the same window. She was asleep. Her face was as untroubled as a baby's.


  "Wake up, Jennifer." I shook her shoulder. She jumped.


  "What?" She calmed down quickly. "What?" again.


  "We're going up to see your father. Come on."


  "I don't want to go. You're going to. . . . It'll kill him. I don't want to be there. I couldn't handle it."


  "I think you can. And you have to be there. Things won't work out unless you are." I took hold of her hand, led her. She hung back, making me pull her, but she didn't fight me.


  The rest were in Stantnor's sitting room, waiting. As soon as Jennifer and I arrived, Peters pushed on. The next room was a private sitting room like the one in Jennifer's suite. We trudged through into the bedroom.
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  The old man looked like a mummy that hadn't gotten the word and kept on breathing. His eyes were closed and his mouth was open. Some kind of slime bubbled out and dribbled down his cheek. Every third breath sounded like a death rattle.


  We got to work. I collected paintings. Morley planted himself beside the door. Peters wakened the General and sat him up. Cook started feeding the fire.


  The old man looked like hell but his eyes were bright when they focused. His mind hadn't deserted him. He saw how grim everybody looked, knew I'd come with my final report.


  I told him, "No point you wasting strength talking, General. Or arguing. It's final report time. Won't take long but I warn you, it's worse than you dreamed. I won't make recommendations. I'll give it to you and you can do what you want with it."


  His eyes sparked angrily.


  I said, "The man you don't recognize is Doctor Doom, a specialist in paranormal activities. He's been a big help. You don't see Wayne because he quit. He left this morning. Chain and Kaid aren't here because they were taken suddenly dead. Like Hawkes and Bradon. By the same hand. Doctor."


  Doom started doing his part. I gave him a little time to get rolling. Lips tightened into a colorless prune, Stantnor watched. Only his eyes moved. They weren't filled with gratitude when they turned my way. There was something behind the anger in them, too. He was worried.


  I told him, "First we'll talk about who's been trying to kill you."


  Doom let out a howl. Everybody jumped. A flash filled the room. I'm no pro but that didn't feel right. "You all right?" I asked.


  He gasped, "It's fighting me. But I'll get it here. Stay out of my way and don't bother me."


  It took him a few minutes more.


  Eleanor materialized at the foot of Stantnor's bed. But not as Eleanor. Not right away. First she did a good Snake Bradon, then a less credible Cutter Hawkes before surrendering to Doom's will. I compared her to the portrait they said Stantnor stared at all the time. It didn't look much like her and nothing like the woman in Bradon's painting.


  Stantnor's eyes got huge. He sat up straight. "No!" he squeaked. He threw up an arm to shield his eyes. "No! Get her away!" He started whimpering like a whipped child. "Get her out of here!"


  "You said my job was to make you face the truth no matter how unpleasant that truth might be, General. One truth I've uncovered is this. I'm going to enjoy making you face it. The woman you tortured and murdered—"


  Jennifer burst out, "He killed her? My mother? It wasn't a doctor?" She staggered.


  "Keep her under control, Morley." Morley left the door, moved to support her. She started blubbering. Words dribbled out but none of them made sense.


  Stantnor sputtered like he was going to run a bluff. Spittle ran down his chin. He couldn't talk. He was too rattled. He looked like he might have the stroke Jennifer had predicted.


  I faced Eleanor. "Go now. Rest. You've done enough. It doesn't become you. Don't darken your soul any more." Our eyes locked. We stared at one another till the others grew restless. I said, "Please?" And wasn't quite sure what I was pleading for.


  "She'll rest easy, Mr. Garrett," Doom said, gently. "That's a promise."


  "Turn her loose, then. She doesn't need. . . ." I shut my mouth before I said something that might cause me more trouble than I could handle. I closed my eyes, got myself under control. When I opened them Eleanor was little more than a wraith.


  She smiled for me. Good-bye.


  "Good-bye."


  I took another minute before I faced the old man. He was gasping and wheezing but less distressed. "I brought along a little something for you to remember her by, General. You'll love it." I took down the junk portrait of Eleanor, flipped it away, replaced it with Bradon's masterpiece. "Isn't that better?"


  Stantnor stared at it. And the longer he stared the more terrified he became.


  He screamed.


  I looked at the portrait.


  I damned near screamed.


  I can't tell you what it was. It hadn't changed in any obvious way but it had changed. It told Eleanor's story. You couldn't look at it and not be crushed by her pain and her fear of the thing that pursued her, that mad shadow that wore the face of a young Stantnor.


  I tore my gaze away just before Doom did it for me. He told me, "You still have work to do." His voice was soft and calm. It reached way down inside me, like the Dead Man's can, and gentled that part of me about to stumble over the brink.


  "What are you doing?" he asked.


  "I want him to know he has to spend the rest of his life looking at that."


  "Not now. Let's go on."


  "You're right. Of course. Peters, get his attention away from the painting for a minute."


  Peters turned the old man's head. I watched madness fade from Stantnor's eyes. . . . No, it wasn't madness. Not exactly. He'd just been focused on something far away, that only he could see. On his own vision of hell. He was back now. For a few minutes, at least.


  "I have another present for you," I told him. "You'll like this one, too." To make sure he paid attention I turned Eleanor's portrait to the wall. I replaced it with Snake's last portrait of Jennifer. "Your lovely daughter, so like her father."


  Jennifer screamed. She threw herself forward. Morley caught her in a painful comealong. She didn't notice the pain.


  Cook stopped feeding the fire, elbowed Morley aside, took Jennifer into her arms, took the knife away from her, controlled her, held her, wept over her, murmured, "My baby, my baby. My poor sick baby." Nobody else said anything. Everybody knew. Even the General knew.


  "There's why your stable burned. That painting. She sat for Bradon several times. But Snake Bradon had an eye that could see the true soul. Which is probably why he retreated from the world. A man with his eye would see a lot of awful truths.


  "I look for truth but this time I didn't see it soon enough. Maybe I didn't want to. Like so many of the darkest evils, this one came in a beautiful package. Maybe the painting of Eleanor preoccupied me too much. Maybe I should have studied this one more closely."


  Stantnor interrupted.


  "Eight murders, General. Your baby killed eight mostly good men. Four she lured to the swamp on the Melchior place." Once I'd accepted Jennifer as the villain the pieces had fallen together. "Took a while but I finally figured what they had in common. They were all chasers. She pretended she was catchable. She got them out there and killed them and dropped them in. That got her past the stumbling block I came up against whenever I wondered if she might be the killer. How did she move the bodies? I missed the obvious answer, that she got them to move themselves. The heaviest work she ever did was shove Chain off the fourth-floor balcony and drop a suit of armor on Kaid.


  "Maybe I was slow because the murders weren't the kind you associate with women. I just didn't face the fact that in a house full of Marines everybody might think like Marines and be straightforward and bloody. Who'd picture a woman being daring enough to take on a trained commando with a Kef sidhe strangler's cord?"


  I looked at Jennifer, thought of our stroll to the graveyard. She'd planned to kill me out there, I knew now. I'd offered her an unexpected moment of kindness. That had saved my life and had cost her her chance to get away with everything.


  "I know who and how. But I sure as hell don't understand why."


  She cracked. She laughed and wept and talked a yard a second and never made a lick of sense. It seemed to have to do with a fear that, if there were any heirs but her and Cook, parts of the estate would get sold off and once it was dismembered she'd be forced to leave for that deadly world she'd visited only once, when she was fourteen.


  I was wrong about one thing. She hadn't committed eight murders. She'd committed eleven. She'd done in the three men whose deaths had seemed natural or accidental. She admitted it. She bragged about it. She laughed because she'd made fools of everybody till now.


  Stantnor stared at her the whole time, aghast. I knew what he was thinking. What had he done to deserve this?


  I started to tell him.


  "Garrett!" Morley took hold of my arm.


  "What?"


  "It's time to go. The job's done."


  Doom had gone already, his part complete, Eleanor laid to rest. Cook was trying to comfort and control Jennifer and to work out some separate peace with herself. The girl wasn't the daughter of her flesh, but. . . . Stantnor had become fixated on his daughter's portrait, seeing deeper than anyone but Bradon had. Maybe seeing the hand he'd had in creating a monster. I had no pity for him. I did try to find it. It just wasn't there.


  Then he had one of his fits.


  This one went on and on and on.


  "Garrett. It's time to go."


  The old man was dying. Rough. Morley didn't want to stay for the show.


  Peters just stood there, numb, doing nothing. He didn't know what to do. I did pity him.


  I shook off the hold emotion had on me. I told Morley, "Stantnor owes me. I spent my whole fee and then some getting him his answers. It don't look like he'll hang around to be billed."


  He looked at me weird. That kind of cold remark wasn't in character. "Don't," he said, though he had no idea what I was going to do. "Let's just go. Forget it. I won't charge you for my time."


  "No." I snagged the painting of Eleanor. "My fee. An original Bradon." The General didn't argue. He was busy dying. I looked at Peters. He just shrugged. He didn't care.


  Morley snapped, "Garrett!" He was sure I was going to do something I'd regret.


  "Wait a damned minute!" I still had a responsibility here. "Cook, what're you going to do?"


  She looked at me like I'd asked the dumbest question possible. "What I always done, boy. Look after the place."


  "Get hold of me if I can do anything." Then I followed Morley. I didn't think another thought about the old man. If there'd been a doctor outside who could have saved him, I doubt it would have occurred to me to mention his distress.


  Peters was at the vestibule door when Morley and I got there, carrying paintings and my stuff. He was staring at the great hall the way I'd stared at Bradon's painting of the swamp and hanged man. He had a shovel in one hand. He had graves to dig. I wondered if anybody would bother giving Stantnor a marker. He said, "I don't think I can say thanks, Garrett. You came when I called, but I don't think I'd have visited you if I'd known—"


  "I wouldn't have come if I'd known. We're even. What're you going to do?"


  "Bury the dead, then go somewhere. Maybe back into the corps. They'll need veterans with Mooncalled running amok. And it's all I know, anyway."


  "Yeah. Good luck. See you again someday, Sarge."


  "Sure." We both knew we'd never see one another again.


  A terrible scream came from upstairs. It went on and on till it seemed no human throat could have produced it. We all looked up. Peters said, "I guess he's dead." He said it with a complete lack of passion.


  The scream came again. Now it was filled with mad rage. Cook boomed, "Miss Jenny, you come back here!"


  The girl had cracked completely. She flew out of the fourth-floor hallway carrying a dagger, screaming. Shocked, I realized she was yelling my name.


  "Get moving, Garrett," Morley said. He'd seen berserkers before. Even a ninety-five-pound woman could tear me apart.


  She was so far out of her mind, she didn't know where she was. Realization hit her too late. She hit the balcony rail full speed.


  The heroic knight caught her in his lap. Broken, she dribbled down off him, wound up at one of the dragon's feet. She looked like the monster's prey. The hero had come to her rescue moments too late.


  But this hero had been way too late to save anybody.


  I turned and walked. Morley stayed behind me, just in case I did some damnfool thing like try to go back.


  Morley and I didn't talk much on the way home. Once I muttered something about finding another line of work, and he just told me not to be a damned fool. I asked if he'd filled his pockets while he was there, or planned to drop back in some midnight. Usually if I ask something like that he just looks at me like he hasn't got the faintest idea what I'm talking about.


  "I wouldn't take anything out of that place if you paid me, Garrett. Not if you begged me. There's a darkness in every stone, every thing, in there."


  We didn't talk again till we were coming up Macunado Street toward my house. Then he said, "Go in there and get roaring drunk. Falling down, puking drunk. Get the poison out."


  "That's the best idea you've had in years."
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  Dean let me in. He looked older and leaner, though it'd been only a few days. "Mr. Garrett. We were concerned, not hearing from you for so long."


  "We?" I grumbled. He was going to fuss over me.


  "Him." He jerked his head toward the Dead Man's room. "He's been awake since you left. Expecting you to ask for help."


  "I handled this one alone." Boy, did I handle it.


  "Oh." He'd gotten the sense of my mood. "Guess I'd better draw one."


  "I might drink a whole barrel."


  "That bad?"


  "Worse. Find me a hammer, too." I eased into my office, checked the spot where I meant to hang Eleanor.


  Dean went. He moved with a swiftness I should remember next time he went at his customary snail's pace. He was back with a beer, a hammer, and a cup of nails in less than a minute. I drained the beer mug. "More."


  "I'll start a meal, too. You look like you could use one."


  Old sneak. Going to get something on my stomach before I started my serious drinking. "I did miss your cooking where I was." I drove a nail into the wall. Dean brought beery reinforcements before I unwrapped Eleanor. This time he brought a pitcher as well as a mug.


  I unwrapped the lady and hung her, stepped back.


  It wasn't the same picture.


  Well, yes, it was. But something had changed. The intensity, the passion, the horror weren't there. But it looked the same. Except Eleanor seemed to be smiling. She seemed to be running to something instead of from something.


  No. It was the same. Nothing had changed but me. I turned my back on it. Snake Bradon hadn't been that great a painter.


  I glanced over my shoulder. Eleanor smiled at me.


  I downed another mug.


  Dean scurried off to get something cooking before I downed enough to pass out.


  The Dead Man dragged me into his room almost against my will and dragged the story out of me. He didn't criticize, which was unusual. We didn't get into an argument, despite my best efforts. Instead of climbing all over me for my mistakes, for not having recognized that Jennifer was crazy and a killer earlier than I had, he made thoughtful sounds in my mind. When I finished he meandered off on an extended review of the latest news from the Cantard.


  I got interested despite myself.


  Glory Mooncalled had attacked Full Harbor. He'd postured and threatened too much. He'd had to prove he wasn't all wind. He'd done his damnedest, launching night attacks from the sea and air, using Cantard creatures. He'd tried to capture the city gates so he could get his ground troops inside. And he'd gotten his ass whipped. Just as I'd predicted.


  "There goes the myth of his invincibility," I told the Dead Man.


  He responded with a huge mental chuckle. Not at all. Now they will chase after him, to finish him off. Into his country.


  "Oh."


  So. If he whipped them out there, there wouldn't be enough defenders to hold the city next time he attacked. Maybe. And our boys would chase him. In a mob. We don't have enough competent commanders. Our last really capable man retired three years ago.


  I am curious, Garrett. Why would the woman hit you in the head in the sergeant's quarters? You had rendered yourself immune by plying her with your adolescent charm. He couldn't resist getting in a small needle here and there.


  "I don't think she wanted to kill me. She just wanted to get the copy of the will before I did."


  Why?


  I had the feeling he'd figured it out and wanted to see if I had. "For exactly the opposite of the reason I assumed at the time. She wanted to destroy it. If she could get rid of the copies, she wouldn't need to kill people. There'd be no evidence there were any other heirs. The law would pass the estate to her. No dismemberment, no need for her to leave."


  And how did she know where to find the copy?


  "I think she was behind the wall listening when I talked to Peters. I think a lot of the time she was supposed to be in her rooms, she was creeping around in the walls, listening in. Look, I really don't want to talk about it. . . . I have one for you. Why did Eleanor pretend to be Morley? And how could she do it so slick that I never suspected a thing?"


  She did it because she wanted to know more about you. Your fatal charm again. You had caught her eye. How is quite simple. Especially for one with her antecedents. She simply opened your mind and made herself a mirror. She did not have to know a thing about Mr. Dotes, she just had to make you think she did. You did all the work. Almost like a dream.


  There was an implication, remote, that I didn't like. If Eleanor had been inside my head, she knew all about why I was there. She probably could have told me about Jennifer any time. She could have saved. . . . I didn't want to think about it. "That's a little much to swallow."


  Watch.


  Suddenly that fifth of a ton of dead meat was gone, and in his place was a guy named Denny Tate who was so real, we talked about things the Dead Man couldn't possibly know.


  Solid proof. Rock solid. Denny Tate had been dead more than a year. A good choice by the Dead Man. I couldn't call it a trick. He wasn't somebody who could be sneaked in for a little sleight of eye. And Denny was one of the few people important to me who'd died untimely without violence. The silly sack had fallen off a horse and broken his neck. "Enough, Old Bones. I'm a believer."


  Denny Tate vanished. What replaced him was ugly as sin but I didn't tell him so. Not today.


  My mood hadn't vanished. I almost asked him to conjure Eleanor.


  Man, a guy could set up a hell of a racket faking calling up the dearly departed.


  Think about something else, the Dead Man suggested.


  "I'd love to, Chuckles. But it isn't that easy." Hell. I couldn't do anything right. Not even get drunk. I was barely light-headed.


  You need a distraction.


  "Right." So conjure me a miracle, Old Bones.


  Somebody hammered on the front door.


  The Dead Man is dead. In the flesh, anyway. But I swear he looked like he was smiling.


  Dean hollered, "Can you get that, Mr. Garrett? I'm right in the middle, here. I've got both hands full."


  Muttering, I stomped down the hall and flung the door open without bothering to look first. "Maya?"


  "Hi, Garrett." Bright, perky, like she'd never been gone, except maybe to step around the corner. She walked in like she belonged. Which she did.


  As I started to close the door I caught a glimpse of Morley Dotes holding up a wall down the street, smiling.


  That slick bastard. He'd sent Dojango ahead to set this up. I bet he knew where Maya was all along. Maybe they all had.


  From the kitchen Dean called, "Welcome back, Miss Maya. Dinner will be ready in a minute." He never looked to see who it was.


  Set me up good, they did.


  Maya took my hand and led me down the hall. For a second I resented everybody ganging up on me. But I didn't spend a whole lot of time worrying about it. Maya was there.


  I was distracted.
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  Whew! The things I get me into!


  We had snow hip deep to a tall mammoth for four weeks, then it turned suddenly hot and the whole mess melted quicker than you could say cabin fever. So I was out running and banging into people and things and falling on my face because the girls were out stretching their gorgeous gams and I hadn't seen one leg, let alone two, since the snow started falling.


  Running? Garrett? Yeah. All six feet two and two hundred pounds, poetry in motion. All right. Maybe it was bad poetry, doggerel, but I was getting the hang of it. In a few weeks I'd be back to the old lean and mean I'd been when I was twenty and a crack Marine. And pigs would be zooming around my ears like falcons.


  Thirty isn't old to somebody who's fifty, but when you've spent a few years making a career of being lazy and the belly gets a little less than washboard and the knees start creaking and you start puffing and wheezing halfway up a flight of stairs, you feel like maybe you've skipped the twenty in between, or maybe just started spinning the digits over on the left-hand side. I had a bad case of got-to-do-something-about-this.


  So I was out running. And admiring the scenery. And huffing and puffing and wondering if maybe I ought to forget it and sign myself into the Bledsoe cackle factory. It wasn't a lot of fun.


  Saucerhead had the right idea. He sat on my front stoop with a pitcher Dean kept topped. Each time I lumbered past he got his exercise by throwing up fingers showing the number of laps I'd survived without a stroke.


  People shoved me and cussed me, Macunado Street was belly button to elbow with dwarves and gnomes, ogres and imps, elves and whatever have you else, not to mention every human in the neighborhood. There wasn't room for pigeons to fly because the pixies and fairies were zipping and swooping overhead. Nobody in TunFaire was staying inside but the Dead Man. And he was awake for the first time in weeks, sharing the euphoria vicariously.


  The whole damned city was on a peak high. Everybody was up. Even the ratmen were smiling.


  I churned around the corner at Wizard's Reach, knees pumping and elbows flailing, gawking ahead in hopes that Saucerhead would be struck as dumb as he looks and would lose count, maybe a couple laps in my favor. No such luck. Well, some luck. He showed me nine fingers and I figured he wasn't lying much. Then he waved and pointed. Something he wanted me to see. I cut to the side, apologized to a couple of young lovers who didn't even see me, bounced up the steps with all the spring of a wet sponge. I looked out over the crowd.


  "Well."


  "Tinnie."


  "Yeah." Well, indeed. My gal Tinnie Tate, professional redhead. She was still a block away but she was in her summer taunting gear, and wherever she walked, guys stopped and bounced their chins off their chests. She was hotter than a house afire and ten times as interesting. "There ought to be a law."


  "Probably is but who can keep his mind on legalities?" I gave Saucerhead a raised eyebrow. That wasn't his style.


  Tinnie was in her early twenties, a little bit of a thing but with hips that were amply ample and mounted on gimbals. She had breasts that would make a dead bishop jump up and howl at the moon. She had lots of long red hair. The breeze threw it around wilder than I suddenly hoped I might in about five minutes if I could run off Saucerhead and Dean and get the Dead Man to take a nap.


  She saw me gaping and panting and threw up a hand hello and every guy in Macunado Street hated me instantly. I sneered at them for their trouble.


  "I don't know how you do it, Garrett," Saucerhead said. "Ugly dink like you, manners like a water buffalo. I just don't know." My pal. He got up. Sensitive guy, Saucerhead Tharpe. He could tell right away when a guy wanted to be alone with his girl. Or maybe he was just going to head her off and warn her she was wasting her time on an ugly dink like me.


  Ugly? A vile slander. My face has gotten pushed around some over the years, but it has all the right parts in approximately all the right places. I can stand to look at it in a mirror, except maybe on the morning after. It's got character.


  As I grabbed my mug and took a long drink, just to replace fluids, a dark-skinned, weaselly little guy with black hair and a pencil-stroke mustache grabbed Tinnie's chin with his left hand. His other hand was behind her, out of sight, but I never doubted what he was doing.


  Neither did Saucerhead. He let out a bellow like a wounded bison and flew off the stoop. His boots never touched the steps. I was right behind him yowling like a saber-tooth with his tail on fire, eyes teared up so I couldn't see who I was trampling.


  I didn't run into anybody, though. Saucerhead broke trail. Bodies flew out of his way. It didn't matter if they were two feet tall or ten. Nothing stops Saucerhead when he's mad. Stone walls barely slow him down.


  Tinnie was down when we got there. People were clearing out. Nobody wanted to be near the girl with the knife in her back, especially not with two madmen roaring around.


  Saucerhead never slowed down. I did. I dropped to one knee beside Tinnie. She looked up. She didn't look like she was hurting, just kind of sad. There were tears in her eyes. She reached up with one hand. I didn't say anything. I didn't ask anything. My throat wouldn't let me.


  Maybe it was our bellowing. He squatted down. "I'll take her inside, Mr. Garrett. Maybe His Nibs can help. You do what you have to do."


  I grunted something that was more of a moan than anything, lifted Tinnie into his frail old arms. He was no muscleman, but he managed. I took off after Saucerhead.
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  Tharpe had a block lead but I gained ground fast. I wasn't thinking. He was. He was pacing himself, matching the assassin's stride, maybe following to see where he led. I didn't care about that. I didn't care about anything. I didn't look around to see what else was happening on the street. I wanted that blademan so bad I could taste blood.


  I came churning up beside Saucerhead. He grabbed my shoulder, slowed me down, kept squeezing till the pain took the red out of my eyes. When he had my attention he made a couple of gestures, pointed.


  I got it. First time, too. Must be getting smarter as I age.


  The skinny guy didn't know his way around. He was just trying to get away. There aren't many straight streets in old TunFaire. They wander like they were laid out by drunken goblins blinded by the sun. This character was sticking to Macunado Street even though we had passed the point where it changes its name to Way of the Harlequin and then again to Dadville Lane after it narrows down.


  "I'm gone." I cut out to the right, into an alley, through, darted down a narrow lane, ducked into a breezeway, skipped over some ratmen wasted on weed and a couple of blitzed human winos, then blasted out into Dadville Lane again, where it finishes the big, lazy loop around the Memorial Quarters. I chugged across the street and leaned against a hitching rail, waiting, puffing, and wheezing and grinning because boy, was I in shape for this.


  I was ready to dump my guts.


  And here they came. The gink with the mustache was going all out, scared to death, trying so hard he wasn't seeing anything. All he knew was the pounding feet were catching up.


  I let him come, stepped out, tripped him. He flew headlong, rolled like he had some tumbling experience, came up going full speed—wham! Right into the end of a watering trough. His momentum kept his top half going. He made a fine big splash.


  Saucerhead got on one side of the trough. I got on the other. Tharpe slapped my hand away. Probably that was best. I was too upset.


  He grabbed that gink by his greasy black hair, pushed him under, pulled him up, said, "Winded as you are, you ain't gonna hold your breath long." He shoved the mustache under again, pulled him up. "That water's going to get cold going down. You're going to feel it going and know there ain't one damned thing you can do to stop it." The big louse was barely puffing. The guy in the trough was wheezing and snorting worse than me.


  Saucerhead shoved him under, brought him up a half second before he sucked in a gallon. "So tell us about it, little man. How come you stuck the girl?"


  He would have answered if he could. He wanted to answer. But he was too busy trying to breathe. Saucerhead shoved him under again.


  He came up, swallowed an acre of air, gasped, "The book!" He gobbled some more air—and that was the last breath he drew.


  "What book?" I snapped.


  A crossbow bolt hit the guy in the throat. Another thunked into the trough, and a third put a hole through Saucerhead's sleeve. Tharpe came over the trough in one bound and landed smack on top of me. A couple, three more bolts whizzed past.


  Tharpe didn't bother making me comfortable. He did stick his head up for a second. "When I roll off, you go for that door." We were about eight feet from the doorway to a tavern. Right then, that looked like a mile. I groaned, the only sound I could make with all that meat on top.


  Saucerhead roiled off. I scrambled. I never really got myself upright. I just sort of got my hands and feet under me and made that door in one long dive, dog-paddling. Saucerhead was right behind me. Crossbows twanged. Bolts thunked into the door. "Boy!" I said. "Those guys are in big trouble." Crossbows are illegal inside the city wall.


  "What the hell?" I gasped as we shoved the door shut. "What in the hell?" I dived over to a window, peeked through a crack in a shutter still closed against winter.


  The street had cleared as though a god had swept a broom along it, excepting a mixed bag of six nasties with crossbows. They spread out, weapons aimed our way. Two came forward.


  Saucerhead took a peek. Behind us the barkeep went into a "Here, now! I won't have trouble in my place! You boys clear out!" routine.


  Saucerhead said, "Three dwarfs, an ogre, a ratman, and a human. Unusual mix."


  "Odd, yes." I turned. "You got trouble already, Pop. You want it out of here, lend a hand. What you got under the bar to keep the peace?" I wasn't carrying anything. Who needs an arsenal to lumber around the block? Tharpe didn't carry, usually. He counted on his strength and wit. Which maybe made him an unarmed man twice over.


  "You don't get going you're going to find out."


  "Trouble's the farthest thing from my mind, Pop. I don't need any. But tell that to those guys outside. They already killed somebody in your watering trough."


  I peeked again. The two had pulled the mustache out of the water. They looked him over. They finally figured it out, dropped him, eyeballed the tavern like they were thinking about coming inside.


  Saucerhead borrowed a table from a couple of old boys puffing pipes and nursing mugs that would last them till nightfall. He just politely asked them to raise their mugs, picked the table up, and ripped a leg off. He tossed me that, got himself another, turned what was left into a shield. When those two arrived, he bashed the dwarf's head in, then mashed the ogre against the door-frame with the table while I tickled his noggin with a rim shot.


  One of their crossbows didn't get broken. I grabbed it, put the bolt back in, popped out the door, and ripped off a one-handed shot at the nearest target. I missed and pinked a dwarf ninety feet away. He yelped. His pals headed for the high country.


  Saucerhead grumbled, "You couldn't hit a bull in the butt with a ten-foot pole if you was inside the barn." While I tried to figure that out, he grabbed the ogre, who was as big as he was, and tried to shake him awake. It didn't work. Not much of a necromancer, my buddy Saucerhead.


  He didn't try the dwarf. That guy had gotten pounded down a foot shorter than he started out. So Tharpe just stood there shaking his head and looking baffled. I thought that was such a good idea I did it, too. And all the while, that old bartender was howling about damages while his clientele tried to dig holes in the floor to hide in.


  "Now what?" Saucerhead asked.


  "I don't know." I peeked outside.


  "They gone?"


  "Looks like. People are starting to come out." A sure sign the excitement was over. They would come count the bodies and lie to each other about how they saw the whole thing, and by the time any authority arrived—if it ever did—the story's only resemblance to fact would be that somebody got dead.


  "Let's go ask Tinnie."


  Sounded like a stroke of genius to me.
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  Tinnie Tate wasn't some mousy little homemaker for whom the height of adventure was the day's trip to market. But she wasn't the kind of gal who got messed up with guys who stick knives in people and run in packs shooting crossbow volleys at citizens, either. She lived with her Uncle Willard. Willard Tate was a shoemaker. Shoemakers don't make the kinds of enemies who poop people. A shoe doesn't fit, they bitch and moan and ask for their money back, they don't call out the hard boys.


  I thought about it as I trotted. It didn't make sense. The Dead Man says when it doesn't make sense, you don't have all the pieces or you're trying to put them together wrong. I kept telling me, wait till we see what Tinnie has to say. I refused to face the chance that Tinnie might not be able.


  We had a curious and rocky relationship, Tinnie and me. Sort of can't live with and can't live without. We fought a lot. Though it hadn't been going anywhere, the relationship was important to me. I guess what kept it going was the making up. It was making up that was two hundred proof and hotter than boiling steel.


  Before I got to the house, I knew it wouldn't matter what Tinnie had done, wouldn't matter what she'd been into, whoever hurt her would pay with interest that would make a loan shark blush.


  Old Dean had the house forted up. He wouldn't have answered the door if the Dead Man hadn't been awake. He was, for sure. I felt his touch while I was pounding on the door and hollering like a Charismatic priest on a holy roll.


  Dean opened the door. He looked ten years older and all worn out. I was down the hall pushing into the Dead Man's room before he finished bolting the door behind Saucerhead.


  Garrett!


  The Dead Man's mind touch was a blow. It was an icewater shower. It stopped me in my tracks. I wanted to scream. That could only mean—


  She was there on the floor. I didn't look. I couldn't. I looked at the Dead Man, all four hundred fifty pounds of him, sitting in the chair where he'd been since somebody stuck a knife in him four hundred years ago. Except for a ten-inch, elephantlike schnoz he could have passed for the world's fattest human, but he was Loghyr, one of a race so rare nobody has seen a live one in my lifetime. And that's fine by me. The dead, immobile ones are aggravation enough.


  See, if you kill a Loghyr, he doesn't just go away. You don't get him out of your hair that easy. He just stops breathing and gives up dancing. His spirit stays at home and gets crankier and crankier. He doesn't decay. At least mine hasn't in the few years I've known him, though he's a little ragged around the edges where the moths and mice and whatnot nibble on him while he naps and there's no one around to shoo them away.


  Do not act the fool, Garrett. For once in our acquaintance astound me by pausing to reflect before you leap.


  That's the way he is. Usually more so. My tenant and sometime partner, sometime mentor. Despite his control I croaked, "Talk to me, Chuckles. Tell me what it's all about."


  Calm yourself. Passion enslaves reason. The wise man. . . .


  Yeah. He does go on like that, hokey philosopher that he is. Only not in the really grim times. . . . I began to suspect something.


  Once you get used to a particular Loghyr, you can read more than words when he thinks into your head. He was angry about what had happened but not nearly so outraged and vengeance hungry as he should have been. I began to control myself.


  "I did it again, eh?"


  You get more exercise jumping to conclusions than you do running.


  "She's going to be all right?"


  Her chances seem good. She will need the attention of a skilled surgeon, though. I have put her into a deep sleep till such time as one becomes available.


  "Thanks. So tell me what you got from her."


  She had no idea what it was about. She was involved in nothing. She did not know the man who wielded the knife. He left out his usual stock of sarcastic comments when he added, She was just coming to see you. She went to sleep completely bewildered.


  He loosened his hold on me, let me settle into the big chair that's there for me when I visit.


  Till you lumbered in with your recollections, I assumed it was random violence. Meaning he had sorted through my memories of the chase.


  Saucerhead joined us. He leaned on the back of my chair, stared at Tinnie. He jumped to the same conclusion I had. I admired his self-control. He liked Tinnie and had a special place in his heart for guys who wasted women. He'd lost one once, that he'd been hired to protect. No fault of his own. He'd wiped out half a platoon of assassins and had gotten ninety percent killed himself trying to save her. He hadn't been the same since.


  I told him, "Smiley over there put her to sleep. She'll be all right, he thinks."


  "Sons of bitches must pay anyway," he growled, hanging on to the tough, but he looked relieved all over. I pretended I didn't see his show of "weakness."


  The book? the Dead Man asked. That is all you got before the sniping started? Like it was my fault. Some sniping was about to get started here. He knew damned well that was all we'd gotten. He'd sifted our minds.


  "That's all." Play it straight. That was my new tactic. It drove him crazy when I didn't fight back.


  There was nothing in her thoughts about a book.


  "Ain't much to go on," Saucerhead said. He had lost his mad urgency. Tinnie was going to be all right. He didn't have to go out and lay waste. Not right away, anyway. He—and I—would keep an eye out for the characters responsible, though.


  No. I suggest you both calm yourselves, then recall those blackguards carefully. Any insignificant detail might be consequential. Garrett, if you feel this is of great importance, you might consider collecting the debt that Chodo Contague imagines he owes you.


  A reflection of my thoughts, that. "I will if I have to. Too soon to think about that. I need to see Tinnie taken care of and get my mind straightened out before I go off on any crusade." That was a straight line of the sort he scarfs up usually, but this time he let it slide. "Something happens and she goes, I'll ring in Chodo like that. . . ." I snapped my fingers. I'm a fountain of talent.


  Chodo Contague, often called the kingpin, is the grand master of organized crime in TunFaire. In some ways he's more powerful than the King. He's no friend. He's damned near the embodiment of everything I hate, the kind of creep I got into my line to pull down. But just by doing my job I've managed to do him some accidental favors. He has an obsessive, if skewed, sense of honor. The slimeball thinks he owes me, and I'll be damned if he won't do almost anything to pay the debt. If I wanted, I could say the word and he'd put two thousand thugs on the street to make us square.


  I've avoided collecting because I don't want my name associated with his. Not in any way. Be bad for business if people suspected I was on his pad.


  Hell. I haven't really said what I do. I'm what the guys who don't like me call a peeper. An investigator and confidential agent, the way I put it. Pay me—up front—and I'll find out things. More often than not, things you didn't really want to know. I don't dig up much good news. That's the nature of the racket.


  On the confidential-agent side I'll do a stand-in, like pay off a kidnapper or blackmailer for you, and make sure there's no last-second comedy. I've worked hard to build a rep as a straight arrow, a guy who plays square, who comes down like the proverbial ton if you mess with my client. Which is why I wouldn't want anybody to think I'd roll over for Chodo.


  If Tinnie died, I'd change my rules. For Tinnie it would be dead ahead full speed, and whoever got in my way had best have his gods paid off because I wouldn't slow down till I ate somebody's liver. If Tinnie died.


  The Dead Man said she ought to pull through. I hoped he was right. This once. Usually I hope he's wrong because he's damned near infallible and works hard reminding me of that.


  Dean came in with a tray, beer, and stronger spirits if we needed them. Saucerhead took a beer. So did I. "That's good. That hits the spot after all that running."


  The Dead Man sent, I suggest you go see her uncle. Inform him what has happened and find out about arrangements. Perhaps he can give you a clue.


  Yeah. He had to bring it up. I'd been wondering about who was going to tell the family. There had to be somebody I could stick with that little chore.


  The candidates constitute a horde of one, Garrett.


  He figured that out all by himself. He is a genius. A certified—and certifiable—genius. Just ask him. He'll tell you about it for hours.


  Any other time I would have given him a ration of lip. This time the specter of Willard Tate got in the way. "All right. I'm on my way."


  "Me too," Saucerhead said. "There's some things I want to check out."


  Excellent. Excellent. Now everything is under control I can catch up on my sleep.


  Catch up. Right. In all the years I've known him his waking time hasn't added up to six months.


  I let Saucerhead out the front door. Then I headed for the kitchen, got Dean to draw me another of those wonderful beers. "Have to replace everything I sweated out."


  He scowled. He has some strong opinions about the way I live. Though he's an employee, I let him speak his mind. We have an understanding. He talks, I don't listen. Keeps us both happy.


  I hit the street without much enthusiasm. Old Man Tate and I aren't bosom buddies. I did a job for him once, and for a while afterward he'd thought well of me, but a year of me playing push-me pull-you with Tinnie had somehow soured his outlook.
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  The Tate place will fool you. It's supposed to. From outside it looks like a block of old warehouses nobody bothered to keep up. You can see why from the street out front. First, the Hill. Our overlords are buzzards watching for fortunes to flay through the engines of the law. Second, the slums below. They produce extremely hungry and unpleasant fellows, some of whom will turn you inside out for a copper sceat.


  Thus, the Tate place pretending to be poverty's birthplace.


  The Tates are shoemakers who turn out army boots and pricey stuff for the ladies of the Hill. They're all masters. They have more wealth than they know what to do with.


  I gave their gate a good rattle. A young Tate responded. He was armed. Tinnie was the only Tate I knew who faced the world outside unarmed. "Garrett. Haven't seen you for a while."


  "Tinnie and I were feuding again."


  He frowned. "She went out a couple hours ago. I thought she was headed your way."


  "She was. I came to see Uncle Willard. It's important." The kid's eyes got big. Then he grinned. I guess he figured I was going to pop the question. He opened up. "Can't guarantee he'll see you. You know how he is."


  "Tell him it can't wait till it's convenient."


  He muttered, "Must have been hell being snowed in." He locked the gate. "Rose will be devastated."


  "She'll live." Rose was Willard's daughter, his only surviving offspring, hotter than three little bonfires and as twisted as a rope of braided snakes. "She always bounces back."


  The kid snickered. None of the Tates had much use for Rose. She was pure trouble. And she never learned.


  "I'll tell Uncle you're here."


  I went into the central garden to wait. It looked forlorn. Summertimes it's a work of art. The Tates all have apartments in the surrounding buildings, They live there, work there, are born and die there. Some never go outside.


  The kid came back looking pained. Willard had scalded his tail for letting me in but apparently hadn't told him to get hurt trying to throw me out.


  The thought made me grin. The kid was as big as any Tate gets, about five two. Willard once told me there was elvish blood in the family. It made the girls exotic and gorgeous and the guys handsome but damned near short enough to walk under a horse without banging their heads.


  

  


  


  Willard Tate was no bigger than the rest of his clan. A gnome, almost. He was bald on top, had ragged gray hair that hung to his shoulders in back and on the sides. He was bent over his workbench tapping brass nails into the heel of a shoe. He wore a pair of TenHagen cheaters with square lenses. Those don't come cheap.


  One feeble lamp battled the dark. Tate worked by touch, really. "You'll ruin your eyes if you don't spring for more light." Tate is one of the wealthiest men in TunFaire and one of the tightest with a sceat.


  "You have one minute, Garrett." His lumbago was acting up. Or something. Couldn't be me.


  "Straight at it, then. Tinnie's been stabbed."


  He looked at me for half the time he'd given me. Then he put his tools aside. "You have your faults, but you wouldn't say that unless you meant it. Tell me."


  I told him.


  He didn't say anything for a while. He just stared, not at me but at ghosts lurking behind me. His had been a life plagued by loss. His wife, his kids, his brother, all had gone before their time.


  He surprised me by not laying it off on me. "You got the man who did it?"


  "He's dead." I ran through it again.


  "I wish I could have had a piece of him." He rang a bell. One of his nephews responded. Tate told him, "Send for Dr. Meddin. Now. And turn out a half-dozen men to walk Mr. Garrett home." Now I had me a "mister."


  "Yes sir." The nephew bounced off on a recruiting tour.


  "Anything else, Mr. Garrett?"


  "You could tell me why anybody would want to kill Tinnie."


  "Because she was involved with you. To get at you."


  "A lot of people don't like me." Present company included. "But none of them work like that. They wanted to get my goat, they'd burn my house down. With me inside it."


  "Then it has to be senseless. Random violence or mistaken identity."


  "You sure she wasn't into anything?"


  "The only thing Tinnie was involved in was you." He didn't say it but I could hear him thinking. Maybe this will learn her a lesson. "She never left the place except to see you."


  I nodded. Undoubtedly he kept track.


  I wanted to believe it was random. TunFaire is overcrowded and hagridden by poverty and hardly a day passes when somebody doesn't whittle on somebody with a hatchet or do cosmetic surgery with a hammer. I would have bought it except for those guys who danced the waltzes with me and Saucerhead.


  I said, "When we caught him, the guy said ‘the book' just before his friends croaked him." If those were his friends. "Mean anything to you?"


  Tate shook his head. That straggly hair pranced around. "I didn't figure it would. Damn. You get any ideas, let me know. And I'll keep you posted."


  "You do that." My minute had stretched. He wanted to get back to work.


  The nephew returned and announced he had a squad assembled. I said, "I'm sorry, sir. I'd rather it had been me."


  "So would I." Yes. He agreed a hundred percent. Man. You be nice to some people. . . .
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  I plopped into my chair, reported to the Dead Man while the Tate boys collected Tinnie. They had a cart to carry her home. The best medical care would be waiting. It was out of my hands now.


  Nothing gained, the Dead Man sent when I finished.


  "I think Tate hit it. They got the wrong woman. You've been around awhile." Like half of forever. "You sure ‘the book' doesn't ring any bells?"


  None. There are books and books, Garrett. Even some men would kill for, considering their rarity or content. I do not hazard uninformed guesses. We cannot, now, be sure that man even meant a book as such. He may have meant a gambling book. He may have meant a personal journal capable of indicating someone. We do not know. Try to relax. Have a meal. Accept the situation, then put it behind you.


  "Nobody came around asking about the dead men?" TunFaire's Watch aren't exactly police. Their main mission is to keep an eye out for fires or threats to our overlords. Catching criminals is way down their list, but sometimes they do bumble around and nab a baddie. TunFaire is blessed with some pretty stupid villains.


  No one came. Go eat, Garrett. Attend to the needs of the flesh. Allow the spirit to relax and become refreshed. Forget it. All is well that ends well.


  Good advice, even coming from him. But he's always so damned reasonable and wise—when he isn't trying to play games with my mind. He got my goat, being cool and sensible. I headed for the kitchen.


  Dean was in shock still, distraught because uncaring fate had cast a cold eye so close to home. His mind was a thousand miles away as he stirred some kind of sauce. He didn't look at me as he handed me a plate he'd kept warm. I ate without noticing what, which is a crime itself, considering the class cook Dean is. I was drifting around a few yards away myself. I didn't interrupt the old man's brooding. I was pleased that he cared.


  I rose to leave. Dean turned. "People shouldn't ought to do like that, Mr. Garrett."


  "You're right. They shouldn't ought. You're a religious sort. Tell the gods thanks for not making it worse than it was."


  He nodded. He's a gentle sort generally, a hardworking old fellow trying to support an ungrateful gaggle of eligible but terminally homely nieces who give him more grief than any ten men deserve from their female kin. Generally. Right now he had him a bloodthirst bigger than a vampire who hadn't fed for a year.


  I couldn't relax. It was over, but my nerves just wouldn't settle. I prowled up the hail to the front door, peeked outside. Then I checked the small front room to the right like there might be a forgotten blonde cached in there. I was fresh out. I trudged back to the deluxe coffin I call an office, waved at Eleanor on the wall, then crossed the hall to the Dead Man's room. That takes up most of the left side of the house. It contains not only himself but our library and treasury and everything we particularly value. Nothing for me there. I glanced up the stairs without going up, went into the kitchen, and got a mug of apple juice. Then I did the whole route over, taking a little longer at the door to see if my place had become a dwarfish tourist attraction. I didn't see any watchers. Time dragged.


  I got on everybody's nerves. That's what I do best, anyway, but now I was fraying my own. Now even I resented my mumbled wisecracks. When Dean growled and tested the heft of his favorite frying pan, I decided to take myself upstairs. For a while I looked out a window, watching for Saucerhead or somebody in a black hat watching me back. The watched pot didn't boil.


  When I got tired of that, I visited the closet where I keep the more lethal tools of my trade. It's a nifty little arsenal, something for every occasion, something to go with every outfit. You never catch me carrying a weapon that clashes.


  Everything was in tip-top shape. I couldn't work off any nervous energy sharpening and polishing. I eyeballed the ensemble. Nothing I had was worth much in a scrimmage with crossbowmen.


  I did have a few little bottles left over from the time I'd done undercover work for the Grand Inquisitor. I took the case down, looked inside. Three bottles, one emerald, one royal blue, one ruby, each about two ounces. You threw them. Once they broke, the stuff inside took the fight right out of guys. The contents of the red one would melt the flesh off their bones. I was saving that for somebody who really got on my nerves. If I ever used it, I'd have to stand back a ways.


  I put the case away, secreted knives all over me, hung the longest tool legal on my belt, then took down my most useful all-round instrument, an oaken headthumper eighteen inches long. It had a pound of lead inside the business end. It did wonders making me more convincing when I got into an argument.


  So what was I going to do now? Go looking for some villains, just on general principles? Sure. Right. The way my luck runs, I'd have a building fall on me before I found any bad boys to astonish and dismay.


  I managed to kill time till supper came along. I spent most of it trying to figure out why I was restless and uneasy. Tinnie had been hurt, but she was going to make it. Saucerhead and I had—sort of—dissuaded her attacker from becoming a repeat offender. Everything had turned out all right. Things were going to be fine.


  Sure.
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  I didn't get much sleep that night.


  It was a time of weirdness for TunFaire, maybe because of the weather. The whole world had turned cockeyed, not just me with my running and my going to bed early so I could get up before anybody sane was oriented vertically. Mammoths had been seen from the city wall. Saber-tooth tigers were at large within a day's travel. There were rumors of werewolves. There were rumors of thunder-lizards being sighted near KirtchHeis, just sixty miles north of TunFaire, two hundred south of their normal range. To our south, centaurs and unicorns, fleeing ferocious fighting in the Cantard, had penetrated Karentine territory. Every night, here in the city, the sky filled with squabbling morCartha, weird creatures who traditionally confined their brawls to rain-forested valleys on the marches of thunder-lizard country.


  Where the morCartha disappeared during the day no one knew—nobody gave a big enough care to find out—but all night they zoomed over the rooftops settling old tribal scores or swooped down to mug citizens or to steal anything not nailed down. Most people accepted their presence as proof the thunder-lizards were migrating. In their own country morCartha lived in the treetops and slept during the day. That would make them easy snacks for the taller thunder-lizards. Some of these stand more than thirty feet tall.


  Despite the morning's excitement I tried going to bed at what Dean and the Dead Man perversely call a reasonable hour. My theory was that if I rolled out early, my neighbors wouldn't be out to giggle and point at the spectacle of Garrett running laps. But that night the morCartha brought their flying carnival to my neighborhood. It sounded like the aerial battle of the century. Blood and broken bodies and war cries and taunts rained down. Whenever I threatened to drift off, they staged some absurd, cacophonous confrontation right outside my window.


  I decided it was time somebody on the Hill suffered a stroke of smarts and enlisted them all as mercenaries and sent them down to the Cantard to look for Glory Mooncalled. Let him lose sleep while they squabbled over his head.


  Old Glory probably wasn't getting much sleep, anyway. The Karentine powers that be had thrown everything into the cauldron down there. They were grinding his upstart republic fine, inexorably and inevitably, permitting him no chance to catch his breath and turn his genius toward their despair.


  The war between Karenta and Venageta has been going on since my grandfather's time. It's become as much a part of life as the weather. Glory Mooncalled started out a mercenary captain in Venageti service, had a major falling out with the Venageti warlords, and came over to our side swearing mighty oaths of vengeance. Once he had smashed everybody who offended him, he suddenly declared the Cantard—possession of which is what the war is all about—an autonomous republic. All the Cantard's native nonhuman races supported him. So, for the moment, Karenta and Venageta have a common cause, the obliteration of Glory Mooncalled. Once he's gone, it'll be back to war as usual.


  All of which is of more interest to the Dead Man than me. I did my five years in the Marines and survived. I don't want to remember. The Dead Man does. Glory Mooncalled is his hobby.


  Whatever, I didn't sleep well and I was less cheerful than usual when I got up, which is saying something. On my best mornings I'm human only by charity. Morning is the lousiest time of day. The lower the sun in the east, the lousier that time is.


  The racket in the street started about the time I got my feet on the floor.


  A woman screamed. She was frightened. Nothing galvanizes me so quickly. I was down at the door with a small arsenal before I started thinking. Somebody was pounding on that door now, yelling my name and begging to be let in. I peeped through the peephole. One ounce of brain was working. I saw a woman's face. Terrified. I fumbled at bolts, yanked the door open.


  A naked woman stumbled inside. I gawked for half a minute before my brain started chugging. Then I checked the street. I saw nothing till a thing slightly larger than a spider monkey, built along similar lines but hairless and red, with batlike wings instead of arms and with a spadelike point at the end of its tail, crashed and flopped around, squealing. A city ratman ambled over. The moment it stopped moving, he shoveled it into his wheeled trash bin. The creature's kin didn't protest or claim the body. The morCartha are indifferent to their dead.


  So now they were doing it in the daytime, too. If you could call it daytime just because it was light out. Personally, I don't believe daytime really starts till the sun is straight overhead.


  I slammed the door, spun around. The woman had collapsed. What I saw in that bad light was enough to make my hair stand up and get split ends.


  Not a stitch on her, like I said, but she had the body to wear that kind of outfit. She clutched a raggedly wrapped package in her left hand. I couldn't pry it loose.


  The word flabbergasted gets bandied about in this age of exaggeration, but you don't often get into a situation where it's appropriate. This was a time when it was appropriate. I didn't know what to do.


  Don't get me wrong. I've got nothing against naked women. Especially nothing against naked women when they're beautiful and running around my house. Most especially not when I'm chasing them and they have no intention of getting away. But I'd never had one come to the door all ready to race. I'd never had one drop in and instantly transport herself to dreamland with such diligence that I couldn't wake her again.


  I was still trying to figure out what to do when Dean showed up for work.


  Dean is my housekeeper and cook, in case you haven't figured that out. He's a sour-faced but sentimental guy about a thousand years old who should have been born a woman because he'd make somebody a great wife. He can cook and keep house and has a tongue to match the nastiest of them. He took one look at the woman. "I just cleaned that carpet, Mr. Garrett. Couldn't you confine your games to the second floor?"


  "I just let her in, Dean. She came this way, right off the street. I opened the door, she stumbled in and passed out. Maybe she was hit by the morCartha. She's gone into a fugue. I can't wake her up."


  "Must you stare so shamelessly?"


  "I don't notice you studying the fly specks on the ceiling." He wasn't that old. Nobody ever gets that old. And the lady deserved a stare or two. She was the nicest package I'd had stumble in in a long time. "Hell, yes, I must. How often do the gods bother to send us the answer to our prayers?"


  He's more alert at that hour than I'll ever be. He honestly believes that getting up before sunrise is a virtue, poor misguided soul. "Attempt at levity noted, Mr. Garrett. Noted and found wanting. I suggest we move her to the daybed and cover her, then get some breakfast into you. You're less at the mercy of adolescent fantasies once you've gotten your blood moving."


  "How sharper than a serpent's tooth is the tongue of an ingrate servant."


  He knew I couldn't be talking about him. He wasn't a servant. He was an in-house working partner.


  He grabbed the woman's ankles. I took the heavy end. Maybe he was put out because the woman had gotten several of his nieces' shares of natural goodies. "Red hair, too," I muttered. "Isn't that nice?" I'm a sucker for redheads. I've been known to favor the occasional blonde, brunette, whatever, too.


  Dean would just say I'm a sucker. He might have a point.


  We put her on the daybed in the small front room, on the right side of the house. Your left, coming in the front door. She hung on to her package. Once she was set, I moved to the kitchen. Reluctantly. I was thinking maybe I should be there for her when she woke up, just in case she needed to throw herself into somebody's arms and be comforted.


  Dean filled me up with breakfast. As I finished up Saucerhead arrived, to supervise me in my pursuit of physical excellence. Or incapacitating cramps, whichever came first. We yakked over tea for a while, me somehow forgetting to mention my nude. Would you tell a pirate where you'd found buried treasure? Then we went outside and got busy with our respective exercise regimens. I wore him down. He ran out of fingers before I ran out of laps.


  Puffing and panting and aching, I forgot my mystery guest. Puffing and wheezing is a full-time job.
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  Last lap. Beer ahead. Relief only a few yards away. I came off Wizard's Reach full speed, about a walk and a half, snorting like a wounded buffalo, listing from side to side, steering like a ship without a rudder. Only my neighbors watching kept me from getting down and crawling the last hundred feet.


  I'd lost count of my laps. Saucerhead had slipped a few extra in on me. I hadn't figured that out till a minute ago. If I lived, I'd get even with him if it was the last thing I did. If that involved running, it would be the last thing I did.


  I had my chin down. You're not supposed to do that, but I had to keep an eye on my feet. Otherwise they might quit. Meanwhile, I tried to figure how many laps Tharpe had shafted me. I'd lost count because there had been no landmark events to separate one lap from another. There were none to help me come up with an actual number, either. But I knew he'd done it to me.


  I reached the foot of the steps honking and snorting, grabbed the handrail, dragged myself up toward the pitcher that would help put the misery behind me.


  "This the character I'm looking for?" The voice wasn't familiar.


  "That's him." Saucerhead.


  "Don't look like much."


  "I can't help that. I ain't his mother."


  My pal. I got my chin up. Huff. Puff. Saucerhead wasn't alone. Being brilliant, I'd worked that out, already. What I hadn't figured out was that he was talking to a woman. Maybe.


  At first glance she looked like Tharpe's big sister. Maybe she had a touch of giant in her. She was taller than me by an inch. She had stringy blonde hair that would've been nice if she'd washed and combed it. In fact, she had nice stuff in all the right places, only she was so damned big. And so uncaringly kempt. And looked so damned hard.


  "The name's Winger, Garrett," she said. "Hunter." Her stance dared me to treat her like a lady. She wasn't dressed like any lady. Lots of worn leather and stuff, that needed cleaning as much as she did. Lots of metal, stuff hanging all over her. She looked like a hunter. She looked like she could whip thunder-lizards with one hand tied behind her. Hell, she could knock them down with her breath.


  The name meant nothing to me. She had to be new in town. I would have heard of an amazon like her if she was a regular.


  "Yeah, I'm Garrett. So what?" Still gulping air by the bucket, I couldn't get gracious.


  "I'm looking for work. New in town."


  "No kidding?"


  "People I talked to said we might could kind of team up sometimes." She looked at Saucerhead, jerked her head at me. "Kind of puny to have such a big rep."


  Tharpe grinned. "Things get exaggerated." He was loving it. The big goof. The way he was grinning I was sure there were wonders yet to come.


  "Not much call for hunters in the city," I told her. "We can catch our dinner at the corner butcher."


  "Not that kind of hunter, Ace. Manhunter. Bounty hunter." Just in case I'd mistaken her meaning. "Tracker." Her gaze was hard and steady. She worked at being tough. "Trying to make contacts. Trying to get set up. I don't want to have to cross the line to make it."


  She had small hands for a woman her size. Her nails were trimmed neatly. But her palms were used to hard work. Looked like she could bust boards with them. Or backs. I wanted to chuckle but decided I might be smart to keep my amusement to myself. Not more than ten thousand people ever said I wasn't smart. "What do you want from me?"


  "Whyn't we get in out of the sun, set a spell, down a few brews, let me tell you what I can do?"


  Saucerhead was behind her now. Grinning from ear to ear. She must have tried to sell him already. I kept a straight face. "Sure. Why not?" I hammered on the door, glared Tharpe a dagger or three. He thought he'd set me up. I was going to get him for this. Right after I got him for skewing the lap count. Right after I got him for about seven other things on my list.


  Dean opened up. He looked at Winger in awe. She snapped, "What you staring at, runt?" Still working hard at that tough.


  "Dean, we'll be in the office. Bring us a pitcher. After you lock up." No more free drinks for Tharpe.


  I stepped out of Winger's way. "Straight up the hail."


  I followed her while Dean locked up. She looked around like she was trying to memorize every crack in the walls.


  I guess Saucerhead was outside har-harring.


  "Take that chair," I told Winger, indicating the client's seat. It's wooden, hard as a rock. It's supposed to discourage prolonged visits. They're supposed to sit there only long enough to tell me what they have to, not long enough to bury me in trivia. Theoretically. The real whiners enjoy being miserable.


  Winger kept looking around like she was sneaking through enemy territory. I asked, "You looked for anything in particular?"


  "You stay alert when you're a woman in a man's racket." Another dose of tough.


  "I imagine. What can I do for you, anyway?"


  "Like I said, I'm new here. I need to make contacts. You could use an extra hand sometimes, probably. Finding people."


  "Maybe." Her alertness had me wound up now. She had something on her mind.


  Dean brought the pitcher. I poured. Winger downed a mug, stared at the painting behind me. She shivered. Eleanor can have that effect. The man who painted her was a mad genius. He filled her portrait with indefinable creepiness.


  I glanced back. And Winger moved so fast I barely had time to face her again before she had a knife at my throat. A long knife. A knife that looked like a two-handed broadsword right about then. "I'm looking for a book, Garrett. A big one. You wouldn't have it, would you?"


  Sure I wouldn't. "I wish I did." But her tone said she wasn't going to believe that. She wasn't going to get confused by facts.


  Her knife pricked my throat. Her hand was steady. She was a pro. Not even a little nervous. Me neither. Not much. "I don't have it. How come you think I do?"


  She didn't tell me. "I'm going to look. I'm going to take this place apart. You want to stay healthy, stay out of my way. You want your house to stay healthy, give me the book now."


  I gave her a look at my fluttering-eyebrow trick. I tossed in a big smile. "Have fun."


  She smiled back. "Think you can take me? Don't even think about trying."


  "Little old me? Perish the thought. Hey, Chuckles. Time to do your stuff."


  Winger glanced around. Her knife hand remained steady. She couldn't figure out who the hell I was talking to. "Who the hell you talking to?"


  "My partner."


  She opened her mouth. That was as far as she got. The Dead Man turned her into a living statue. In the last instant her expression turned to horror. I edged away from her knife, got out of my chair. "You got nerve," I said. She could hear and understand. "But nerve isn't everything." Nobody who'd studied me would try to take me in my own house. The Dead Man doesn't get out much, but that hasn't kept him from acquiring a reputation.


  I patted Winger's considerable shoulder. It was rock hard. "Live and learn, sweetheart." I finished my mug, strolled across the hall. "What's the story, Smiley?"


  No story, Garrett. She has told you everything. She is looking for a book. This is her first job in TunFaire. She was hired by a man named Lubbock. He paid her thirty marks to shake you down. He will give her forty more if she finds the book.


  "Interesting coincidence. What's she know about that gang yesterday?"


  Nothing. Obviously she was selected for that reason. She can tell no one anything because she knows nothing.


  "I guess friend Lubbock did his research."


  Perhaps.


  "She has an accent." She was Karentine but from way out there somewhere.


  Hender. West Midlands.


  "Never heard of it."


  Not surprising. Population less than a hundred. A farming village. A suggestion. Assuming your curiosity has been piqued, as mine has, have her watched. Her contacts might prove interesting. It seems likely that Lubbock is not her employer's real name. She believes it to be a pseudonym herself.


  Sounded good to me. Something was going on. And I don't like sitting around waiting for things to happen. "Right. Can't use Saucerhead, though. She knows his face. I could dash over to Morley's."


  Quickly?


  Sarky old clown can put a lot into a single word. He'd recovered from his earlier consideration for my feelings, was back to letting me know what he thought of my ways.


  "I'm gone."


  I got back faster than either of us expected. I had some luck.


  Saucerhead was still loafing on the stoop. He hadn't finished the pitcher Dean had provided for my run. He had company again, a local blackheart called Squirrel. I don't know Squirrel's real name. I never heard him called anything else. He was a skinny little gink with atrocious posture, a pointy face and buckteeth, and huge ears that stuck straight out from the side of his head. He'd have trouble making any headway walking into a light breeze.


  They didn't call him Squirrel because of his looks.


  Somebody left something out when they gave him his brains. He was a first-class goofball.


  And a second-class thug.


  He worked for Chodo Contague. He was more than a gofer but not one of the heavyweights, like Sadler and Crask. I didn't know Squirrel well but did know he wasn't somebody who was going to elevate the standards of the neighborhood.


  I looked at him. He gave me a grin full of teeth. Friendly as hell. That was Squirrel. Always trying to be your pal—till it came time to put a knife in your back. Squirrel desperately wanted to be liked. And wanted to make Chodo's first team even more. "Garrett. The boss heard about your trouble." Chodo hears everything, "Sent me over to help. Said if you need anything, just yell. Said he don't hold with anybody hurting women."


  Sure he didn't. Unless they worked for him, showed a wisp of independence. But he probably doesn't consider hookers women.


  I didn't want to take anything from Chodo, but, on the other hand, using Squirrel was so damned convenient. So what the hell. "You showed up at the perfect time."


  Squirrel grinned. He loved praise. If that was praise. Weird little guy. "How's your woman, Garrett? I should've asked. Chodo wanted to know. Said he'd send somebody to look after her if you want."


  "She'll be fine. Her family is taking care of her." They could afford the same quality care Chodo could provide. "If something turns bad, they'll let me know." Willard would do that. He'd expect me to hunt down everybody even remotely responsible if Tinnie died. Then he'd cut out their livers and eat them.


  "So I'm right on time. What can I do for you?"


  I shivered. Squirrel had a whiny voice to go with an ingratiating manner. Slimy little weasel. But dangerous. Very dangerous.


  "There's a woman going to come out of here. Tall blonde amazon type. Follow her. See where she goes. Be careful. She's maybe some bad road." I had no idea how good Squirrel was. His only recommendation was that he had stayed alive so far.


  "I can handle it." Like he heard me wondering.


  "What's up?" Saucerhead asked.


  "She pulled a knife on me. Wanted a book. The Dead Man put her in freeze."


  "A book again?"


  "Yeah."


  "You getting into it even if Tinnie's all right?"


  "Say I'm curious." I wasn't getting into anything. I didn't have a client. I don't like work, anyway. I mean, why bother as long as I've got a roof over my head and something to eat?


  On the other hand, I might fish a fee out of this somehow. And it does take money to pay Dean and to keep the house from falling down.


  "Spread out," I told those two. "Saucerhead, take off. She'd recognize you."


  "Sure. You need me, check Morley's place."


  I waved them good-bye, slipped inside, stuck my head into the Dead Man's room, whispered, "Turn her loose?" I whispered because I didn't want Winger to hear me.


  Yes.


  I returned to my office, pried the knife out of Winger's hand, settled myself, started cleaning my nails. The Dead Man turned loose. If somebody could jump out of their skin, Winger would have. "Welcome to the big city, Winger. Something to keep in mind. Everybody has a trick up his sleeve here."


  She gobbled air and headed for the hallway. I asked, "You mind telling me where to find Lubbock? Can't say I like people I don't know siccing hired blades on me."


  That shook her even more. She hadn't mentioned the name.


  I followed her to the door, adding more questions calculated to rattle her so she wouldn't look for Squirrel. She was almost running when she hit the street.


  I looked around. I didn't see Squirrel or Saucerhead. I didn't spot anybody interested in my place, either. I went inside to talk to Dean about supper.
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  Dean didn't want any suggestions. He never does, but he doesn't mind having me offer. Then he can turn me down.


  I settled at the table. Dean asked, "What was that all about?"


  "I'm not sure. Somebody called Lubbock sent her to shake me down for a book."


  He frowned. He's mastered the art. His face turns into a badland of shadowed canyons. "That fellow who stabbed Miss Tinnie. . . ."


  "Yeah."


  "There's something going on." Another genius. My place is lousy with them.


  "Yeah."


  "You going to find out what?"


  "Maybe." I didn't have much inclination. The world is full of mysteries. Do I have to solve them all? Without even anybody paying me? But I did wonder why Winger had come to me.


  Somebody pounded on the front door. I grumbled something about maybe it was time to move. Too many people knew where I lived. Dean said, "That's Mr. Tharpe."


  "You can tell from here?"


  "I know his knock."


  Right. Sure he did. But why argue? Let him have his little fantasies. I headed up the hall. . . . "Whoa!" There was Saucerhead. Inside. "What the hell?"


  He looked a little croggled himself. "It just opened up when I knocked." He stared at the door like it would maybe sprout fangs.


  Couldn't be. I'd locked it myself. That's a prime rule. There are people on those mean streets dumb enough to drop in. Dumb enough not to worry about the Dead Man. I just sent one packing.


  I puzzled it for half a minute before I caught a glimmer of a possibility. "Three geniuses!" Saucerhead scowled, baffled. I popped my head into the small front room.


  My guest had vanished. "Dean!" I'd forgotten her in the excitement of my run and those cozy moments with Winger.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  "Something's missing." I indicated the small front room. "And Saucerhead found the door open."


  Dean looked properly amazed. He went into the room and sniffed around, making sure everything was there. Like it was his own stuff. "The blanket is gone."


  She would've taken something. You have to work to attract attention on a TunFaire street, but naked will do it every time.


  Saucerhead asked, "What's going on?"


  "You know as much as I do. Dean, get Mr. Tharpe a beer. I'm going to talk to the Dead Man."


  Dean herded Saucerhead toward the kitchen. I dropped in on my permanent guest, who—I sensed before I said a word—had fallen into a surly mood. His natural state. "What's eating you all of a sudden?"


  You failed to mention this visitor who has vanished.


  "Why should I?" He knew all the comings and goings. He was so disturbed he didn't prance around it.


  I was unaware of her presence. This is unprecedented. I had not thought it possible. He went off somewhere inside himself, looking for explanations for the impossible.


  He was disturbed? I was beside myself. On both sides. All three of me were one breath short of a panic. Somebody could come and go around here without us having any warning?


  "This doesn't sound good, Mr. Garrett," Dean said from behind me.


  "Not only a genius but a master of understatement." I considered. "She can't have much of a head start. She'll stand out in the crowd. I better catch her."


  "Catch who?" Saucerhead asked. So I explained. "Naked women just falling through your door." He sneered. "How do you do it? That don't never happen to me."


  "You don't live right. We don't have time to hang around yakking."


  "We? You got a pixie in your pocket?"


  "You'd be impressed. That is, if you ever saw her. Imagine Tinnie but with a little more in the lung department."


  "I wasn't up to much else anyway. Let's go."


  But that little weasel of a god who watches out for Garrett's affairs didn't figure I ought to go chasing redheads. No sense of proportion at all.
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  Maybe he was just trying to save my legs. He did deliver another one to my door.


  Dean was there already. He'd been fixing to let us out when the knock came. Now he was wringing his hands. I asked, "What have we got?"


  "Another woman."


  I opened up and looked her over. That took a while. You're going to do a job, do it right. There was plenty there to appreciate, though in a small package. I was surprised the whole neighborhood wasn't howling. Hot stuff. All the right goodies packed together in all the best ways. Big green eyes. Big, big green eyes. Lips a dangerous red and puffy, the kind that yell, "Come and get it, I can take it, what are you waiting for?" Breasts like man oh man how did she get that on and how does she keep them in there?


  But. . . .


  She was a little thing, maybe five feet two on her tiptoes. And she was another redhead. She had lots of wild red hair the way Tinnie had wild red hair. The way my naked visitor had had wild red hair. In fact, she was a ringer for that gal but definitely not the same woman. I wondered if she was a sister. Or was that little weasel in the sky just poking me in the eye by piling on the redheads?


  I didn't say anything. I couldn't. I just led her into that pretentious closet I call an office. Dean brought a pitcher without being asked. He looked numb. The way I was going to be numb if I kept getting pitchers delivered.


  Another redhead. I hoped some light was going to get shed here. Real soon.


  All of a sudden I was convinced that guy with the mustache had thought he was hitting this woman, or the naked one, when he'd stabbed Tinnie. I settled, drank a mug, studied her. She looked back boldly, still without having spoken. She didn't go for come-hither but, damn, it was built in, part of the package. She was the kind of woman who'd sit there and smolder while darning her grandfather's socks. The kind that makes me want to run out back and yell at the sky in sheer joy that I share the same world.


  I squeaked. "I'm Garrett. I guess you want to see me." Sometimes I'm so cool I amaze even me.


  "Yes."


  Yes what? I took a drink so I wouldn't pant all over her. I believe in long courtships. Fifteen minutes at least. I swallowed and croaked, "So?"


  "I need someone to help me. Someone like you."


  I grinned from ear to ear. Could I help her? You betcha. . . . I'd give it my best shot. . . . Hey! Garrett! Let's calm down a little. Let's get the chemistry under control. Anyway, I'd already begun to suspect that this wasn't a match made in heaven. She was smoldering, but that wasn't my fault. That, was just her being her. Whoever she was. "Well?"


  "I need someone to find something for me."


  "That's what I do. Find things. But sometimes people are sorry when I do."


  She just sat there heating the place up while I started to sweat. I turned sideways and studied Eleanor out of the corner of my eye. A tall, cool, slim, ethereal blonde, Eleanor has what it takes to bring me back to earth. I talk to Eleanor when no one else will listen. She's my rock in turbulent seas. I wondered what the real Eleanor would think if she knew how I used her portrait. I didn't think she'd mind.


  The redhead asked, "Is that someone special?"


  "Yes. Her name was Eleanor Stantnor. She was the wife of a client. I never really met her. He murdered her twenty years before he hired me. All he got for his trouble was found out for his old crime. I took the painting for my fee. Yeah. She's special. And if she was around, she'd be as old as my mother. But I'd probably fall in love with her anyway." I faced the redhead. "Let's get down to it."


  "Have I come at a bad time?"


  "You've come at the perfect time. You're almost a ringer for a friend of mine somebody tried to kill out front yesterday. I have a feeling you could maybe shed some light on why."


  She started to say something. What I'd said sank in. Her mouth made an O. Her eyes got even bigger. She started to get up, sank back, shook fetchingly.


  "My friend's name is Tinnie Tate. She never hurt anybody. She's got hair like yours and she's about your height. A little less rounded, here and there, near as I can tell from here, but not enough so anyone could make a case of it. She was coming to see me when some scumbag stuck a knife in her. For no damned reason I could figure till I got a look at you."


  "Oh, my," she breathed. "I've got to get out of here. He knows. I've got to go."


  "You aren't going anywhere, sweetheart. Not till I know what the hell is going on."


  She just sat there oh-mying and heating up the room. I thought about having Dean throw cold water on her, but that would just steam the place up and cause the wallpaper to peel. I said, "Tinnie getting hurt makes me mad. Some other guys, too. Some bad people. Rich people. Her people. They want blood. You look like a gal who knows how to take care of herself. Maybe you wouldn't want to get caught in the middle of all those angry people."


  Her pretty little face turned puzzled.


  Was I trying to scare her? You bet I was.


  She just said, "Oh," like it wasn't very important.


  "I figure the guy who stuck Tinnie thought he was getting you." Sure, I was fishing. You don't throw out a hook, you never get a nibble. "That's the only way it makes any sense. He mistook her for somebody else. So let's you and me get to the point." I got up and walked around the desk.


  "I made a mistake coming here." She started to get up.


  I sat her down. "You made your mistake when you told somebody somewhere that you were thinking about coming here. That worried somebody. He tried to off my lady. Spill. I'm not in a good mood anymore."


  Actually, I was being gentle. I had the Dead Man across the hall. All I needed to do was keep her mind frothing so he could get at anything interesting in there.


  She tried to get up again. I sat her down with more force. She looked more irritated than scared. That didn't fit.


  "The story, lady. Maybe starting with your name."


  She looked down at her hands. Man, those were fine hands.


  "My name is Carla Lindo Ramada. I'm a chambermaid in the home hold of Lord Baron Cleon Stonecipher."


  "Never heard of him." But if all his help looked like this, I'd consider relocating. "Out of town, I take it. What about this baron?"


  "He's kind of at the edge of the story. He's about two hundred years old and just lies in bed waiting to die. Only he has a curse on him. He can't. He just keeps getting older. But that's not important. The witch is. The one that put the curse on him. They call her the Serpent. She lives in the castle, too, only nobody ever sees her. Nobody knows what she looks like except her own men. All anybody really knows is she won't take the curse off the baron until he makes her his heir."


  "Huh?"


  "She wants the castle. It sits way up in the Hamadan Mountains, near the border between Karenta and Therpra. Both kingdoms claim it, but neither has any real control. The Serpent wants the castle because it's invulnerable."


  I wondered if Miss Ramada could be half as slow as she sounded. I glanced at Eleanor. She didn't give me a clue. Hell. If she wasn't a genius, so what? She'd never had to use her head. In this world women who look like that never have to work for anything. The only lesson they need to learn is how to pick the times to wag their tails.


  "To the point. What're you doing here? I want to know why Tinnie got stabbed. We'll get into background if it seems important."


  She showed that flicker of irritation again. "The Serpent was making a book. They called it a book of dreams or a book of shadows. The Baron thought she was putting most of her powers into it. He thought if he could grab it, he would run her out of the castle. He told his men to steal it. They waited till her guard was down. They grabbed the book. There was a fight. Most of the Baron's men were killed. So were a lot of the Serpent's guards. A man named Holme Blaine escaped with the book, but he didn't take it to the Baron. He brought it to TunFaire. The Baron sent me to get it back because I was the only one he trusted. When I asked around for someone who might help me your name kept coming up. I decided to see you. Here I am. But I think I made a mistake."


  I had a strong feeling she wasn't telling me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. But the Dead Man could straighten out the little details. "See me why?"


  "I want you to find the book of dreams."


  Sure. I looked at Eleanor. She gave me a blank stare in return. Not much help there, honey. I checked the redhead again. Damn, she was a sizzler. "So who tried to kill my friend? And why?"


  "The Serpent's men, probably. I know they're here. I've seen them. Did you see them?"


  I described them carefully.


  "The man with the mustache sounds like Elmore Flounce. Even his friends won't mourn him. The ratman might be Keem Lost Knife. Nastier than Flounce. The ogre could be Zacher Hoe, a hunter and tracker. But the Serpent has other ogres. The dwarves . . . I don't know. She had dozens around."


  "Hunh. Somewhere to start." I hoped the Dead Man was taking her apart inside.


  The redhead started wringing her hands. That isn't something you see much, especially in younger people. The only wringer I know is Dean. It seemed studied. "Will you help me find Holme Blaine, Mr. Garrett? Will you help me recover the book of dreams? I'm desperate."


  All alone and desperate, battered by powerful forces. A sure way to sew Garrett up. Only I didn't feel her desperation. I was becoming disenchanted so fast I almost had to work to pant. String her along, Garrett. What's to lose? "I have problems of my own. But if I come across your book, I'll snap it up."


  She gave me a look that melted my spine despite my restored cynicism. It made me want to grab up Dean and the Dead Man and toss them into the street. She took out a doeskin sack, removed five silver coins. "I have to keep a little to live on while you find the book. I'm sorry I can't give you more. It's all we could scrape together. The Serpent grabs all the silver she can find."


  Silver had gotten scarce since Glory Mooncalled took over the mines in the Cantard. I opened my mouth to tell her she didn't need to beggar herself. The sucker side of me was wide-awake.


  Take it.


  The Dead Man seldom sends a thought beyond the confines of his own quarters. If he does, I don't argue. His reasons generally stand up. But having him jump in ruined my concentration. There were a hundred questions I should have asked the woman, but instead I said, "I'll have a friend of mine see you safely to wherever you're staying." Saucerhead was hanging around somewhere.


  She stood. "That's not necessary."


  "I think it is. There's been a knife used once already. Probably meant for you. By now I expect the people who did it know they missed. Understand?"


  "I suppose." That irritation again. "Thank you. I'm new at this. I don't expect people to be that way."


  Really?


  She was good. Give her that. She really was good. I called out, "Dean, tell Mr. Tharpe to see the lady safely tucked away home. Ask him to scout the area, see if she's being watched."


  Dean stepped into the doorway, nodding. As I'd suspected, he'd been out there eavesdropping. "Miss? If you will?" He could turn on the charm for a guest, that old boy.


  I didn't think about the questions I should've asked till after I heard the door close. But what the hell? I could get the answers from the Dead Man.
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  Dean came back from the front door as I headed across the hall. "She was lying, Mr. Garrett."


  "She wasn't telling the whole truth, that's for sure."


  "Not telling a word of it if you ask me."


  "It shouldn't matter. Let's find out what old Smiley plucked out of the air between her ears."


  Dean shivered. I can't figure it. After all this time he ought to be used to the Dead Man.


  I added the Ramada woman's money to the pile under the Dead Man's chair. I settled into my own, glanced around. Dean had been slacking again. He gets the creeps in there, so he lets cleanup slide till I jump on him or do it myself. The bugs were ready to take over. "What did you think of my visitor?"


  Will you never outgrow that adolescent sense of humor?


  Crumbs. Now he was getting on me for what I was thinking. "I hope not, Chuckles." There. Damned for it, I might as well say it "Grownups are so stodgy."


  As Dean observed, she was lying.


  "So what's her real story?"


  I dare not hazard a guess.


  Oh-oh. This didn't sound good


  I was unable to capture any but the most fleeting surface thoughts.


  Oh, my. What the hell? "I thought you could read anybody." This was getting to be a bad habit. Was he getting near the end, slipping over the edge?


  Only simple minds.


  Ouch! "And you complain about my sense of humor? What's it mean?"


  That she is no chambermaid. She bears close observation—not that way—though we have no real business mixing in here. I got the distinct impression he wanted to mix.


  Not in the manner you have in mind.


  "What's wrong with mixing business with pleasure? She was. . . ."


  Yes. She was. And what else?


  "Hey! She's a client now. A paying client."


  And it is quite obvious why. Amaze me sometime, Garrett. Think with your brain instead of your glands. Just once. Astonish your friends and confound your enemies.


  I considered sulking. I considered mentioning the fact that I hadn't broken a sweat over Winger—though even that wouldn't have been a definitive truth. Winger's only distracting feature was her size. "Hell. You're just being sour grapes because you can't anymore."


  Which was near enough the truth that he changed the subject. How do you propose finding the book she wants? With no more information than you cozened out of her? You are such a clever interrogator.


  "How was I to know you'd gone feeble?"


  You have to learn to carry yourself, Garrett. I cannot do it all for you. Rather than start a quarrel, I suggest you try to overtake Mr. Tharpe and engage him to watch the woman.


  "How about the book she wants? It has to be the book we heard about before. What about it?"


  Nothing about it. A book of shadows, a book of dreams, you tell me. Something mystical, presumably. But the concept is unfamiliar. Knowing what that book is might well illuminate everything else. She suggested a great many dwarves were associated with the woman she called the Serpent. That is unusual. Even unlikely, I would suspect. Perhaps you should visit the local enclave and see if anyone can elucidate. I believe the dwarf Gnorst, the son of Gnorst of Gnorst, is still canton praetor. Yes. By all means. Go see him. Invoke my name. He owes me a favor.


  The old bag of bones was getting going. He was more interested than I was. But he's a sucker for a puzzle.


  "Come on, Old Bones. Not even a dwarf gets stuck with a name like a hay-fever attack. Does he? And how can he owe you one? I've never seen any dwarves around here."


  They are long-lived, Garrett. They have excellent memories and a delicate sense for the proprieties of balance.


  That was supposed to put me in my place. Water off a duck, man. Us short-lifers don't have time to worry about gaffes.


  Once you visit the dwarves, you might enlist Mr. Dotes. If Mr. Tharpe learns nothing useful, and the Squirrel person likewise, you might begin researching the woman's story, detail by detail. Heraldry and peerage experts should know this baron and his stronghold. Traders and travelers who visit the region might cast light on events there.


  "Go teach Grandma to suck eggs. You're on my turf now."


  I am? I am talking legwork here, Garrett. Remember that facet of this business to which you are allergic?


  A base canard. The sour grapes of a guy who hasn't gotten out of his chair for four hundred years. Though it is easier just to stir the pot and see what floats to the top. "Guess I'll see if Dean will hang around. If he'll stay late, I'll head for Dwarf Fort."


  I went to the kitchen, hoisted me a brew. Of course Dean would stay over. Now that things were happening I couldn't run him off. Tinnie was one of his favorite people. He wanted to see somebody get hurt for hurting her. "So hold the fort," I told him. "His Nibs has me off to the realm of the short and surly."


  "Don't be out too late. I'm making deep-dish apple cobbler. Better when it isn't reheated."


  Surprise, surprise. That old boy knows how to take my mind off my troubles. One more talent and I'd marry him.


  I trotted up to my special closet and dressed myself for the street, then headed out. Not for the first time I didn't have the foggiest notion what the hell I was doing. Or maybe it was the first time and it just hadn't ever stopped.
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  The Dead Man had suggested a stop, coming back, at the Joy House, owned and operated by one Morley Dotes, friend of mine, professional vegetarian, assassin, and elf-human breed. I gave it a think and decided to skip it. Morley is handy when the going gets rough, but he has his liabilities. Most of them are female. No sense bringing him in where he'd face so much temptation. Besides, not having him in meant the odds were better for me.


  The Joy House. Some dumb name for a restaurant with a menu fit only for livestock. How about the Manger, Morley? How about the Barn? Or the Stable? Though that kind of smacked of upscale chic.


  

  


  


  What people call Dwarf Fort or Dwarf House sits on four square blocks behind the levee in Child's Landing. The Landing abuts the river north of the Bight, where the big water swings sharply southwest and the wharves and docks start and go on for miles, all the way to the wall. Legend says the Landing was settled when humans first came into the region. First there was a fort, then a village that grew because it lay near the confluence of three major rivers. Then there were more fortifications and a growth of industry during the Face Wars, when human insecurities compelled our ancestors to prove they could kick ass on the older races.


  The Face Wars were a long time ago. Things have come full circle. Now the Landing is occupied by nonhumans come to grab at the wealth floating around because of Karenta's endless war with Venageta.


  I can always work up a case of indignation about the war and its spin-offs. One is, the nonhumans are picking our pockets. Our overlords are cheering them on. Someday they'll be picking our bones.


  That's not racist, either. I get along with everybody but ratmen. Our rulers, in their wisdom, in their infallible opportunism, made treaties with these other races that shield them from military service even if they've lived as Karentines for ten generations. They gobble the privileges and don't pay the price. They're getting fat making the weapons carried by youths who couldn't be conscripted if the nonhumans weren't there to replace them in the economy.


  If you're human and male, you'll do five years in service. Nowadays, with the Cantard in the hands of Glory Mooncalled and his mercenaries and native allies, they're talking about making that six years. Meaning even fewer survivors coming home.


  I'm bitter. I admit it. I survived my five and made it home, but I was the first of my family to do so. And nobody thanked me for my trouble when I got back.


  Hell with it.


  Dwarf House covers four blocks. A north-south street cuts through the middle. A canal spur runs through east to west. Rumor says the blocks are connected by tunnels. Maybe. They're connected by bridges four stories up. Make that four human stories. Dwarves are dwarves. There would be more floors.


  The buildings have no outside windows and few doors. Humans seldom get inside, I had no idea what to expect. All I knew was if they let me in and didn't want me out, I was sunk. Not even my pal the King would come rescue me. Dwarf House enjoys virtual extraterritoriality.


  I looked the place over before I knocked. I didn't like what I saw. I knocked anyway. Somebody has to do these things. Generally somebody too dim not to back off.


  I knocked again after a reasonable wait. They weren't in any hurry in there.


  I knocked a third time.


  The door swung inward. "All right! All right! You don't have to break it down. I heard you the first time." The hairy runt in red and green was probably six hundred years old and had been assigned to the door because of his winning personality.


  "My name is Garrett. The Dead Man sent me to talk to Gnorst Gnorst."


  "Impossible. Gnorst is a busy dwarf. He doesn't have time to entertain every Tall One who wanders past. Go away."


  I didn't move except to insert a foot into the doorway. The dwarf scowled. I guess. He wasn't much more than eyes inside a beard big enough to hide stork's nests. "What do you want?"


  "Gnorst. He owes the Dead Man."


  The dwarf sighed. What might have been a conciliatory smile stirred the brush on his face. He grunted and made noises that would be considered rude at the dinner table. "I'll inform the Gnorst." Bam! He slammed the door. I barely saved my foot. Then I snickered. These characters had to get a little more imaginative. I mean, Gnorst Gnorst, son of Gnorst, the Gnorst of Gnorst? Hell. I guess they don't have much trouble remembering who's related to who. If Gnorst lost his voice, he could answer most personal questions by blowing his nose.


  I bet it makes perfect sense to dwarves.


  The hair ball was back in five minutes. Probably record time for him. "Come in. Come in." Either the Dead Man's name was magic or they were short on chow for their pet rats. I hoped the character with the imaginative name was impressed with my credential. "Follow me, sir. Follow me. Mind your head, sir. There'll be low ceilings."


  The door dwarf did me the added courtesy of lighting a torch off a lamp that yielded a light so feeble it would have done me no good at all. He gave me a look that said this was first-class treatment, properly reserved for visiting royalty.


  Dwarf House inside was all gloom and smell, like tenements where families crowd in four to the flat. Only more so. Ventilation was nonexistent.


  We trudged up stairs. We went down stairs. I stooped a lot as we marched through workshops where dwarves by the platoon worked on as many projects as there were dwarves working The lighting was uniformly abysmal, but my guide's torch added enough to reveal that these were all proud craftsmen. Each dwarf's product was the best he could fashion. Which would make that item the best of its kind. Dagger, shield, plate armor, clock, or clockwork toy, each was a work of art. Each was unique. Each artisan was a master.


  My lower back was gnawing at me before we were halfway where we were going. I breathed through my mouth because of the smell. I hoped nobody took offense. The racket was incredible. Those dwarves banged and clanged and scraped and squeaked like crazy, all for the sake of maintaining an image as industrious little buggers. I bet they started loafing the second I was out of sight.
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  The dwarf with the silly name didn't look silly. Mostly he looked hairy. I assumed a beard was an emblem of status. He was two beady black eyes peeking out of gray brush. I couldn't tell what he was wearing behind all the foliage. He did have a standard-issue sort of dwarf's hat perched on top, complete with pheasant tail feather.


  Gnorst of the many Gnorsts met me in a shaded garden on top of one of the buildings. Very stylized and arty, that garden, with white marble gravel paths, teensy trees, little wooden bridges over fish ponds. The works, all in a style usually associated with high elves.


  I rubbed the small of my back and gawked. Gnorst said, "An affectation of mine, Mr. Garrett. My tastes are very undwarfish. My worldly successes allow me to indulge my peculiarities." This before the introductions and amenities.


  "It's restful," I said. "I'm surprised to see it atop a building."


  My guide faded away. Another hairball brought refreshments. The goodies included beer. Maybe they'd heard of me. I took a long drink. "You all make beer like you do everything else."


  It wasn't that good but I had to be diplomatic. Gnorst was pleased. Maybe he'd had some hand in its brewing.


  Dwarves shun alcohol and drugs, so wouldn't have any real standard by which to judge the product.


  "I wish I had time for a relaxed chat, Mr. Garrett. I'd love to catch up on the adventures of my old friend, your partner."


  My partner?" Maybe he is but I don't go around admitting it in public. I laughed. "I'll forget you said that. I don't want to give him ideas."


  "To be sure. He's stubborn at times. I'll drop in someday. It's been too long. Meanwhile, indulge my impatience. I'm pressed."


  "Sure. I'm in a hurry myself."


  "What brought you, then?"


  "The Dead Man's idea. A friend of mine was knifed yesterday. The gang that did it were mostly dwarves."


  Gnorst popped up. "Dwarves! Involved in a killing?"


  "Attempted killing. So far." I explained.


  "Strange. Very strange." But he relaxed visibly, like maybe he'd concluded his own bunch couldn't he responsible. "I don't see how I can help you."


  "The Dead Man hoped you could give me a line on those guys. The dwarf community is pretty tight."


  "This one is. But there are dwarves who aren't part of this enterprise. Still. . . . The behavior isn't to be countenanced. It aggravates prejudice. That's bad for business. I'll quiz my people. Someone may know those dwarves—though I hope not. A dwarf gone bad is a bad dwarf indeed."


  That sounded like a proverb. I told him, "Thanks for your time. I didn't think it would help. One more thing. You ever heard of something called a book of shadows? Or a book of dreams?"


  He jumped like somebody goosed him with a hot poker. He stared at me a whole minute. I exaggerate not. Then he squeaked, "A book of dreams?"


  "A woman came to the house before I came over here. She looked a lot like my friend who got stabbed. I think she was the intended victim. She wanted to hire me. Gave me a long story about a witch called the Serpent and a book of dreams that got stolen from her and is supposed to be in TunFaire now."


  "Excuse me, Mr. Garrett." Gnorst scuttled off, mumbled at the guy who'd brought the beer. He stomped back over. "I just canceled some appointments. You have more time."


  "I ring a bell or something?"


  "A gong. A carillon. I guess you're unfamiliar with early dwarf history."


  "Everybody else's, too. What's up?"


  "You've recalled an ancient terror."


  "Maybe you'd better explain." Before I got dizzy.


  "The Book of Dreams, more often called the Book of Shadows, is infamous in dwarfish legend. It must be unimaginably ancient to you. It dates from before men walked the earth."


  Yesterday's breakfast is unimaginably ancient to me most of the time, but I didn't say so. I didn't want to seem shallower than I am. Wipe off that sneer.


  "In those days dwarfish sorcerers were quite powerful, Mr. Garrett. And some were quite dark. The most powerful and darkest was Nooney Krombach, who created the Book of Shadows."


  Praise me, I kept a straight face. Nooney Krombach. I reminded myself that they probably find our names just as quaint. "Nooney Krombach?"


  "Yes. Quite possibly fanciful, of course. Like so many saints in human mythologies. But he doesn't have to have existed to have influenced his future."


  "I understand." I did, because just a few months ago I'd survived a case involving several of TunFaire's religions. This city is cursed with a thousand cults.


  "Krombach's legend has led thousands of would-be masters of the world to attempt to create their own Book of Shadows."


  That was fine by me but didn't make anything clearer. "What was it?"


  "A book of magic. One hundred sheets of brass hammered paper thin, bound in tooled mammoth leather, every page bearing a spell of immense potency. And every spell created and set down with our dwarfish passion for perfection."


  I began to see why people were after this book. But not why they were after me. I didn't have any grimoires lying around the house. Gnorst mistook my frown for puzzlement.


  "These spells are very specialized, Mr. Garrett. Each enchantment, one to the page, properly employed, will allow the book's user to assume a different form and character. In other words, the book's user is able to assume any of a hundred guises by turning to the proper page and reading aloud. He is able to become any of a hundred people—or whatever creature might be inscribed."


  "Huh?" I wasn't being dumb. But that was a big load. My imagination grabbed the idea and darted around. I gulped. "You saying this Serpent had the Book of Dreams and somebody stole it?"


  "The Book of Shadows was destroyed, at great cost to the ancients. The characters it contained were all wicked. If your visitor told the truth, the witch she mentioned was trying to create her own book of shadows. What could she have possibly offered them?"


  "Who?" I was having trouble keeping up.


  "Those dwarves. The ones you encountered. It isn't possible to create a book of shadows without dwarfish craftsmen. But no sane dwarf would lend himself to an evil of that magnitude. . . . But you don't care about that."


  I did and I didn't. I was way out at sea, without a rudder, taking waves and wind on the beam.


  Troubled, Gnorst started pacing. He looked like a hairy egg on stubby legs, wobbling. "This is bad, Mr. Garrett. This is very bad." He repeated himself several times. I didn't say anything back because I figured I'd said everything I had to say. "This is awful. This is grotesque. This is terrible." I'd started to get the idea he thought this wasn't good. He spun on me. "She said the book is here, this woman? Here in TunFaire?"


  "She said she thought it was."


  "We have to find it and destroy it before it can be put to use. Did she say it was complete?"


  "She said it was taken. Stolen by a character named Holme Blame. That's all. She didn't go into details. She just wanted to hire me to find it."


  "Don't. Don't go near the thing. An evil that great. . . . Let us handle it. No human is pure enough of heart to resist." He wasn't talking to me anymore. He went on not talking to me. "This will ruin me. My production schedule will go to hell. But I have no choice." He remembered me, whirled. "You're a cruel man, Mr. Garrett."


  "Say what?"


  "You've made it impossible for us to get any work done while this monstrosity is loose. Our entire industry may collapse."


  Right after the moon fell into the sea. He was overreacting. "I don't get it."


  "Imagine yourself to be deeply evil. Then imagine yourself with the power to become any of a hundred other people, each designed to your specification. One might be a super assassin. Another might be a master thief. One might be . . . anything. A werewolf. You see what I mean?"


  "Oh. Yeah." I'd begun to catch on but not clearly enough. The possibilities I'd imagined originally had been much too picayune.


  "Armed with a completed book, that witch would be almost invincible. And as long as she lived in the Book of Shadows, she'd be immortal. If you killed the persona she was wearing, she'd still have ninety-nine lives. If she prepared properly. Plus her own. And she'd only be vulnerable in her natural form. Which she would avoid assuming because she would be vulnerable."


  I got it. Sort of. It didn't make a lot of sense the way be said it, but nothing much about sorcery does, to me. "We've got big trouble, eh?"


  "The biggest if the book is complete. I doubt that it can be, though. But even incomplete, it's a powerful tool. And almost anyone who knew what it was could use it—if she was foolish enough to write it in a language someone else could read. You wouldn't have to be a sorcerer. You'd just look up the page for sorcerer if that's what you wanted to be."


  I thought about it. Hard. The more I thought, the more possibilities I saw and the less I liked this book. It sounded like a triple shot of Black Plague. "You think there's a chance it really exists? That it isn't just somebody's fancy?"


  "Something exists that people are willing to kill for. But it just can't be complete." He sounded like he was whistling in the dark. "Else the thief wouldn't have gotten to it. But it would be dangerous in any state. It has to be destroyed, Mr. Garrett. Please go straight to the Dead Man. Urge him to exercise his entire intellect. My people will do everything within their power."


  Tinnie's place in the mess was fading fast. The stakes seemed huge. I should've known it couldn't stay simple. My life never does. "Let me know if you come up with anything."


  Gnorst nodded. He had given me more time and information than either of us had planned. Now he seemed anxious to see me go. I said, "We ought to excuse ourselves and attack our respective tasks."


  "Indeed. My life has been complicated no end." He signaled. The old boy from the front door popped out of nowhere. He took me back the way we had come. Somebody scampered ahead to warn all the dwarves. They were all hard at work when I passed by.


  Nobody is that industrious all the time.
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  I slipped out into the afternoon, leaned against the wall a dozen feet from Dwarf House's door, pondered my place in this exploding puzzle. The Book of Shadows. A real nasty. Did I have a moral obligation here? Gnorst and his gang knew how to handle it.


  I understood the danger better by the minute. I was tempted by the book and didn't yet know how it could be useful to me. Pretty easy to see why Gnorst was scared of it.


  If I stayed involved, I was going to have to cover my behind. There were some rough players out there. I didn't know them, but they knew me. Maybe it was time to drop by the Joy House, see if Morley had anything cooking.


  I started toward his place, not hurrying, still trying to figure angles.


  I didn't get there.


  

  


  


  There was a whole gang of them but they were dwarves, so I had the reach. And for once in my young life I'd had the sense to go out dressed. I dented three heads and chucked one dwarf through a window. The owner came out and cussed and howled and threatened and kicked a dwarf I knocked down. Nobody paid him any attention. The rest of us were having too good a time.


  I started out not really trying to hurt anybody. I just wanted to fend them off and get away. But they were playing for keeps. I decided I'd better argue more convincingly. My stick wasn't getting the message across.


  Somebody whapped me upside the head with a house. It had to be a house. Nobody dwarf size could hit that hard. The lights went out.


  

  


  


  Usually I come around slowly after I've been sapped. Not that I have a lot of experience with that. This time I wasn't slow, maybe because I was so excited about finding myself still alive, if a little run down.


  I was bouncing along facedown. Cobblestones slid past inches from my nose. The hairy runts were taking me somewhere rolled into a wet blanket. They were skulking along through an alley. Maybe they wanted us to party some before they let me swim the river with rocks tied to my ankles.


  I didn't like the situation. Naturally. Would you? But there wasn't a whole lot I could do about it. I couldn't even yell. My throat felt like I'd tried to swallow cactus.


  However.


  The dwarves stopped. They chattered gutturally. I strained, lifted my head, looked around. My temples throbbed. I saw red. When my eyes cleared, I saw a man blocking the alleyway ahead. He was alone and there were eight dwarves around me, but the numbers didn't bother him.


  His name was Sadler. He was one of Chodo Contague's top boys, pure death on the hoof. The dwarves chattered some more. Someone was behind us, too. I couldn't twist around enough to see him, but I could guess. Where Sadler went Crask was sure to follow. And vice versa.


  Those two are hard to describe. They're big men, have no consciences, will cut a throat with no more thought than stomping a bug. Maybe less. And you can read that in their eyes. They're scary. They probably eat lye for breakfast.


  Sadler said, "Put him down." His voice was cold and creepy.


  Crask said, "And get out of here." His voice was so much like Sadler's, people had trouble telling them apart.


  The dwarves put me down, all right, but they didn't get out of there. Which made it sure they were from out of town. They might be thugs, but any thugs native to TunFaire wouldn't have argued for an instant. Nobody in his right mind bucks Chodo without he has an army behind him.


  Sadler and Crask were efficient and ruthless and not even a little sporting. They didn't argue, they didn't negotiate, they didn't talk. They killed dwarves till the survivors decided to get the hell out of there. The two didn't chase anybody. They had what they had come for, which was one broken-down confidential agent named Garrett.


  Crask grabbed the edge of the blanket and gave me a spin. Sadler said, "You're keeping weird company, Garrett."


  "Wasn't my idea. Good thing you guys happened along." Which I said knowing they hadn't happened along at all. They probably wouldn't have lifted a finger if they hadn't been sent.


  "Maybe you won't think so." That was Crask. "Chodo wants we should ask you a question."


  "How'd you find me?"


  "Your man told us you went to Dwarf House." Dean would. Even with the Dead Man watching over him. He isn't that brave. "We saw you get knocked down. You got to learn to control that tongue, Garrett." I didn't remember saying anything but I probably did. Probably asked for it. "We don't want to lose you." That was Sadler talking. And what he was really saying was that he didn't want me to get myself smoked before the day came when Chodo decided the world would be better for my absence. Sadler looks forward to that day like it might be for the heavyweight championship of Karenta.


  "Thanks anyway. Even if you didn't mean it." Crask helped me to my feet. My head whirled. And ached. It was going to ache for a long time. "Maybe we're even now."


  Sadler shrugged. Damn, he's a big one. Two inches taller than me, fifty pounds heavier, and not an ounce wasted on flab. He was losing a little hair. I'd guess him at about forty. A real ape. A doubly scary ape because he had a brain.


  Crask is the other half of a set of bookends, almost like he stepped out of some mirror where Sadler was checking his chin for zits.


  Sadler shrugged because he wasn't going to put words into the kingpin's mouth. Chodo has the idea he owes me because a couple of my old cases helped him out in a big way. In fact, I saved his life once. I'd rather not have. The world would be a better place without Chodo Contague. But the alternative had been worse.


  "Let's us guys walk," Crask said. He got on my left and supported me by the elbow. Sadler got on my right. They were going to ask some questions and I'd better give some answers. Or I'd be very unhappy.


  There's my life in a nutshell. Cheerfully skipping from frying pans to fires.


  I couldn't for the life of me think why they were interested in me now, though. "What's up?"


  "It ain't what's up, Garrett, it's who's down. Chodo got kind of crabby when Squirrel turned up dead."


  I stopped. "Squirrel? When did that happen?" I nearly fell on my face because they kept on going.


  "You tell us, Garrett. That's why we're here. Chodo sent him down to help you. A favor, because he owes you. Next thing we know a city ratman finds him in an alley with his guts hanging out. He wasn't much, but Chodo considered him family."


  Catch that? Always Chodo, never Mr. Contague? I've never figured it out. But I didn't have time to wonder or ask. It was time to talk. "A woman came to the house. Called herself Winger. Not a local. She pulled a knife on me in the office. The Dead Man froze her." I awarded myself a smirk when Crask and Sadler jumped. The only thing in the world that bothers them is the Dead Man. He's a force they can't cope with because they can't kill him. "I was going to go get Morley Dotes to tag her after I pushed her out, but Squirrel turned up right then and volunteered. I told him to find out where she went and who she saw. The Dead Man said somebody named Lubbock sent her."


  "You know anybody named Lubbock?"


  "No. I never saw the woman before, either. She was real country."


  They spread out a little. They were going to indulge me, give me the benefit of a shadow of a doubt. Maybe. Sadler asked, "This tie in with the hit on your woman?"


  "Maybe. This Winger was looking for a missing book of some kind. I don't know why she thought I had it. She didn't say and the Dead Man couldn't get it out of her. Later, though, another woman showed up. Wanted to hire me to find a guy called Holme Blaine who stole a book from her boss, who wanted the book back bad. She was a redhead Tinnie's size and age and build. Maybe somebody mistook Tinnie for her."


  They thought. Crask said, "It don't add, Garrett." Accusing me of holding out.


  "Damned straight it don't. It might start to if I can find this Holme Blaine."


  They grunted. They've spent too much time around each other. They're like those married couples that get more and more alike as time goes by. Crask asked, "Why visit the dwarves?"


  "There're dwarves in the thing."


  "No shit. Your pals back there. You smartmouth somebody in Dwarf Fort?"


  "Different gang. From out of town."


  "Figured that." They're that confident of their reputation. Sadler asked, "How do you get into these weird things, Garrett?"


  "If I knew, I wouldn't get into them anymore. It just sneaks up on me. You going to show me where Squirrel bought it?"


  "Yeah."


  I was doing something right. We were on the street now. In view of witnesses. I was a little less nervous. Not that those two would scruple against icing me in front of the whole world at high noon if they thought the time was right. Half the unresolved killings in TunFaire can be pinned on the kingpin's boys. I don't see anybody rounding them up for it.


  Chodo's secret of success is he don't muscle in on our overlords' rackets. He works his own end of the social scale. He's much more at peril from his own than from the vagaries of law or state.


  Equal justice for all. As long as you make it yourself.


  They had me glad I'd done some running by the time we got to Squirrel. It was a hike and a half, all the way to the skirts of the Hill, where our masters have raised their fastnesses upon the heights. I knew our trek was at an end when we reached a block where a few hardcases loafed around, holding up walls, and the street was otherwise empty.


  Squirrel had gone to his reward in an alley that ran downhill steeply. We entered from the high end. Sadler told me, "He got it here," about fifteen feet into the shadows. It would have been light there only briefly, around noon. "You can't tell 'cause of the light, but there's blood all over. He ended up down there about fifty feet. Probably tried to run after it was too late. Come on."


  The body lay ten feet from the bottom end of the alley. Somebody with a sharp blade and strong, probably using a downward stroke, had sliced him from his right ear down the side of his throat and chest all the way to his bellybutton. Bone deep. "Last time I saw a wound like that was when I was in the Corps."


  "Yeah," Crask said. "Two-handed dueling saber?"


  Sadler demurred. "Couldn't get away with lugging one around. I say just sharpness and strength."


  Crask squatted. "Could be. But how do you get that close to hit that hard with a legal knife?"


  They meandered off into a technical discussion. Craftsmen of murder talking shop. I squatted to give Squirrel a closer look.


  Some of us never get used to violent death. I saw plenty in the Marines and didn't get numb. I've seen more than enough since. I still don't have calluses where Crask and Sadler have them. Maybe it's hereditary. Squirrel probably earned what he'd gotten, but I mourned him all the same. I noted, "He wasn't robbed or anything."


  "He was plain hit," Crask said. "Somebody wanted rid of him."


  "And him such a sweetheart. It's a sacrilege."


  If those guys have a weakness, it's lacking a sense of humor. Their idea of a joke is promising a guy to turn him loose if he can walk on water wearing lead boots. My crack didn't go over.


  Sadler said, "Chodo doesn't like it, Squirrel getting offed. He wasn't much good but he was family. Chodo wants to know who and why."


  "You guys using carrier pigeons now?" Chodo lives way the hell and gone out in the sticks, north of town. There shouldn't have been time for all the back and forth implied here.


  They ignored me. They get that way about trade secrets—or anything they don't think I need to know. Crask said, "You get anything here we don't?"


  I shook my head. All I could tell was that Squirrel wouldn't be doing much dancing anymore.


  Sadler said, "Bet the iceman used both hands. You'd get more on it that way."


  Crask told me, "We're going to keep an eye on you, Garrett. Something don't add up here. Maybe you didn't tell us everything."


  Hell, no, I hadn't. Some things Chodo doesn't need to know. I shrugged. "I find out who did it, you'll be the first to know."


  "Take it to heart, Garrett. Take it to bed with you. Get up with it in the morning. Chodo is pissed. Somebody is going to pay." He turned to Sadler and started in on whether the killer had cut upward or downward. Ignoring me. I'd been dismissed. Warned and dismissed. Chodo owed me, but not the life of one of his men. Maybe I was nearer even with him than I'd thought.


  I checked Squirrel again, but he still wasn't sharing any secrets. So I got out of there.


  

  


  


  Heading home, I saw something I'd never seen in TunFaire before, a centaur family trotting down the street. The fighting in the Cantard must have gone berserk if the natives were fleeing it, too. I'd never heard of centaurs ranging this far north.


  Things must be going real bad for Glory Mooncalled and his hatchling Cantard republic. He'd be gone soon and the world could get back to normal, with Karentine killing Venageti in the never-ending contest for control of the mines.


  I'd have to mention the centaurs to the Dead Man. Glory Mooncalled is his hobby. The mercenary turned self-crowned prince has lasted longer than even my career houseguest expected.
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  While walking home, I noticed that, though it was still too early for morCartha high jinks, there were plenty of fliers aloft. Like every fairy and pixie in the known universe, with a random sample of other breeds. I nearly trampled a band of gnomes while gawking at the aerobatics. The gnomes yowled and cursed and threatened mayhem upon my shinbones. The tallest didn't reach my kneecap. They were feisty little buggers.


  I stood and gawked while they stomped off, cocky because they'd intimidated one of the big people. I didn't get around to cussing back because I was numb. You don't often see gnomes. Not in town. They look kind of like miniature dwarves who sometimes find time to shave. "What next?" I muttered, and "Never mind! I don't want to find out." Just in case my guardian angel was going to grant my every wish.


  I reported to the Dead Man. He seemed more interested in the gnomes and centaurs than in what had happened to me. I held my tongue while he mulled what I'd gotten from his pal Gnorst, then digested the news about Squirrel. Then he queried, Why do you not want the killer to have been the woman Winger?


  "I liked her. In an off-the-wall sort of way. She had balls that drag the ground."


  You get your priorities scrambled. You mentioned her name to Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler.


  "I did indeed. I wasn't thinking clearly at the time. A mistake, but with some justification."


  They would find her and ask her some hard questions. Unless she did the unlikely and headed for her home village fast. Like about the day before yesterday.


  You did not mention the book.


  "I was playing with pain. I managed to think a little. I thought I should keep something to myself."


  Wise decision. If for the wrong reason. Consider the power of the book, then consider that in the hands of Chodo Contague.


  I did. And maybe had before, unconsciously. "Not a good plan."


  Not for anyone but Chodo Contague. A fancy keeps floating through your mind. It may not be as difficult as you think.


  "What?" He'd blindsided me again.


  To find an eyewitness to the Squirrel person's demise.


  "You're kidding. Chodo's in it. People are going to sew their lips together."


  He does not intimidate everyone.


  "You weren't there, O Fearless One. Everybody that he don't intimidate is buried. Or soon will be."


  You noted considerable aerial activity out there. How often do fairies and pixies catch your attention? More often than children and pets? Generally such remain part of the background unless they force themselves upon you. And in that you are not unique. The Squirrel person's killer probably was careful about witnesses, but did not think to check the air above.


  "It's an idea. One of your more outrageous ones, but an idea. How am I supposed to con some witness into talking?"


  Pass word to the fairy and pixie communities saying you will pay for information about what happened in that alley. Those people are not afraid of Chodo Contague. In fact, they hate him. They would not help him. If he has a similar notion, they will thumb their noses at his men. They can fly faster than his thugs can run.


  Legwork again. He was coming up with these things just to get more hoofing around town.


  Still, it might be worth a shot. If I could get the message across. It's hard to communicate with those people. They speak Karentine but somehow it isn't always the same language I speak. You have to be careful what you say and precise in how you say it. No ambiguities. No words or phrases that can be understood in more than one way. You do and ninety-nine times in a hundred they'll take you the wrong way. I think they do it on purpose, to give us a hard time.


  I'd never thought much about it, but there are peoples with little to fear from Chodo. It might behoove me to find friends among them. Sure as the sun will rise in the east, there'll come a day when Chodo and I go head-to-head; I don't want that day to come and I expect he doesn't, either, but we both know our natures make it inevitable.


  I said, "Crask and Sadler got me spooked."


  They did more good than harm.


  "I heard that. Those dwarves weren't taking me to a party."


  Time to consider taking on backup.


  "Yeah." He was being awful practical. "I wanted to keep the little leaf-eater out of it but I'm really not at my best when the odds are eight to one."


  I sensed faint amusement over there. There are other possibilities. The groll brothers, Doris and Marsha, make effective bodyguards.


  "They also tend to stick out in a crowd." Grolls being part giant, part troll, and the brothers in question being twenty feet tall and green. And they don't speak Karentine. The only man I know who speaks grollish is Morley Dotes. I'd have to enlist him anyway. "Why don't I sleep on it?"


  Because if you sleep now, you may waste the chance to enjoy sleeping a few thousand times more. It is not legwork that is going to kill you, Garrett. It is lack of legwork.


  "Who walked twenty miles today? And who stayed home contemplating his own genius?"


  I pondered the mystery of Glory Mooncalled.


  "That'll help us out." How old Chuckles preens and crows when he guesses right what the mercenary will do next. And how he cringes and whines when that sumbitch surprises him.


  I hate to admit it, but I kind of long for the old days last year when Mooncalled was on our side and just gave the Venageti fits and made our generals look like simpletons.


  Maybe I should worry more. Mooncalled may be the most important man alive today. The fate of his republic will shape that of Karenta and Venageta. If the two kingdoms can't squash him and regain access to the silver mines that are the object of the ancient war, sorcerers on both sides will soon be out of business. Silver is the fuel that makes their magic go.


  Mooncalled's strategy is to hang on till the wizards fade. He doesn't fear our mundane generals. Most of them can't find their butts with a seeing-eye dog. They get their jobs through brilliant selection of parents, not competence. Mooncalled may not be a genius, but he can find his butt with either hand, in the dark, which is plenty good enough when dealing with Karentine generals or Venageti Warlords.


  I said, "I take it you think something is about to happen down there."


  Perhaps. And the news may be less than favorable to those who find hope in Mooncalled's mutiny. Both Karenta and Venageta have kept the pressure on but have not run blind into his traps. His native support appears to be dwindling. You mentioned spotting a centaur family today. A few months ago centaurs were Mooncalled's most devoted allies, vowing to fight till they were extinct if that was the price of ending foreign domination of the Cantard.


  I hadn't thought about the political implications of a centaur presence here. Did it mean negotiations for a sellout? Usually I turn a deaf ear to such speculation. I have the romantic, silly idea that if I ignore politics steadfastly, maybe politicians will ignore me. You'd think I'd have learned after having spent five years helping kill people on behalf of politicians.


  Don't tell anybody on the Hill, but I—like almost everybody who doesn't live up there—have rooted for Glory Mooncalled in my secret heart. If he actually manages the impossible and hangs on, he'll break the backs of the ruling classes of both of the world's greatest kingdoms. In Karenta's case that could mean the collapse of the state and either the return of the imperials from exile or evolution into something entirely new and unique, built upon a mixture of races.


  Enough. Whatever happens on the Hill, or in the Cantard, it won't change my life. There'll always be bad guys for me to chase.


  You had better get on your horse.


  "Yuk! Don't even mention those monsters." I hate horses. They hate me. I think there's a good chance they'll get me before the kingpin does. "I'm on my way."
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  Morley Dotes's Joy House is only a short way from my place, but by the time you get there you wonder if you haven't fallen through a hole into another world. In my neighborhood—though it's not the best—the nonhumans and baddies are mostly passing through. In Morley's, the Safety Zone, they're there all the time.


  TunFaire is a human city, but just about every other species has an area of its own staked out. Some are a quarter unto themselves, like Ogre Town or Ratman Creek. Some occupy only one tenement. Even though individuals may live anywhere in town, somewhere there's a home turf that's fiercely defended. There's a lot of prejudice and a lot of friction and some races have a talent for that which makes our human bent toward prejudice look wimpy. Thus the Safety Zone evolved, of its own accord, as an area where the races can mix in relative peace, because business has to get done.


  Morley's place is right in the heart of the zone, which seems to have gelled around it. It was always a favorite hangout for baddies who mix, before the zone became an accepted idea. Morley is becoming a minor power. I've heard he's turned into a sort of judge who arbitrates interracial disputes. Useful, but he'd better not get too ambitious. Chodo might feel threatened.


  Chodo only tolerates Morley now because he owes him. Morley spiffed his predecessor and created a job opening at the top. But Chodo remains wary, maybe even nervous. What Morley did once he might do again, and there's no more sure an assassin than Morley Dotes.


  Killing people is Morley's real line. The Joy House started out as cover. He never expected the place to become a success and probably didn't want it to.


  Thus do the fates conspire to shape our lives.


  It was getting on dusky, with the first morCartha out reconnoitering, as I approached Morley's place. "Well," I muttered unhappily as I turned into the street that runs past the Joy House. And "Yeah, hello," as a couple of overdeveloped bruisers fell into step beside me. "How's the world treating you guys?"


  Both frowned as though trying to work through a problem too difficult for either. Then Sadler materialized out of shadow and relieved them of the frightful and unaccustomed task of thinking. Sadler said, "Good timing, Garrett. Chodo wants to see you."


  They must have seen me coming. "Yeah. I suspected." A big black coach stood in front of Morley's. I knew it better than I liked. I'd ridden in it. It belonged to that well-known philanthropist, Chodo Contague. "He's here? Chodo?" He never leaves his mansion.


  Crask appeared, completed the set. I had me bookends who would strangle their own mothers not only without a qualm but who wouldn't recall it a day later with any more remorse than recalling stomping a roach. Bad, bad people, Crask and Sadler. I wish I didn't, but whenever I run into them I waste half my little brain worrying about how bad they are.


  I'm glad they don't make a lot like them.


  Crask said, "Chodo wants to talk, Garrett."


  "I got that impression." I kept my tongue in check. No need to mention that Sadler had told me already.


  "He's in the coach."


  They couldn't have been sitting there waiting for me. That wasn't their style. They must have had business with Morley and I was just a target of opportunity.


  I walked to the coach, opened its door, hauled my carcass inside, settled facing the kingpin.


  You take your first look at Chodo, you wonder why all the fuss. Everybody's scared of this old geek? Why, he's in such lousy shape he spends his whole life in a wheelchair. He can barely hold his head up, and that not for long unless he's mad. Sometimes he can't speak clearly enough to make himself understood. His skin has no color and it seems you can see right through it. He looks like he's been dead five years already.


  Then he works up the strength to meet your eye and you see the beast looking out at you. I've been there several times and still that first instant of eye contact is a shocker. The guy inside that ruined meat makes Crask and Sadler look like streetcorner do-gooders.


  You get in Chodo's way, you get hurt. He don't need to be a ballerina. He has Crask and Sadler. Those two are more loyal to him than ever any son was to a father. That kind of loyalty is remarkable in the underworld. I wonder what hold he has on them.


  He has them and a platoon of lieutenants and those have their soldiers on the street. Those have their allies and informants and tenants. Chodo flinches or frowns, somebody can die a gruesome death real sudden.


  "Mr. Garrett." He had the strength to incline his head. He was having a good day. Wiry wisps of white hair floated around.


  "Mr. Contague." I call him Mr. Contague. "I was considering coming to see you." But not very seriously. His place is too far out. It's a disgustingly tasteless mausoleum (sour grapes, Garrett?) that dwarfs the homes of most of our overlords. Crime pays. And for Chodo it pays very well indeed.


  "I thought you might when I heard from Dotes."


  Thanks a bunch, Morley. There you go thinking for me again.


  "I know how a man feels in such a situation, Mr. Garrett. I once lost a woman to a rival. A man grows impatient to restore the balance. I thought I would save time if I came to the city."


  Huh? Didn't he know Tinnie was going to be all right? Or did he know something I didn't? That was likely, since almost everybody knows something I don't—but not about Tinnie, he shouldn't. "I appreciate it more than you know." He had a girl once. Funny. I'd never thought of him having been anything but what he is right now.


  "You're surprised. It's a pity you're so determined to maintain your independence." That's a problem between us. I want the world to know I'm my own man. He'd like to get a hold on me. He said, "I admire you, Mr. Garrett. It would be interesting to sit and talk sometime about have-beens and might-have-beens. Yes. Even I was young once. Even I have been in love. I once considered getting out of this life because a woman caused me such despair. But she died. Much as yours did. I recall the pain vividly. For a time it left my soul as crippled as my flesh is now. If I can help, I will."


  For the first time I began to suspect there was something going on between me and Chodo that was on a level having nothing to do with antipathies and favors accidentally or knowingly done. Maybe he'd glommed me as some kind of tenuous lifeline from his shadow world to one where "higher" standards reigned. And maybe his continued attempts to seduce or coerce me into his camp had something to do with tempering that lifeline.


  Whoa! Hip boots time, Garrett. "Sure. Thanks. Only, Tinnie didn't die, see? She was hurt, but they say she should get better. Squirrel was supposed to tell you, only. . . ."


  His face darkened. "Yes. Squirrel. Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler told me what you said. I failed to make sense of it."


  "I can't, either. But the whole world is going crazy. We got morCartha fighting all night, mammoths and saber-tooth tigers roaming around, thunder-lizards maybe migrating south. Today I saw centaurs on the street and almost tromped a gang of gnomes. Nothing makes sense anymore."


  He made a feeble gesture with one hand, a sure sign his blood was up. He seldom spends the strength. "Tell me."


  "You have a professional interest?"


  "Tell me about it."


  My mama didn't raise many kids dumb enough to argue with Chodo Contague while hip-deep in Chodo's headbreakers. I gave him most of the bag. Exactly what I'd given Crask and Sadler. I didn't contradict myself. The Dead Man taught me well when it comes to retaining detail. I added some speculation just to give the impression that I was making a special effort for him.


  He listened, relaxed, chin against chest, gathering his strength. What went on inside that strange brain? The man was a genius. Evil, but a genius. He said, "It makes no sense in terms of the information at my disposal."


  "Not to me, either." I arrowed to the key point. "But there're dwarves under arms roaming the streets."


  "Yes. Most unusual."


  "Is there a dwarfish underworld?"


  "Yes. Every race has its hidden side, Mr. Garrett. I've had contact with it. It's trivial by human standards. Dwarves don't gamble. They are incapable of making that mental plunge into self-delusion whereby others become convinced that they can beat the odds. They don't drink because they make fools of themselves when they're drunk and there is nothing a dwarf fears more than looking foolish. They shun weed and drugs for the same reason. There are individual exceptions, of course, but they're rare. As a breed, they have few of the usual vices. I've never known one to become excitable enough to employ lifetakers."


  "Pretty dull bunch."


  "By your standards or mine. All work, all business, very little play. But there is one game they do enjoy. One weakness. Exotic females. Any species will do, though they gravitate toward big-busted human women."


  So do I. I made an unnecessary crack about, well, if you've taken a look at your average dwarf woman. . . . He shut me up with a scowl.


  "They can't resist, Mr. Garrett—if you give them half a chance to convince themselves that they won't get found out. They can be as vulnerable as priests that way. In the area around Dwarf Fort there are half a dozen very discreet and exclusive hook shops catering to dwarves. They are quite successful enterprises."


  Which meant they were pouring gold into Chodo's pockets. I wondered if he was trying to tell me something. Probably not. He isn't one to talk around the edges of something—unless he's handing you a gentle admonition concerning a possible catastrophic decline in the state of your health. "You make anything of the book angle?"


  "They would get excited if someone got hold of one of their books of secrets. But that can't be done."


  Such a flat statement. He'd tried. I flashed on what the Dead Man had said. Damn, I shouldn't have gotten him thinking about books.


  He said, "There's no way to get enough leverage on a dwarf to make him turn over any secret. Those people are perfectly content to die first."


  "How about a thief?" Maybe I could nudge this into safer channels.


  "Their books are too well guarded to be reached." Again that flatness. He knew whereof he spoke. "That enclave is a puzzle box, a series of fortresses going inward. You need a guide to get through it. The army, backed by every wizard off the Hill, couldn't take the place fast enough to keep them from destroying whatever they don't want to get out."


  "It was a notion. I thought it might explain what's been happening."


  "What's going on is something else entirely. You tell me your young lady is alive and mending. Does that mean you're out of it?"


  I answered honestly. "I don't know where I stand. Every time I decide I don't have any stake, something happens. Those dwarves Sadler and Crask ran off. They were out to get rid of me. It can't be sound business practice to let people get away with something like that."


  He looked at me in a way that told me he knew I was holding out, but he said only, "That's true, Mr. Garrett. A first principle. Don't let anyone get away with muscling you. For the moment, let me counsel patience. Let me put my eyes out. These people have dragged me into their affairs. Someone beholden to me will know something about them. It's impossible for those people to exist in the cracks without being noticed. My people will catch some of them and ask questions. If I learn anything of interest to you, I'll inform you immediately."


  "Thank you." I couldn't tell him to get out of my face, go home, I didn't need him stomping around in my life. Even if I'd wanted to.


  "I'm going to have Mr. Sadler set up headquarters here so my people have a central reporting site." He meant the Joy House. That would thrill Morley all to hell. It would shoot the guts out of his business.


  Chodo read that thought in my face. He's good at reading people. "Mr. Dotes won't lose because of it."


  "I don't know how to thank you, Mr. Contague." I managed to keep sarcasm from creeping in. Dean and the Dead Man would have been amazed. They don't think I can do that.


  "Don't thank me. You've done me numerous good turns. This may be my chance to pay some back. Maybe to lay a little good karma on my soul."


  Another surprise. That old boy is full of them. I thanked him again, climbed out of the coach. It rolled away immediately. Most of Chodo's bodyguards went with it.
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  Morley's place was deserted. I stepped into half the usual light and none of the usual uproar. I looked across the desert at Puddle, behind the serving counter, polishing glassware. "What the hell?"


  "Not open tonight, buddy. Come back some other time."


  "Hey! It's me. Garrett."


  He squinted. Maybe his eyes weren't so good anymore. He was going to flab fast, but that didn't keep him from being a bad man. "Oh. Yeah. Maybe I ought to say we're double not open for you, pal. But it's too late. You done got Morley dragged in."


  "Where is everybody?"


  "Morley shut the place down. You think anybody's going to come in here with that circus parked out front?"


  "He here?"


  "Nope." He didn't volunteer any information. Most of Morley's people think I take advantage of his good nature. They're wrong. He doesn't have a good nature. And he owes me for a couple stunts he pulled on me back when he was hooked on gambling and he had to cut things fine to keep from taking that long swim in the river. "What you want him for?"


  "Just talk."


  "Right." His tone said I was full of it.


  "He leave any word for me?"


  "Yeah. Have a beer. Hang in there till he gets back."


  "Beer?" Morley never has anything drinkable around except a little brandy upstairs for special guests of the female persuasion. The kind that always scurry for cover when I show up, afraid I work for their husbands.


  Puddle swung a pony keg onto the bar, grabbed the biggest mug he had, drew me one. I arrived as he topped it off. I noted that the keg had been tapped already. I noted that Puddle had brew breath. I grinned. Another of Morley's bunch who didn't share his boss's religion. Puddle pretended he didn't know why I was showing my teeth.


  "Seen Saucerhead?"


  "Nope."


  "Morley supposed to be back soon?"


  "I don't know."


  "Know where he went?"


  He shook his head, Probably afraid he was going to get a sore throat with all this yammer. A real heavyweight conversationalist, Puddle. Always ready with a lightning riposte. Rather than subject myself to any more abuse, I went to work on my beer.


  It went down smooth. Almost too smooth. I let him draw me another and finished half before I thought about all I'd put away already today. Where was the point of the running if I was going to fix myself up to look like Puddle anyway?


  "You got anything back there ready to eat?"


  A big, wicked grin grew on Puddle's homely face. Before he turned toward the kitchen, I was sorry I'd asked. He was about to make me pay for my sins.


  He came back with something cold smeared on a bed of soggy noodles. "Chef's surprise." It looked like death and didn't taste much better.


  "Now I know why all those breeds are so damned mean. Can't help it, eating like this."


  Puddle chuckled, pleased with himself.


  I ate. To get through a mess like that, all I have to do is recall what I'd had to eat as a Marine. I could dig in and feel pampered.


  Saucerhead ambled in. "Where you been, Garrett?" I filled him in.


  "I heard about Squirrel. Can't figure it."


  "What about the redhead?"


  He frowned. "She went home meek. And disappeared." He shook his head. "Went in the place where she stayed. Wanted to ask her a question. I looked all over. She wasn't in there no more. And I know she never come out. Only two people ever did and she wasn't one of them. And she never came back." He shrugged and forgot it. Not his problem anymore. "They tried to ice you, eh?"


  "Yeah."


  He sighed. "Hey. Puddle. Whup me up a double load of whatever this glop is Garrett's got." He asked me, "Where's Morley?"


  "I don't know. Puddle ain't saying."


  "Hmm. Chodo's in it now. Account of Squirrel. What you going to do?"


  "I don't know. I have a couple grudges. And like Chodo told me, letting them slide isn't good for business."


  "You think that Winger smoked Squirrel?"


  "Maybe. I think Chodo's going to find out."


  "Pretty pissed, eh?"


  "Yeah. Probably hasn't had a good excuse to off somebody for days."


  Saucerhead drank about a quart of beer, inhaled the food Puddle brought him, shoved back, and said, "Well, it's been an interesting day. I got to get on home. Got a little gal waiting." Off he went.


  I sat quietly for a while. It got dark outside. I waited some more. I asked Puddle, "You sure Morley didn't say when he'd be back?"


  "Nope."


  Puddle seemed to be the only body in the place. Where were all the help? Where was Sadler, who was supposed to set up his headquarters? Where the hell was Morley Dotes?


  I waited some more. Then I waited some. And when I didn't have anything else to do, I waited. Then I got up and said, "I'm going home."


  "See ya." Puddle grinned me out the door. He locked it behind me in case I had a change of heart.


  

  


  


  The morCartha were zooming around, trying to undress the night. I recalled Dean saying we were going to have cobbler for dessert. I cussed. I'd eaten that sludge at Morley's place and now I wouldn't have room for decent cooking.


  Story of my life.
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  I almost made it home without getting distracted.


  I'd just crossed Wizard's Reach. I was beginning to feel optimistic. I'd decided I was going to wrap myself around another gallon of beer, then throw myself in bed and sleep till noon. The hell with running and everything else. I justified future loafing the old-fashioned way. I told me I'd earned it.


  Somebody hissed at me from the shadows beside a neighbor's stoop.


  I took a deep breath, sighed, looked for signs of trouble, looked at that shadow, didn't go any closer. I couldn't make out whoever was there. Mama Garrett didn't raise many fools who lived to be thirty. I didn't go over there. "Come out, come out, whoever you are. Allee allee in free."


  "I can't. They might be watching."


  "Too bad." Very too bad.


  My mood had plunged. I didn't bother asking who might be watching.


  The voice sounded a tad familiar. I couldn't place it, though.


  I laid a hand on my belt. No headknocker. Still down somewhere near Dwarf Fort. I resumed walking, wondering if I'd see that billy again. I wasn't ready to go looking. Too many dwarves down there and I can't tell one from another. I don't think they'd accept a kill-them-all-and-let-the-gods-sort-them-out approach.


  My egg might be scrambled some but it does me just fine, thank you.


  The dark behind me moaned. Feet pitty-patted toward me, I eyed the house, wondered if I'd have time to get Dean's attention before somebody did something unpleasant and maybe left the old boy a mess to clean up.


  That's the power of positive thinking there. After having had my head redesigned—it was throbbing and pounding—I saw no dawn on any horizon. Funny how one little thing can cause your mood to change so fast.


  I sidestepped, dropped into a crouch, and came around with a fist meant to drive right through somebody's ribs and let me get hold of his backbone from the front. Then, if I was feeling mean, I'd shake him till his ears fell off.


  I tried pulling it. I fell on my face, rearranged my nose into an even less appealing mess, and still folded the little darling up around my fist.


  I got myself up, wobbled around a little, wiped the fuzz out of my eyes. The girl stayed down, holding herself and making strangling noises. Hoo, boy. What a lady-killer, Garrett. It wasn't my week for women. If it kept up, it wasn't going to be my year.


  I felt my nose to see if anything was left. Hard to tell from here, but there seemed to he a nub under the ick. It hurt enough to be my nose. I shook some more cobwebs and knelt. "You shouldn't ought to run up on a guy like that."


  She made noises like she was trying to heave up her stockings. I scooped her up and headed for home, caveman Garrett bringing home the goodies.


  She felt like a real treat, curled in my arms. It was hard to tell by eyeball in the available light. Curious morCartha cruised around as I climbed the steps, kicked the door, and hollered. They didn't bother me. I felt the Dead Man touch me, just to make sure it wasn't somebody trying to get past Dean disguised as a freshly slaughtered side of beef.


  Dean opened the door after peeking through the spyhole. He looked at the girl. "Got lucky again, eh?" He stepped aside.


  I took her into the small front room, put her down on the daybed. "See what you can do while I clean up." I sketched what had happened. He gave me one of his better looks of exasperation.


  "You missed supper."


  "I ate out. At Morley's. Get a light in here so we can see. I'll be back in a minute." I left him and dashed upstairs faster than a wounded snail. After I washed my face and rechecked it for missing parts, I put on clean clothes and scooted downstairs and stuck my head into the Dead Man's room. "Company, Smiley."


  I am aware of that, Garrett. Try to restrain your animal urges. She may be of some help, though I cannot get anything yet. She is too frightened and confused.


  "Restrain myself? I'm a paragon of restraint. I'm the guy they invented the word for. I've never burned the house down around you."


  It was one of those rare times when he didn't try to get in the last word. Chalk one up in the history books. Might not happen again in my lifetime. She knows something, Garrett.


  Hell. Score one for him. That was worse than one of his standard digs. It was tone rather than words. He was accusing me of goofing off.


  I stomped into the small front room.


  Dean was bent over the woman, blocking her from view, talking softly. I paused, looked at him with an affection I'd never show to his face. He had been the luckiest find of my life. He did everything around the house that I hated, cooked like an angel, put in absurd hours, and more often than not was as emotionally involved in my cases as I was. I couldn't ask for much more but maybe a little less lip and a little more enthusiasm about keeping the Dead Man clean.


  If he has a failing, it's his disapproval of my work habits. Dean believes in work for its own sake, as a tonic for the soul.


  I coughed gently to let him know I was there. He didn't hear. Was he going deaf? Maybe. He had to be pushing seventy, though he wouldn't admit it.


  "How is she, Dean? Settled down any?"


  He tossed a glower over his shoulder. "Some. No thanks to you."


  "I should let somebody run up on me and maybe change the shape of my head?" I was getting irritable. Can't understand why. My face hurt? My head ached? My shoulder throbbed? My legs were cramping from all the walking and running? That's no excuse. I was headed for despair mode, where you keep on fighting the fight but you've decided it isn't worth it. You just can't stop.


  Facts don't bother Dean much. He's still fifteen years old inside. He never stopped believing in the kind of magic kids carry around inside them before reality beats them down. He gave me another look at his glower. He was on a roll. He said, "Give me a couple more minutes."


  "I'll go report, then." I went and told the Dead Man about my excursion into that world where Dean's brand of magic has died.


  He had no direct comment. Go meet the girl. Chuckle. You will be surprised.


  

  


  


  The Dead Man scores his points. I was surprised.


  She was gorgeous. Luscious. I'd had my suspicions, of course. I'd carried her in and there's nothing wrong with my sense of touch. But there hadn't been light enough to reveal all that red hair.


  Yeah. She was a ringer for the gal who'd told the Baron Stonecipher story, who was a ringer for the naked gal. This one with a difference. This one had an air of innocence. "It's raining redheads, Dean."


  He grunted. Like he didn't care.


  She was sitting up now, no longer green around the gills. She looked at me. Green eyes. Again. Gorgeous big naive green eyes. Lips like I only dream about. Freckles.


  Down, boy.


  I gaped. Dean gave me the evil eye. I said, "We need a name for this case. Maybe call it Too Many Redheads.


  "Mr. Garrett?" Whoo! That voice! Like the last redhead's voice, but with added bells and promises . . . whatever.


  "That's me. Garrett. Ferocious dragon fighter and unwitting stomper of damsels in distress. And that's on my good days."


  She looked puzzled.


  "Sorry. It's been a rough day. I'm on edge. Let's start over. I promise not to sock you if you promise not to run up behind me in the dark." In the street, anyway. We could put the Dead Man to sleep and run Dean off and she could chase me all ever the house if she wanted. I wouldn't try too hard to get away. In the interest of science, of course. To see how closely she compared with my nudist visitor, say.


  She smiled. The freckles on her cheeks danced. That almost made my day worthwhile.


  Almost.


  "Dean explained," she said. Funny how he gets on a first-name basis so fast. "I should apologize. That wasn't smart. I'm not used to the city." She stood. My eyes bugged. Her movements were unpretentious and unaffected and I had to grind my teeth to keep from howling and whistling. She was a natural heart-stopper. Wherever she came from, she'd been wasted on them there. They'd been dumb enough to let her get away. Send more of her kind to TunFaire. Take our minds off poverty and war and despair. Talk about your bread and circuses. This gal was a three-ringer all by herself.


  She stuck out a hand. It wasn't half as big as mine. I took it. It was a chock full of warmth and life—which reminded me that Tinnie almost wasn't. That brought me back to earth. She said, "I'm Carla Lindo Ramada, Mr. Garrett. I came here from—"


  Oh boy. "Hold it. Let me guess. The castle of Baron Stonecipher in the Hamadan Mountains. Where you're a chambermaid. The baron sent you after a guy named Holme Blaine who kyped a book from a witch called the Serpent."


  Her jaw dropped.


  Outside, overhead, the morCartha started up. The racket was so close and so loud it sounded like they were using my roof for landings and takeoffs. I told Dean, "They're going to make themselves unpopular if they keep that up."


  The redhead realized her pretty little mouth was open, so she closed it, but it sagged open again. She stood there like a goldfish gulping air.


  I asked, "Was I close?"


  "How did you. . . ?"


  I wanted to brag about what a great investigator I was. No point exaggerating, though. "Take it easy. I'm not a psychic." He was in the other room. "You're at least the second gorgeous redhead named Carla Ramada who turned up today. You want me to find the book, right?"


  "Carla Lindo Ramada," she said. Apparently that was important. "But. . . . How. . . ?"


  "I don't know." There wasn't any doubt in my mind that this wasn't the woman who had been here earlier. I was pretty sure she wasn't the naked woman, either. I couldn't tell you what it was. A subtle clue of some kind. I had only minimal reservations about her being the real Carla Lindo Ramada. She wore the name more comfortably.


  Her face went through the changes, all of them fetching. I was thinking the thing to do was get her out of town before she started riots because there was only two or three of her to go around—then I finally started wondering how come there were two or three. Or were there four or five? Was there a whole legion of her out there? Did redheads grow on trees in the Hamadan? Gods, get me into the forestry racket.


  Her features settled into solid fear. "It must have been her! She must have a page in the book that's me."


  "What?" It sank in. "The villain of the piece came here masquerading as you?" Well. Well again. And she was my client. More or less. "But how? If she doesn't have the book anymore?"


  She didn't ask how I knew what the book did. She thought about my question. "First draft? Maybe she brought draft pages with her. You couldn't really mistake her for me, could you?"


  She wasn't that naive after all.


  No. I couldn't mistake her, having seen her. I thought back to that earlier visit. It wouldn't come clear. That was odd. The Dead Man has taught me to pick up details and retain them. But I found only mists where I should have had cleat, crisp recollections.


  "Dean, make us a pot of tea. I have a feeling it's going to be a long night." And who could get any rest with all that racket going on outside? I was beginning to hope they'd wipe each other out. "We might as well relax before we start."


  He gave me the hardeye like he wondered if something so sweet would be safe if he visited the kitchen, decided maybe I could restrain myself that long, stalked out. Carla Lindo Ramada told me, "Dean is a sweet man."


  "Yeah. Sometimes we have trouble keeping the bees off him. We use him to bait our flytraps. And he's a sucker for a girl in trouble." But not me. Oh, no, not Garrett. Garrett is hard as nails, "How come you were hiding out there?"


  "When I arrived in TunFaire, I stayed with people the Baron knows. On the Hill. I asked everybody I saw who might be able to help me. Everybody recommended you."


  Gahk! I hadn't thought my name was common coin on the Hill. That could be bad news.


  "They say you're honest but you do things your own way and you have a reputation as a chaser." Her eyes sparkled. She definitely wasn't as naive as she looked.


  "Me? They must've been thinking about somebody else. I'm pure of heart and soul." Pure as the driven slush.


  "But maybe a little lax in mind and body?" More eye twinkle. She was coming back from her fright. Fast. I bet she kept that mountain castle simmering.


  She smiled. Her freckles danced. And I knew why she stood out from the other redheads. They didn't have freckles. Even Tinnie doesn't have them. Many. Where they show.


  We could've gone on like that all night, but there was a job to do. And Dean would be back any second, pushing his scowl before him. "Guilty more often than not. Let me tell you about the Carla Lindo Ramada who was here before. You tell me when her story doesn't match up with yours."


  She listened attentively. Her eyes never stopped sparkling and her freckles never stopped dancing, even when Dean brought our tea. He looked at her looking at me and sighed. He never does quite abandon hope that he can stick me with one of his nieces.


  Carla Lindo sipped her tea, seemed startled. Dean had broken out one of his reserve blends. She took another sip, told me, "That's exactly the way it happened, Mr. Garrett. I think."


  "You think?"


  "I wasn't there. He sent me away so I'd be safe."


  "He did? He wanted you safe from the rowdiness at home, but he packed you off to the wicked city alone?" That didn't seem consistent.


  "He didn't want to send me. Probably she got here before I did because he spent so much time making up his mind. But he didn't have any choice. I was the only one left that he could trust."


  "Why?"


  "The Serpent tried to enlist everybody else. Some of them had to be with her. The trustworthy ones all got killed trying to get the book. She never tried to get to me because she knew I'd never do anything against him."


  "Why not? We all can be tempted."


  "Because he's my father, Mr. Garrett. My mother was a chambermaid, too, so there was no way he could legitimize me, but their relationship wasn't any secret. He never denied me, even to his wife. She hates me and my mother. But she hasn't dared do anything." She shivered, suddenly frightened. There was a big "yet" unspoken there. If Dean had been anywhere else, I would've bounced over to comfort her.


  This was getting more complicated by the minute, at the far end, where the story started, but I wasn't a step nearer getting things unraveled here. "Wait up. I'm getting confused. We have a wife and a witch and a mistress and a daughter, all for a guy who's supposed to be two hundred years old, bedridden, and under a curse that won't let him die?"


  She looked at me funny. I ran past her what the other Carla Lindo had told me. Maybe she hadn't been listening the first time.


  "Oh. That's not quite true. Father is old and bedridden, but he wasn't always. And he's not two hundred; she just says that. He's sixty-eight. She put the curse on him when I was four, when he stopped even pretending about my mother and sent her to live in the other tower."


  "Huh?"


  Dean got it first. "His wife would be the Serpent, Mr. Garrett. He exiled her to a separate part of the castle." So much for my steel-trap mind. Maybe if I was a little less pained and tired.


  The girl nodded.


  "Oh. Right. I got it now. Should have said so." I wondered if that changed anything. I wondered why I cared. The carryings-on of the denizens of a faraway castle were no business of mine. Unless those people wouldn't leave me alone. I thought out loud, "It seems we know who and why, Dean. You think?"


  "That Serpent person. Wanting to keep Miss Carla from reaching you and getting your help."


  "That's one. What about Squirrel? Her doing?"


  He shrugged. "That blonde woman?"


  "Maybe. Now we know this, what should we do?"


  Carla Lindo didn't correct Dean's lapse. So she was the kind who would let him get away with stuff.


  She interrupted my thoughts. "Will you help me, Mr. Garrett?"


  I wanted to tell her I wouldn't let her out of my sight. That that would be too painful, like taking away my vision. My eyes couldn't stand the darkness when she was gone. But I kept it businesslike. Barely. "Yes. I think our interests run parallel." Wouldn't be the first time I'd turned on a client who turned out to be shady.


  My comments puzzled Carla Lindo. I glanced at Dean. He shrugged. He hadn't told her about Tinnie or that the imposter Carla Lindo had hired me.


  "Miss Ramada . . . I became involved in this on a personal level yesterday. A good friend was coming to visit. She's about your height and has red hair. A man tried to kill her out front. One of the Serpent's men, evidently. Mistaking her for you, I suspect. So I have a score to settle. I suppose."


  The Dead Man touched me, a summons. He had something he wanted to stick in, in private. "Excuse me. I have to step out for a minute. Finish explaining, Dean."


  The old man nodded. He was looking hurt all over again. Like Tinnie had just gotten hit. He'd probably tell it better than I could. He didn't pretend to be tough.


  I sure didn't feel tough and invulnerable.
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  I slid into the Dead Man's room, starting to feel sorry for myself. I hadn't had me a good dose of that yet. I suppose it was due. Part of being human.


  "What's up? This one a ringer, too?"


  This one is genuine. She is an open book, easily read— though the truth be told, there is not much written there. Her light does not shine brightly. Be kind to her, Garrett.


  "Aw, hell. That ain't playing fair."


  He filled my head with a chuckle. There is kindness and kindness, Garrett. I would not ask you to cease being human.


  "Big of you." Not much, he wouldn't. "What's up?" Looking at all of him here and thinking of all of Carla Lindo over there, I was headed into withdrawal.


  One significant factor has escaped you. No. You need not feel slow. Indulgent of him. It escaped me until you told Miss Ramada about Miss Tate's narrow escape.


  That's the way he is. Nothing straight out. Try to make me figure it out for myself. "Well?"


  He didn't play with me long. You related the same account to the pretender earlier. That woman, if she is indeed the Serpent—and I now believe she is—then knows that Miss Ramada had not been harmed and was in fact ignorant of that threat, so was in no danger of being scared away. Presumably she had something to do with your adventure near Dwarf House. So. Assuming the house was not watched while you were away, because you were not expected to return. . . .


  "I've got it. Do you think she figured out that you were here?"


  That is of no consequence. It is no secret that you share the home of a Loghyr. She will know once she starts to ask questions.


  I skipped his invitation to feud over whose house it was. I considered what we knew about the Serpent. Damned little, but if she was heavyweight enough to create the kind of book that was the root of the excitement, she could be heavyweight enough to cause us trouble. The Dead Man can do incredible things, but strength isn't everything. Sometimes you have to bob and weave and he just isn't light on his feet. There are disadvantages to being dead that even he can't get around.


  "Let's back off and look at this. Why is she here? To get her book back. That's the big thing. Keeping me out of her way ought to be secondary. When she was here, she got everything I knew. She gave me stuff back, but only because then she figured me to do her legwork." But if she wanted me to do legwork, why try to hit me? "Maybe she changed her mind when she got wind I was seeing your pal Sneezy."


  Sneezy?


  "Gnorst Gnorst Gnorst, and so forth. Maybe she started feeling the heat, realized how much she'd stirred up. She's got me and Saucerhead and you and the Tates after her on account of Tinnie, as soon as we figure out she isn't Carla Lindo. She's got the kingpin after her because he wants whoever cut Squirrel. I visit the head dwarf, he squawks like a stuck turkey when I mention the Book of Shadows, goes into a panic, says he's going to put his whole mob on the warpath. They're after her, too. She's got to make some moves. Maybe she figures if she gets rid of me, everybody will sit back for a while because I was the common denominator tying her enemies together."


  I'd gone from explaining to thinking out loud. "She's going to push hard, going after that book. She might take another whack at me when she finds out I got away from her boys. Now I can raise the heat even more."


  Yes.


  "Can there really be a book where you just read a page and turn into whoever's written there?"


  She believes it. Gnorst believes it. The girl and those who sent her believe it. The man who stole the book believed it. Miss Tate was wounded because people believe it. What I believe does not matter. This has become a race, Garrett. You have to find that woman before she finds the book.


  "How about I just find the book and wait for her to come to me?"


  An admirable strategy, simple and direct. I should have seen it myself. How do you propose to execute it?


  Sly, sarcastic old devil. Of course it would be easier to find the witch than the book. She was running with a strange pack. Even in TunFaire, it would stand out like pants on a mare.


  "I shouldn't be here. I should be at Morley's, in case Sadler gets an interesting report."


  Mr. Dotes's establishment would be convenient. I can get a message to you there. Though perhaps a modicum of rest would better serve you at the moment.


  "Right." He was. "I'm on my way."


  

  


  


  Dean looked expectant when I returned to the small front room. "He wanted to remind me that we told the other woman about Tinnie. Which means she knows Carla Lindo is still kicking."


  The redhead's eyes got huge. Damned if that didn't make me want to charge over there and set her in my lap and tell her everything was going to be all right. Even if I didn't know everything was going to be all right. Because things would be plenty all right with me as long as she remained perched there.


  I said, "We figure there's no reason for you to worry. The cat's out of the bag. Killing you won't chase it back in. She'll concentrate on finding the book."


  "You can't let her find it!"


  "Take it easy. She'll need some fantastic luck to find it before she gets found herself. In about a minute I'm going to take a walk and tell a man about her, and before you can wink there'll be about three thousand bad people looking for her." I had a thought, which sometimes happens. Sometimes even before it's too late. "What's she look like when she's not being you?"


  Carla Lindo just looked at me.


  "Well?"


  "I'm trying to think. I don't know. I don't think I ever saw her. At least not and know it was her."


  "Say what?" The Dead Man had warned me. "You lived in the same place and you never saw her? She had to see you if she put a page in her book that was you." Had to see her pretty damned close. About all she'd left out was the freckles.


  "She stayed locked up in her tower. Nobody went in there but people she wanted in there. All those dwarves and ogres and creepy ratmen. If I ever saw her, I didn't know it was her. I'm sure I never saw her."


  The Baron's castle had to be some weird place. Not one where I'd like to spend a lot of time. Unless Carla Lindo had her four or five sisters. Maybe I ought to find out if there were any more at home like her.


  I must've been showing my thoughts. She gave me a look like she was reading my mind. I stammered some, then managed to say, "You can't give me anything to go on?"


  "No. Yes. I never saw it, but they say she wears a ring. Middle finger of her right hand. She never takes it off. It's a snake that wraps around her finger three times. It has a cobra head. They say there's venom in the ring that can kill you instantly."


  "That's handy to know." I reflected. "The woman who was here wasn't wearing a ring. I don't think." That was still foggy. "Did you see one, Dean?"


  "No." Good man. He refrained from mentioning the extra redhead.


  "Then she will take it off in some circumstances. Is there anything else?"


  Carla Lindo reddened, which was surprisingly fetching considering her coloring. But I couldn't imagine her doing anything that wasn't fetching. She only had to breathe.


  She said, "She has a tattoo. They say. It's how she got her name. The Serpent."


  "Huh?" Vagrant memory, of a guy in my company when I was in the Marines. He'd been stuck with the name Donkey Dick till one night he'd gotten all drunked up and had a tattoo artist go to work. After that we called him Snakeman. If he's still alive, I'll bet he regrets it. Unless he's turned it into a carnival act.


  The girl stood up. "The whole front of her is supposed to be a snake's face." She gestured. "Her breasts are supposed to be the snake's eyes."


  Boy. There was a thought. Imagine waking up and looking over at that next to you. That would dampen your ardor. No wonder old Stonecipher took up with a chambermaid. "That's a vivid image. Anything else?" I could just see me going around ripping open the blouses of suspects.


  She shook her head. All that copper hair flying around left me with another vivid image. But this one faded to red hair against cobblestones.


  I wondered if Tinnie was going to haunt me. Maybe I'd better go see how she was doing. Tomorrow.


  "I have to go out, Dean. Over to Morley's."


  His face pruned up with concern. "Is that wise?"


  "It's necessary. Put Miss Ramada in the front guest room. She'll be safe enough there."


  His look said she'd be safe only as long as I was out of the house. I didn't argue. I seldom do. There's no way to change Dean's mind. Maybe he should've gone ahead and become a priest. You sure can't rattle him with facts.


  He'd make a great little old lady, too.


  Probably comes of having to live with all those nieces. I hate to wish them on anybody, but I do wish they'd find husbands and get out of his hair.


  Dean nodded. I stepped out of the room, deaf to the girl's appeals. I went upstairs and rearmed, then came down and stopped by the office to say good-bye to Eleanor. "Wish me luck, lady. Wish me better luck." I hadn't saved a soul in the case that had involved her. Unless, maybe, in a way, I'd saved me. After the hurting went, I'd found a renewed resolve to do my bit to make the world a better place.
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  You get wary when people have been pounding on you. Even when you're so tired even snazzy redheads have begun to lose their appeal. Before I'd gone a block I sensed I was being watched. I'm not sure what it was. Certainly nothing I could spot. The watcher was that good. Maybe it's a sense you develop in order to survive in this business, in this city.


  I decided I'd stay out of places so tight I'd have nowhere to run, which was just common night sense anyway.


  

  


  


  I was halfway to Morley's place, dodging low-flying morCartha, when suddenly I was no longer alone. "Shee-it! You guys got to stop doing that. My heart can't handle it." Despite my wariness, Crask and Sadler had surprised me, appearing out of nowhere. An object lesson, most likely. In case I ever became inclined to line up against them. They like to play those games.


  I supposed it was their people who had tracked me from my place and sent them word I was coming.


  Sadler smiled. At least I think that was supposed to be a smile. Hard to tell in the dark. "Really thought you'd appreciate some good news, Garrett. But if you ain't happy to see us. . . ."


  "I'm overjoyed. I'm thrilled right down the quicks of my toenails." Thrilled like they were double pneumonia with a raging dysentery tossed in. "Why can't you guys just walk up to me like normal people? You always got to be jumping out of alleys and stuff."


  Crask said, "I like to see the look on your face." He wasn't smiling. He wasn't kidding.


  Sadler said, "My, my. We're crabby tonight. Did we have a bad day?"


  "You got your kicks. So tell me what's the good news?"


  "We found your man Blaine."


  "Huh?"


  Sadler said, "Come on. You ask, we deliver."


  

  


  


  Deliver, sure, but without any guarantees about condition. It's hard to read those two, but I did get a feeling all was not well during our stroll to see Blain. So I wasn't surprised when, after we'd passed a platoon of henchmen and climbed to a third-floor one-roomer, he turned out to be in a poor state of health.


  Some unaccountably thoughtful soul had covered the body with a blanket.


  I glanced around. The room's door had been busted off its hinges. And I don't mean just kicked in but torn up like it had gotten in the way of a troll in a hurry who didn't want to be bothered with latches. The room itself was ripped all to hell, like a squad of werewolves had gone berserk there. But there wasn't any blood. "You guys get a little overwrought?"


  Sadler shook his head. "Somebody else. We come here when he heard about the racket."


  "Who did it?"


  He shook his head again. "Everybody cleared out before we got here. You know how it goes. See no evil, hear no evil, you don't got to worry about comebacks. We only caught one old guy who was too slow. He didn't know nothing but the dead guy's name. Dipshit was so thick he used his own name."


  "Bright." But what did that mean? None of us knew Holme Blaine. The dead guy could be anybody and we wouldn't know the difference.


  I glanced around again. Looking more closely, I could see the damage wasn't just insane destruction after all. "Somebody wanted it to look like crazies did it."


  Crask smiled at me like I was a dull pupil who had seen the light at last. "Somebody was looking for something. Maybe some of them looking while some of them were asking. Then we come along unexpected, they do a quick cleanup and fade."


  Ha! "So where are they?"


  "Gone. Saw us coming."


  Huh. I wondered why anyone would bother hiding the fact that they'd searched Blaine's place and fixed him so he couldn't talk about it. Did we have somebody looking for the book who didn't want somebody else looking for it to know they were looking, too?


  That came to me off the wall but felt so right I went into a trance trying to figure out why.


  Sadler said, "You want something to exercise your mind, check this out." He yanked the blanket off Blaine.


  I gaped. I managed a one-syllable expletive after about fifteen seconds, and a quarter of a minute later said, "That's impossible."


  "Yeah. Prime example of a mass hallucination."


  Damn. Everybody was getting sarky.


  Blaine was half-man, half-woman. Actually, more woman than man. Running from three inches above the waist on the right diagonally to his left shoulder, he was a he. Down below he was a she. Very much a she. In fact, a familiar one. I'd seen that end before.


  "What do you think of that?" Crask asked.


  I chewed some air. I made my eyes bug. "Looks like he had trouble making up his mind." I made funny noises. "Bet he had trouble on dates." They must've thought the circus was in town and I was practicing for my audition.


  "First time I ever seen him without some wiseass remark." Crask said. I bet he'd waited a year to pick a time to drop that one.


  Sadler asked, "What you know about this, Garrett?"


  "I know it's weird. I never saw anything like it." Well, like part of it. That bottom had been in my small front room for a while. "It's like something out of a freak show."


  "Not what I meant."


  I knew that. "Zip."


  "You sure? You wanted this guy."


  "Because he was supposed to have the answers."


  Sadler gave me the fisheye. "Don't look like anybody's going to get to empty him out, now."


  "No. I guess that's the point." I leaned against a wall, where nobody could get behind me, and gave the room another took. But there wasn't anything there to see. Except that body. Whoever did the job, they left nothing of their own. And they didn't find what they were looking for, else they wouldn't have been there still when Crask and Sadler showed. "Nobody saw nothing, eh?"


  "This's TunFaire. What do you think?"


  I thought they were lucky to have caught the old man they'd caught. I told him so. He grunted.


  "You sure you ain't got nothing to tell us, Garrett?"


  "Actually, I do. But let it ride a minute. I want you to understand something. I don't have a client. There's no percentage in me holding out." What's a little white fib amongst friends?


  Crask said, "Would you look at this?" He'd gotten distracted in a big way.


  "What?" Sadler.


  Crask pointed at the body. We looked. I didn't get it till Sadler said, "It's changing." A little more of it was male than had been before.


  Crask knelt, touched it. "And it's dead enough, it's cooling out. This is weird."


  "This is sorcery," Sadler said. "I don't like this. Garrett?"


  "Don't look at me. I can't change water into ice."


  They both scowled, sure I was holding out. Sure. Blame it on Garrett when weird things start to happen.


  Crask said, "I don't like it. We ought to get out of here."


  I said, "That sounds like a good plan." I headed for the door. "You guys rounded up any other news? You get a line on those dwarves yet?"


  They both got a funny look. Sadler said, "Not yet. And that's weird, too."


  Crask said, "Yeah. They got to leave a trail. They got to be staying somewhere."


  True. Curious. It bore some thought. Where could they stay and not catch the eyes of the kinds of people who work for Chodo, or who work for the people who work for Chodo? Couldn't be many places like that around.


  I paused in the doorway. "Somebody really blew in here."


  "Yeah," Crask said. "Hope I never have to arm-wrestle him."


  I went over the fragments, looking for maybe a thread from a knit sweater that came only from one small island off the coast of Gretch, or something. You go through the motions even when you think they're pointless. A matter of discipline. They pay off sometimes, so you do them all the time. When I found a big lot of nothing, I wasn't disappointed. I'd fulfilled my expectations. If I'd found something, I'd have been overjoyed, having struck it rich beyond my wildest fancy.


  Sadler said, "Let's not slide out so fast, Garrett. You had something to tell us."


  "Yeah." I'd been vacillating. Information given up is advantage surrendered.


  "Well?"


  "Found out about another character who's got something to do with whatever's going on. Called the Serpent. She's the one this guy is supposed to have stolen a book from." Blaine was changing faster, maybe because he was getting cold.


  "Well?"


  Sadler ought to get together with Puddle for a gabfest. Sparkling. "The Serpent is a witch. She hangs out with dwarves." I took it from the top. They had some of it already but I didn't know how much. I gave them everything I thought they needed to know. I was real ignorant about why the book was a big deal.


  "Witch, eh?" Crask eyed Blaine. That was the salient point for him.


  "Tattoo?" Sadler asked. He lifted an eyebrow. "That would be a sight to see."


  It would, but I was surprised he thought so. He never showed much interest along those lines. He asked, "You figure she cut Squirrel?"


  "If she didn't, she knows who did."


  "We'll find her. We'll ask."


  "Be careful."


  He gave me a look. Mostly it wondered about my smarts. He'd be careful. He'd survived his five in the Cantard. He'd survived in his line of work long enough to get to the top. Careful was his middle name, right between bad and deadly.


  I took a final look at Holme Blaine, who hadn't been careful enough. He still didn't have anything to tell me. I didn't have anything to say to him, either.


  I'd done my duty. It was time to get my bones moving toward a bed. If the morCartha took pity maybe I could get some sleep.
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  Morley's place wasn't far out of the way. I ignored my weariness and the racket overhead and the doings of a night proceeding in the streets and headed for the Joy House.


  Ratmen were out doing what they do, picking up after everyone if they worked for the city, stealing anything loose if they were self-employed. There were more goblins and kobolds and whatnot out than I was used to seeing. I guess the weather had turned for the night people, too.


  I still had that feeling I was being watched. And I still couldn't spot a watcher. But I didn't try hard.


  Morley's place was a tomb. Nobody there but a couple of the kingpin's men. Even Puddle was gone, home or wherever. That gave me pause to reflect. I don't often think of guys like Puddle, or Crask and Sadler, in human terms. Home. Hell. The guy might have a family, kids, who knew what all. I'd never considered it. He'd always been just another bonebreaker.


  Not that I wanted him to ask me over for dinner, to meet the missus and little bonebreakers coming up. I was just in one of those moods where I start wondering about people. Where they came from, what they did when I wasn't looking, like that. Probably got started when Chodo told me about his girlfriend.


  It isn't a mood I enjoy. It gets me thinking about myself, my own lack of place and depth in the scheme. No family. Hardly any friends, and them I don't know that well. What I don't know about Morley or Saucerhead could fill books, probably. They don't know me any better, either. Part of being a rough, tough, he-man type, I suppose. On stage all the time, hiding carefully.


  I have plenty of acquaintances. Hundreds. We're all tied together in a net of favors done and owed, all of us keeping tabs on the balance, sometimes thinking it friendship when it isn't anything but a shadow of the obsession that drives Chodo Contague.


  Comes out of the war. There isn't a human male in this city who didn't do time in hell. I even have that in common with the nabobs of the Hill. Whatever privileges they claim or steal, exemptions aren't among them.


  Down in the Cantard witch's cauldron, you keep track of all the little stuff and strive to keep a balance because you don't want anybody checking out owing you. And, even though you share a tent, cooking utensils, campfires, clothes, even girls, you never get too close to anybody because a lot of anybodies are going to die before it's over. You keep your distance and it don't hurt so much.


  You dehumanize the enemy entirely and your comrades enough so—though you'll charge into hell behind them or storm heaven to rescue them—you never open your heart and never let them open theirs.


  It makes sense when you're down there in the shitstorm. And once you've survived the storm and they send you home, you're saddled with that baggage forever. Some come home like Crask and Sadler, purged of everything human.


  That got me wondering what those two had done during their duty. I'd never heard. They'd never said. A lot of guys don't. They put it all behind them.


  Then I started wondering why, though the night people were busier than usual, it was so quiet out. Night isn't just the time of those races who have to shun the sunshine, it's the time of the bad boys, the time when the predators come out. I wasn't seeing anybody dangerous or suspicious.


  I guess Chodo had the baddies beholden to him busy, and the free-lancers, not clued in, were lying low so they wouldn't catch his attention. Or maybe it was just the morCartha being so obnoxious nobody came out who didn't have to.


  The morCartha weren't that much trouble if you hugged the edge of the street and kept an eye out. They seldom risked crashing into a building just to swoop down and steal a hat.


  Speaking of whom. . . .


  The tenor of their aerial pandemonium changed suddenly, radically. A violent outcry spread. It sounded like terror. Hasty wings beat the air frothy. The sky cleared. An almost total silence fell. It was so remarkable I paused to look at the sky.


  A broken fragment of moon lay somewhere low in the east, out of sight, casting barely enough light to limn the peaks and spires of the skyline. But there was light enough to show a shape circling high up.


  Its wings sprawled out a good thirty feet. It wasn't doing anything but making a wide, gliding turn over the city before heading back north.


  A flying thunder-lizard. I hadn't known they were night hunters. I'd never seen one before. What I saw of this one made it look a lot like a prototype for all those dragons guys in tin suits are killing in old paintings. I hear they are. The dragons of story are mythical. Which makes them about the only imaginary creatures in this crazy world. Hell, I've even run into a god who thought he was real.


  "Garrett."


  I turned, less surprised than I expected. There must have been subconscious clues. "Winger. Kinda hoped I'd run into you again. Wanted to warn you. You got some bad people looking for you. Not in too good a mood, either."


  That surprised her. "You can tell me about it on the way. Let's go."


  I didn't think to ask where or why because her attitude tapped my anger. "I have a previous engagement. With my bed. You want to talk to me about something, come around in the morning. And try to ask nice."


  "Garrett, you seem like a pretty good guy, considering. So let's don't butt heads. Let's don't do it the hard way. Just come on."


  She had a problem. A serious problem. Now I wouldn't have gone anywhere with her even if I'd planned to before. "Winger, I kind of like you. You got balls and style. But you got an attitude problem that's going to get you hurt. You want to make it in the big city, you got to learn some street manners. You're also going to have to know who you're messing with before you mess. You cut somebody who has friends like Chodo Contague, your chances of staying healthy just aren't good."


  She looked baffled. "What the hell you talking about?"


  "That guy you cut in the alley off Pearl Lane. A couple thousand of his friends are looking for you. They don't plan to slap you on the back and tell you you did a great job."


  "Huh? I never cut nobody."


  "I hope not. But he was following you when it happened. Who else could've done it?"


  She thought about it for half a minute. Then her frown cleared as she decided not to worry about it. "Come on."


  "Not smart, Winger. You're pressing where you don't know what you're doing."


  She was one stubborn woman. And just a whole lot too confident. Maybe where she came from men wouldn't defend themselves against a woman. Maybe she was used to them hesitating.


  Hell, I might have myself. But she'd let me talk and that had given me time to get my mind right.


  She got out a nightstick not unlike my headthumper. So I got out mine, a replacement for the one I'd left down by Dwarf Fort. She came in figuring to feint a few times and tap me upside the head. I didn't cooperate. My head had taken enough dents already.


  I just slipped her guard, rapped her knuckles, then her elbow when the pain froze her for an instant, then jabbed her in the breadbasket as her stick tumbled toward the street. "That's how you use one of these things." She wasn't very good. All bull offense.


  She didn't seem upset because she'd been disarmed so easily, just surprised. "How'd you get so damned fast?"


  "There's two kinds of Marines, Winger. Fast ones and dead ones. Better get something through your head right now, before you run into somebody who won't cut you some slack. There isn't a man in this town, over twenty-three, who wasn't tough enough and fast enough to survive five years in the Cantard. A lot of them, you make a move on them, they'll leave you for the ratmen and not look back. Especially the bunch that are looking for you. They like to hurt people."


  "I said I didn't cut nobody. Not yet."


  "Then you'd better be able to tell them who did. Fast."


  She raised both eyebrows. A strange woman. She wasn't afraid. You have to worry about the sanity of somebody who doesn't have sense enough to be afraid of Chodo Contague.


  "You be careful," I told her. "Come by in the morning if you still want to talk." I turned to head for home.


  Damned if she didn't try again. Barehanded.


  The reflexes still worked. I heard her move, pranced aside, stuck out a leg and tripped her, grabbed her by the hair on the fly. "That's twice, Winger. Even nice guys run out of patience. So knock it off." I turned loose, started walking.


  This time she listened to the message.
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  Dean almost got his marching orders when he went to get me up for my morning run. He's worse than a mom about not buying excuses. "You started it, you stick with it," he told me. "You're going to run, you're going to run every day."


  Grumble grumble grikkle snackfrortz. Go take a flugling fleegle at a frying forsk. I said something like that. I fought the good fight till he went for the ice water. Then my yellow stripe came out. He'd do it, the driggin droogle. I didn't want to stay in bed that bad.


  Carla Lindo was heating up the kitchen when I stumbled in. I grumbled a greeting.


  "He always such a ball of sunshine in the morning?"


  Dean told her, "This is one of his better mornings." Thanks, old-timer. He plunked honeyed tea down at my place at the table. He had bacon frying, biscuits baking. The smell of the biscuits was heavenly. I gathered he hadn't bothered to go home. Not much point. Wouldn't have been much time to sleep.


  His nieces were used to it. They'd know I was into something. Now, if they'd just forget to use him not coming home as an excuse to come hang around, cooking and baking and batting their eyes and uglying up the place.


  I sipped tea and stared into a fog, nothing much else happening inside my head. Carla Lindo stared at me but didn't say anything. She wore a teensy frown. Maybe her confidence was rattled.


  You may suspect that morning isn't my best time. You may be right. I'm waiting for some genius to figure out a way to do without it. The sad truth is, too often it sets the tone for the rest of the day.


  "How do you feel this morning?" Carla Lindo finally asked.


  "Black and blue. My bruises got bruises." I hadn't been a lovely sight when I got dressed. I'd seen corpses in better condition.


  Dean took the biscuits out, set the baking sheet directly on a trivet on the table. "You ought to figure a way to trade with His Nibs. He could get out and run while you loafed all you want."


  He takes advantage of me mornings. Snipes away, knowing my brain isn't working. The best I can do is threaten to send him job hunting. A hollow threat if ever there was one. Crafty old dink don't play fair. He made himself indispensable.


  He asked, "Did you learn anything last night?" as he brought the bacon.


  "Yeah. That Winger character's only got one oar in the water." I told him about it.


  He grinned. "I didn't think she killed that man."


  "World's best judge of character," I told Carla Lindo. "Somebody sent Squirrel to the promised land, Dean. That character Blaine, too."


  That got Carla Lindo. "What?" She looked stricken.


  "Somebody did him. Busted his door down, tore his place up, left him dead."


  "The book!"


  "I guess."


  "Damn it! Now she has it again." She jumped up, started pacing. I wasn't so far gone in the morning blahs that I wasn't distracted. "What will I do? Father was counting on me."


  "Take it easy, love." My, wasn't she a sight when she was excited, bouncing and jiggling and. . . . "Whoever did it didn't find the book. If that was what they were after. They were still trying when they were interrupted."


  "Then. . . ."


  "It wasn't there to be found. Carla Lindo, my sweet, sit down. You're doing things to my concentration. That's better. You sure there isn't something you haven't told me? You been holding back something that would make sense of what's been happening?"


  Big-eyed, looking shocked and hurt, she shook her head. I doubted she was telling the truth. Well, maybe, by her own lights, she was telling her own version. But it sure felt like there ought to be something more.


  Breakfast usually brightens my outlook. I had been known, recently, to go into my morning runs with a smile on my puss. This morning was going to be an exception. This morning my mood just got blacker. I didn't finish eating.


  I pushed back from the table. Carla Lindo was still shoveling it in. Where do those little ones put it? "I'm going to see Himself." I walked out. Dean looked hurt, like I'd made some nasty remark about his cooking.


  I was no bundle of sunshine falling on the Dead Man, either. I stepped into his room, grumped, "You awake?"


  I am now, O Shield Against Darkness.


  "Huh?"


  An attempt, however futile, to cajole you away from your gloom. I abandon it forthwith. There is no hope. Review events of last night.


  I reviewed events of last night. I spared no detail. I finished, said, "I'm open to suggestions." My own best notion was to lock the front door and not answer it till the world straightened itself out.


  Hardly practical, Garrett. Blaine's death is a setback, yes. But, I agree, it seems unlikely his murderers obtained the Book of Dreams. Unless Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler were not telling the whole truth.


  "Huh?" I was ready to get in there and mix it up with Puddle.


  I suspect that Chodo Contague would be very interested in the Book of Dreams if he became cognizant of its capacity and function. Very interested, indeed, considering his personal circumstances.


  "Huh?" Again. I was on a roll.


  Think! A flash of impatience. We have discussed this already!


  Yell, hell. Yeah. Shoot, fire. If Chodo knew what the Book of Shadows could do, he'd be after it like an addict ratman after weed. I'd bet there wasn't a page in the whole one hundred that was a crippled old dink in a wheelchair. He could be young again. He could dance at weddings and funerals. Mainly funerals. He could chase girls and be able to do something when he caught them. Not to mention all the wonderful ways he could use it in his business.


  Yeah, Chodo and the book were not meant for each other. "I got it, Smiley. I'm slow but I get there."


  Excellent. So. What you really came for was to get me to tell you what to do. To avoid the unwonted labor of deciding for yourself. Very well. First, avoid contact with Mr. Chodo's people as much as possible. Try to create the appearance of disinterest in pursuing the matter further. By way of establishing a foundation for that pretense, I suggest you visit Miss Tate. Assuming, as is probable, you find her mending quickly, you have your basis for proclaiming no further interest. See to that immediately after your morning run.


  "What morning run?" I had me a bad feeling here.


  Off we went into a grand fuss about me maintaining my training regimen. He got in the last word. He usually does. He's more stubborn, but that's only because he has more time. He can argue for the rest of my life if he wants.


  You must also reconnect with the woman Winger. An encounter with her principal could be most instructive.


  "Fatal, too, maybe."


  We have no idea who he is or where he fits. His very existence lends credence to your ill-formed suspicion that there are more than two parties to the search for the Book of Dreams.


  I can't keep anything from him. Not in the long run. Hell. I'd thought I was covering that idea pretty cleverly.


  I felt his gloating as he continued, There are two additional areas deserving pursuit. As time permits. The movements and contacts of the Blaine person before his encounter with misfortune. And the whereabouts of our friend Mr. Dotes.


  I sensed a touch of concern for Morley. I was a touch concerned myself. Nobody had seen him for a while. He wouldn't disappear. . . . Unless he'd gone under to do a job or was sincerely concerned about his health. If his health wasn't gone already.


  Seemed a little premature to start worrying, though. He hadn't been gone that long. "He probably isn't anywhere. He just hasn't been at his place when I have. No law says he's got to hang around waiting for me to drop in."


  Perhaps. Even so. . . .


  "I'll check him out." It looked like another full day. I looked forward to it with the same enthusiasm I look forward to arthritis.


  Go. Do your running. Visit Miss Tate. Visit Mr. Dotes's establishment. Be back in time for lunch. I will interview Miss Ramada in the interim and prepare additional suggestions.


  He would, too. Probably suggestions involving trotting down to the Cantard and back.


  Ah. Indeed. Thank you for reminding me. Do keep an ear open for news of Glory Mooncalled. I anticipate word of major events soon.


  What? Had he figured some angle nobody else saw? Maybe. He'd anticipated Mooncalled's mutiny, more or less.


  Him and his damned hobby. Why couldn't he collect coins or used nails or something?


  Hell, I'd have to do the legwork there, too.


  I went back to the kitchen for another cup of tea. Breakfast had started working inside me. I could appreciate Carla Lindo a little more. I indulged myself till Dean started grumbling about me being in the way. Never said a word about Carla Lindo, did he? Even though he hates having anybody help him because it disturbs his rhythm and routine.


  "Well, I'm off on my campaign of self-torture."


  Nobody seemed very excited.
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  Once on the stoop, I paused to suck in a couple of lungfuls of TunFaire's chunk-style air. Because of the warm spell, it was thinner than usual, what with nobody needing to heat their homes. Didn't have much spice at all, actually. I didn't miss it. I looked around.


  Dang me. The sun wasn't even up yet, hardly, and already I knew this wasn't going to be one of my better days.


  Winger was hanging out down the way, not hiding at all, just about ten yards beyond the Dead Man's usual effective range. She must've gotten around to doing some homework.


  She didn't bother me nearly as much as did several other studious types hanging out trying to be invisible. There wasn't a dwarf among them. They were all human, by courtesy. Not the type you want your daughter to bring home. Bent-nose boys, collective intelligence level about that of a slow possum. There were four of them. With Winger? I couldn't tell. She didn't seem to notice them. Nor they her. Chodo's boys? They didn't have that feel. Took me a moment to figure why.


  They weren't neat. In fact, they were pretty scraggly. Chodo's troops have to meet a certain minimal level of personal hygiene, dress, and grooming. These guys never heard of those words. Anyway, Chodo has more respect for me. He'd send Crask and Sadler.


  Who, then? The Serpent? But she seemed to prefer dwarves and ogres and whatnot.


  All that passed through my head in a couple seconds. I considered going inside and locking up and saying the hell with it all. Then I got mad.


  All this time I was stretching and yawning and carrying on like I didn't see a thing. I skipped down the steps and turned right, away from Winger, skipped around a little warming up, then took off running.


  Fast. It caught them off balance. The two in the direction I was headed pushed off walls, then exchanged "what now?" looks. I was past the first before anybody made a decision.


  Then I started flying.


  Somebody else got into the game.


  Three quarrels zipped past me, plunging bolts loosed from a rooftop across the street. I don't know why they waited till I was moving to start sniping—though I wasn't all that long getting started and maybe they had to wake up first. The best-sped quarrel passed a few inches ahead, high. I tossed a glance back, saw a little ball of hair duck out of sight atop the only flat roof on that side of the street.


  I sailed past the second thug, heeling and toeing and whooping for all I was worth. People scattered like startled chickens. I bounded over piles of horse apples deposited since the ratmen passed through. The last watcher came pounding after me but it was obvious he lived a dissolute life. He couldn't keep up for a block.


  I zigged into a breezeway, zagged through an alley, leaped and dodged assorted snoring drunks and weed-puffing ratmen, scavenging dogs and hunting cats and even one crippled morCartha, zoomed into always busy Wodapt Street, and faded into the crowd.


  Easy as that. No problem now till I decided to go home.


  Well, it did take a minute or two to really blend in. For a while I was whoofing and puffing so bad everybody backed away.


  I got mad all over again. What was this crap, dwarves trying to snuff me all the time? What did I ever do to them? I don't have to put up with that. And Winger.


  I had a mind to turn her over my knee. Only she was as big as me and that might take more turning than I could manage. But I'd had about enough. I was ready to start pushing back.


  

  


  


  I ambled up to the Tate compound and spent an hour at Tinnie's bedside. She was mending fine. Full of fire and vinegar. We had us a good little spat, and because she wasn't in any shape for making up, I went away grouchier than ever.


  Barely past breakfast time and already it was a memorably lousy day.


  One of the innumerable nephews caught me before I made good my escape. "Uncle Willard wants to see you, Mr. Garrett."


  "Right." Just what I needed. A fuss with the head Tate. No matter how rotten I felt, I couldn't get my heart into an argument with him. He'd suffered so much sorrow in the time I'd known him, unearned, that it just didn't seem right to give him any grief.


  I went peaceably, ready to absorb whatever aggravation he wanted to give me.


  He was at his workbench. Where else? He'd told me once that the family had a touch of elvish blood. I wondered if he hadn't fudged a little and it was really dwarfish. He was addicted to work.


  He gave me the fisheye, face unreadable. "Sit if you like, Mr. Garrett." Maybe I wasn't high up his list after all.


  "Something on your mind?" I sat.


  "I understand you're looking for the people responsible for what happened to Tinnie."


  "Sort of."


  "What does that mean? Sort of."


  I explained. I wondered how many times I would have to tell the story, in how many versions, before the dust settled.


  Tate listened closely. I know he picked out those points where I slipped past something I wanted to keep to myself. He said, "I see." He reflected for half a minute. "I'd like to meet the person who sent that man to kill Tinnie, Mr. Garrett."


  "It was mistaken identity. Had to be."


  "I realize that, Mr. Garrett. Even so, Tinnie was hurt. Badly. She would have been killed had not you and your friend been nearby. Had you not intervened. I've given this considerable thought. I want to meet the person responsible. I'll pay well for the opportunity."


  He'd have to get in line, but why not? "I'll find her. Or him."


  "Him? I was under the impression you believed this witch. . . ."


  "The Serpent? Seems likely. But, like I said, as time goes by I become more convinced there's another party involved. Somebody working against the Serpent. And anybody else who gets in the way."


  "The blonde woman." He nodded. "You might question her."


  "Yeah." Like she was going to let me. "Speaking of her, she says her principal's name is Lubbock. Mean anything? Ever heard the name?"


  He didn't hesitate. "Lubbock Crister, tanner. Lubbock Tool, drayage. Frith Lubbock, wholesale greengrocer. Yon Lubbock Damascen, shipping agent. All men I've done business with, one time or another. Surely there are others. Historically, you have Marshall Lubbock, the imperial general. You have Lubbock Candide, the sorcerer, and his daughter Arachne, who were so black-hearted and vicious mothers still use their names to frighten children."


  "All right. All right." I'd never heard of any of them but the last two, but he had a point. "There're plenty of Lubbocks out there. And this Lubbock probably isn't named Lubbock at all. Could even be the Serpent under an assumed name."


  The little old guy nodded again, his hair floating around his head. He picked up his TenHagens, perched them on his nose. The interview was over. He was going back to work. "Thank you, Mr. Garrett. Please do keep me posted, when you have the odd moment. And do make time to visit Tinnie. She hasn't many friends."


  "I will."


  "Leo!" He called for one of the nephew horde. "See Mr. Garrett to the gate." Just to make sure I didn't get lost somewhere along the way.


  I hit the street feeling oddly relieved, like I'd taken care of an unhappy duty, comparable to a visit to an unpleasant maiden aunt, and now I could get on with work that mattered. I didn't much like me when I recognized the feeling. Tinnie was no old lady turned to vinegar in her solitude. I would have to examine my feelings toward her more closely.


  I stopped walking, leaned against a wall, started the process of self-examination while considering my next move.
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  I don't figure I set a record for the standing high jump but I did go up like I had wings.


  "Garrett!"


  I came down facing Winger, knowing I'd have been dead if she'd wanted me that way.


  This was a free one. The gods wouldn't hand me another chance to get away with napping on the street. "Hey, Winger." I hoped my voice didn't quaver too bad.


  How had she found me so fast?


  Homework. I'll bet she took my advice and did her homework. There was hope for her.


  I looked around. I didn't see the guys who'd chased me. "Where are your Brunos?"


  "Huh?"


  I'd forgotten she was from out of town. She wouldn't know the argot. Brunos are low-grade hired thugs. "The hard boys who were with you outside my place."


  "They weren't with me. I didn't know they were there till you took off and they went after you."


  "Oh?" The gods shield fools, all right. "Maybe you better think about getting into another line of work. You aren't going to stay alive long in this one."


  She shrugged. "Maybe not. But if I go, I'll check out doing what I want to do, not worn out from pulling a plow and making babies."


  She had a point. One of the reasons I do what I do is because I get to be my own boss, not a creature caught up in a web of commitments and responsibilities. "I got you."


  "It's tomorrow, Garrett. And Lubbock is getting impatient."


  Tough, I thought. I said, "All right. Lead on."


  She headed toward the Hill. I let her lead and set the pace, kept my mouth shut. She walked like she was still behind a plow. Kind of a waste. If you took time to look her over, you saw she wasn't a bad-looking woman at all, just put together on a large scale. Way too big for my taste. I figured she would clean up pretty nice. If she wanted.


  I asked, "You happen to get a look at those clowns who were sniping at me off that roof?"


  She grinned. "I did better than that, Garrett. I ambushed them when they came down. Kicked their butts and broke their toys."


  "All of them?"


  "There was only four of them. Little hairy fellas. Stubborn. Trick with them is, stay in too close for them to use them crossbows but don't get so close they can reach you. Work on them with your feet." She skipped, kicked a foot high. I hadn't seen boots like those since I got out of the Marines. Those would do a job on somebody. If you had the strength to lift them.


  "How come you did that?"


  "They was horning in on my game. You ain't no good to me full of them little arrows."


  "I wouldn't be much good to me, either. Wish I knew where they came from."


  "Them fuzzballs?"


  "The very ones, Winger. That makes three times they've come after me." Recalling that I started watching my surroundings with more enthusiasm.


  We were headed toward the Hill. Her principal had to be a stormwarden or firelord or. . . . I tried to recall which of our sorcerer elite might be in town. I couldn't think of a one. Everybody who was anybody and old enough was down in the Cantard helping hunt Glory Mooncalled.


  If I was the political type, I'd figure this was a great time for an uprising. Our masters hadn't left anyone to keep us in line. But I'm not a political type. And neither is anyone else. So we'll just keep going on going on the way we've always gone on—unless Mooncalled pulls off his greatest coup yet and arranges it so none of them come home.


  After deliberating, Winger told me, "I don't know where they come from, Garrett. But I got a good idea where they went."


  "Ah?" Turn up the charm and cunning, Garrett. Shuck and jive this rube right out of her socks.


  "Twenty marks. Silver. After you see Lubbock."


  I'm nothing if not adaptable. "I'll give you three." I wasn't carrying much more than that.


  "It's your ass. You don't figure it's worth twenty marks, I'm not going to argue with you."


  Some of these rubes have a certain low cunning and a nose for sniffing profit out of disaster. "Make it five, then."


  She didn't say anything, just led me on toward the Hill. All right. She'd come around. Five marks was a lot of money to a country girl.


  A couple of dwarves ambled across an intersection ahead. I blurted, "Ten." And they hadn't even looked our way. Hell, they never did. They were just a couple of short businessmen.


  Winger ignored me.


  All right. I know. I gave myself away there. But I was nervous. You'd be nervous if you had dwarves trying to poop you every time you stuck your head out of the house.


  Dean doesn't let me do the marketing, either.


  I didn't let up on keeping a lookout. Not for a second. I didn't see anything disturbing, either, except once I caught a glimpse of a guy who could have been Crask, but he was a block away and I couldn't be sure. I did grin, though. That might be something to bargain with.
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  I stopped, studied our destination.


  "Come on, Garrett. Quit farting around."


  "I want to look it over first." The place looked like some nut's idea of a haunted castle, in miniature, a hangout for runt werewolves and vampires too limp of wrist to fly. It was a castle, all right, but no bigger than the surrounding mansions. About quarter scale. All black stone and dirty. "Cheerful little bungalow. This where Lubbock lives?" I'd seen the place before but hadn't paid attention. Just another hangout for some nut on the Hill. I knew nothing about it.


  "Yeah. He owns it. Only, tell you the truth, I don't think his name is really Lubbock."


  "No! Really?"


  She gave me a double dirty look.


  "What do you know about him?"


  "He's in metals smelting. That's his business, I mean. Royal contracts. Very rich. I picked that up keeping my ears open. He's a little peculiar."


  "I'll say."


  "Try to keep a straight face."


  I started moving again. Slowly.


  I expected zombie guards at the gate. Maybe gnome zombies, since the place was so shrunk down.


  Black steel bars covered its few windows. A toy drawbridge spanned a toy moat five feet wide. Nonhuman, fangy skulls hung over the gate. Smoke dribbled out of their nose holes. Oily torches burned in broad daylight. Somewhere a group of musicians played spooky music. A dozen morCartha perched on the battlements, living gargoyles. I'll say somebody was peculiar.


  A guy who goes to live on the Hill usually buys or builds his dream house there. I stopped, considered the morCartha. They seemed lethargic beyond what was to be explained by the fact that it was daytime. Winger said, "Let's don't stand around in the street." She crossed the drawbridge without a qualm. "You coming?"


  "Yeah. But I'm beginning to wonder if this is such a bright idea."


  She laughed. "Stop worrying. It's all for show. He's a crackpot. He likes to dress up and play sorcerer but the only magic he can do is make food disappear."


  Probably so. If he had any real talent, he'd be in the Cantard trying to outwaltz Glory Mooncalled.


  A cadaverous old guy met us. Without a word he led us to a small, spooky receiving room. The walls were decorated with whips and chains and antique instruments whose function I didn't even want to guess. By way of art there was a rogue's gallery of demonic portraiture. Also a couple of real people I probably should have known, did I pay much attention to history. They looked like they'd shaped our past.


  Lubbock joined us.


  He made the Dead Man look slim and trim. He had to go six hundred pounds if he went a stone. He wore a silly black wizard's outfit that looked like he'd made it himself. It had enough material in it to provide tents for a battalion. The powers that be got wind of it, they'd have him up on charges of hoarding.


  Lubbock smiled a smile that got lost in the ruddy landscape of his face. It made me think of the wax dripping down around the top of a candle. "Ah, Winger. You've managed to get the man here at last. Pay her, Pestilence." A woman who looked like she might be the old guide's grandmother brought Winger a small leather bag. Winger made it disappear fast.


  "Mr. Garrett." Lubbock tried to bow. I tried to keep a straight face. Neither of us was completely successful, though I managed well enough.


  That old boy had one spooky voice. It sent chills scampering around my back. I bet he spent hours practicing to get that effect. "I had begun to wonder if I hadn't made a mistake employing you."


  I thought she'd made the mistake, taking him on as an employer. But sometimes you have to do what you have to do to keep body and soul together. I asked, "How you doing, Lubbock?"


  He threw up his hands and crossed his wrists in front of his heart, palms toward me. He made fists but left his little fingers standing. He waggled his pinkies furiously. He had nails almost two inches long. I guessed that was some kind of sorcerer's move. I think I was supposed to be impressed.


  And some people I know say I belong in the Bledsoe cackle factory because I don't have a firm grasp on reality.


  Winger whispered, "At least pretend to be courteous, Garrett."


  "I asked him how he was when I don't care, didn't I? What more do you want?" Blame it on nerves. When people give me the creeps, I get flip. "Get him talking." I wanted answers from Lubbock but had the heebie-jeebies bad enough to think of walking.


  He got himself started. "Mr. Garrett," again. "Good day. I have awaited our meeting anxiously."


  "Pleased to meet you. Whoever you are." See? Courteous. I could have said whatever you are.


  Another smile tried to break through and died young, smothered by fat. "Yes. As you surmise, my name is not Lubbock. No sir. That is merely wishful thinking, the heartfelt desire to walk the same path as the great Lubbocks of centuries past."


  He rolled his fists over heel to heel with their backs toward me, looked at me between raised forefingers that, more or less, made the ancient sign against the evil eye. "Unfortunately, my dream is denied me by harsh reality."


  I recalled Willard Tate mentioning a couple of dead double nasties named Lubbock. Sorcerer types. This guy obviously had less talent than I do. His harsh reality. So he was playing some whacky game. If you're rich enough, you're allowed.


  "As you surmise, sir," he repeated, "my name is not Lubbock. Hiding the truth from a man of your profession would be foolish. You need but poll the neighbors to learn that madman Fido Easterman lives here."


  "Fido?" People don't even name their dogs Fido anymore.


  "It means Faithful, Mr. Garrett Yes sir. Faithful. My father, rest his soul, was an aficionado of imperial history. Fido was an imperial honorarium. Rather like a knighthood today. Though it could be bestowed upon anyone, not just those nobly born. Yes sir. The man whose name I took in vain, like a momentary domino, my kinsman Lubbock Candide, attained that very distinction. He was an ancestor of mine, you know. The glittering star atop my family tree. Yes sir. But the power in the blood failed after his daughter, Arachne. How I abuse the gods for that jest."


  Man. This clown was a one-man gale. "What's that got to do with me?" Trying to get to the point. "Why am I here?" I tried to figure the color of his eyes. I couldn't make them out behind all that fat


  "Patience, my boy. Patience. One never hurries the headsman." He chuckled wickedly. "Just my little joke, sir. Just my little joke. You are in no danger here."


  Like hell. Wouldn't take too much of this to get me foaming at the mouth and talking to little men who weren't there.


  I kept an eye on the staff. They came and went in the background, eager to see their boss in action. He was a real three-ringer. They all wore costumes and spooky makeup. Easterman could afford to pay people to pretend that he was bad.


  Hell, maybe he was. In a more mundane way. Amongst the remote voyeurs I spotted one of the men who had chased me away from my place.


  Don't call him crazy, though. The Eastermans of the world are never crazy. When you have money, you're eccentric.


  "Fido Easterman, yes sir." He put all his fingers together and made a spider doing push-ups on a mirror.


  Then he pulled his hands apart slowly, as though he was pulling against tremendous forces. His fingers shook like he was coming down with a disease.


  "I've been hearing rumors about a marvelous book, Mr. Garrett. Yes sir, a masterpiece. I wish to obtain that book, sir. I will pay very well indeed to obtain it. Winger has been doing my legwork for me, searching. As you can see, I am not cut out for strenuous effort, however much I might wish it to be otherwise. She has been hunting diligently, of course hoping to separate me from a substantial portion of my wealth. But fortune has not been kind to her. Her only success has been to discover that you may have some knowledge of the book's whereabouts." He beamed at me. Before I could get a word in, he continued, "Well, then, sir, from what I have learned of your situation, it's likely you could use a substantial sum. Paid in the metal of your choice."


  "I sure could. I wish I had something to sell. I don't know where she got the idea I know anything about any book."


  "Come, sir. Come. Let us not play games with one another. Let us not bandy words. I have said that I will pay well to obtain that book, and I will. My word is good, as any fool can discover by posing a few questions in the ores and metals community. But if you do go asking about me there, you will also discover that I have a reputation for getting what I want."


  I didn't doubt it a bit. "All I can tell you about the book is that it exists, maybe, supposedly incomplete. But I don't have the faintest idea where."


  "Come, sir. Surely you don't expect me to. . . ."


  "I don't expect you to do anything but stay out of my hair."


  "Sir. . . ."


  "I told you I don't know where it is. You did some checking on me, eh? I tell the truth? The truth is, I was looking for it myself. For a client. I succeeded only in finding the man who stole it."


  "Ah, sir. Now we're getting somewhere."


  "We're getting nowhere. The guy was dead."


  He chuckled. "Unfortunate. Most unfortunate." I got the feeling this wasn't news.


  I spotted another of those guys who had chased me. It finally sank in. Here was my third force. This nut and his Brunos. Those guys probably sent Blaine to the promised land. Maybe they'd done the same with Squirrel. I said, "I don't want anything more to do with this book. It's gotten a bunch of people killed already. It's got the Dwarf Fort dwarves on the warpath. It's got Chodo Contague out for blood because one of his men got cut." That got a small reaction. "It's got a witch called the Serpent and a bunch of renegade dwarves running around the city sniping with crossbows. I don't need to get in the middle of any of that."


  Easterman closed his eyes and started talking. Actually, he made some kind of speech, but it wasn't in Karentine. I'd guess Old Forens, which is still around as a liturgical language amongst some of the more staid of TunFaire's thousand cults. I don't know ten words of Old Forens but I've heard it used and this had that cadence.


  Good old Fido was a linguist like he was a sorcerer. But what he lacked in talent he made up in enthusiasm. He howled and foamed at the mouth.


  I'd come with Winger hoping to ask some questions. Now I didn't care. All I wanted was out. Things were sane outside. There were thunder-lizards in the air for the first time since TunFaire's founding. There were thunder-lizards at the gates. There were centaurs in the streets. There were saber-tooth tigers and mammoths and morCartha and gnomes. My friends had disappeared. Crask and Sadler were acting spookier than ever. But it was sane out there. I could survive in that world out there. I told Winger, "I'm thinking about becoming a bricklayer. Bricklayers don't have these problems."


  She shrugged, kept staring at Easterman like he was a genius revealing the secrets of the universe. Maybe she understood him. She was a little bit twitchy herself.


  I gave up and more or less went to sleep on my feet, paying just enough attention so nobody walked up and bopped me with a battle-ax without me noticing. I stayed only because Winger wasn't ready to leave. I couldn't leave her with this spook. He might hold a virgin sacrifice, figuring, hell, she used to be and maybe that was close enough. Also, she knew something I wanted to know.


  Easterman finished having his fit. "Well, sir. Well," he said, not the least embarrassed. "Do we have an understanding, then?"


  "No."


  His people did manage to be embarrassed. But they covered it and didn't walk out. I suppose he paid very well indeed. He'd have to.


  He looked puzzled. As much as he could with all that fat to mask expression. "I thought I made myself crystal clear, sir."


  "If you made a lick of sense somewhere, I missed it in the smoke."


  "Garrett!" Winger cried.


  Easterman smiled again. I think that was a smile back in there. "Very well, sir. In words even you will understand, then. I want that book. I mean to have that book. I get what I want. Those who help me to obtain it will be well rewarded. Those who attempt to thwart me will not be so fortunate. Is that clear enough?"


  "I got it." I returned his smile. "I'll pass the word to Chodo Contague and the Serpent if I run into them. I'm sure it'll set them to shaking in their boots so bad they'll scurry out of the way so you'll have an open field." Threat and counter. All very friendly, with knives held behind our backs.


  Winger started apologizing for my barbarism. The more I saw of her, the more I couldn't figure her out.


  "No matter, child. No matter. The man has an image to maintain. As we all do, of course. As we all do. Very well, sir. I think our business is quite concluded. We understand one another. I was about to dine. Will you join me? I do set a fine table."


  I pleaded press of business. I didn't warn to see what kind of table this creep set. Could be hazardous. Wasn't lunch time, anyway.


  "Very well, sir. As you will. I hope to be seeing you again soon, in circumstances profitable to us all. Plague."


  He gestured at the cadaverous old man. "Escort our guests, if you will."


  The old man bowed, then led me and Winger to the castle gate. I kept a sharp eye on the old boy. I didn't need to get pushed through any secret doors. I tried making conversation about his boss. He wasn't having any. Maybe that wasn't smart for a guy in his position.


  Winger took up the slack. "I'm disappointed in you."


  "I'm disappointed in me a lot, too. What did I do to break your heart?"


  "That guy is a ripe fruit."


  "A whole orchard."


  "Worked right. . . ."


  "I couldn't take the clown. He could probably tell me something I need to know, but I'd like to hold his toes in a fire for a while."


  "Garrett!"


  "You got yourself tied in with a loony, Winger. He'll get you killed. I'll take your word you weren't working with those guys who chased me a while back. But I noticed some of them were there, hanging around in the background. You better keep your eyes open." I had a feeling they'd been dogging her since Easterman hired her. A character like him would use a tactic like that.


  I had no sympathy for Fido. I didn't owe him squat. And now I had an idea who'd done Squirrel. I'd pass it on next time I saw Crask or Sadler.


  We got out of that bughouse. I didn't look back. "Winger, you know anything about the book?"


  "Only that it's supposed to be about so by so and weigh fifteen to twenty pounds. The pages are brass."


  "Brass. Brass shadows. It's what the dwarves call a book of shadows. Each page has a character described on it. Whoever reads the page can become the character written there."


  "Say what?"


  We were safely away, without any tail I could spot. I led her to the steps of a public building. They still consider public buildings public here. For now. Subjects gather on the steps. Sometimes they live there in good weather. We could plant ourselves and talk without getting bashed over the head and told to move along by the hired thugs who police the Hill's streets. "Think about it, sweetheart."


  "About what? How?"


  "Say a guy has a dream. No matter how crazy the guy or how insane the dream. Eh? Then all of a sudden he gets a real chance to grab it. Eh?"


  "You lost me, Garrett."


  I didn't think she was that slow. I played it out, explained a little more about what the book was supposed to be. "That creep Fido wants to be a wicked wizard more than anything in the world. But he doesn't have the talent it takes to trip over his own feet. He's so bad at what he wants it's almost easy to feel sorry for him. Almost. But I can't when it comes to the Book of Shadows. A nut like him gets it. . . ."


  Her eyes widened. "Oh."


  "Oh. Yeah. You got it. But he doesn't have the book. Yet. We know that for sure because he's so crazy he'd be taking his wicked-wizard act all over town if he did."


  "Let me think about this, Garrett."


  "You know him better than I do."


  "I said let me think." Her face furrowed up exactly the way Saucerheads does when he concentrates. I had a feeling she was like Tharpe in ways other than size. She'd be one of those who think slow but steady, sometimes getting there more surely than those of us who are quicker of wit.


  After a while I said, "He must have been in touch with Blaine sometime. Else how would he know about the book?"


  "Yeah. Blaine did offer to sell it to him, I think. But something happened. He backed off."


  "And got killed for his trouble."


  "My fault, probably. I found Blaine for Lubbock."


  "Huh?"


  "I told you, I'm a manhunter. He wanted Blaine found, I found Blaine."


  I glimmed Easterman's hangout. It wasn't far away. Not far enough. Somebody was up top trying to lure a flying thunder-lizard down. I guess Fido wanted to catch him his very own dragon.


  "But he didn't get the book."


  "I guess not. I don't know why. Unless Blaine spotted me and guessed who I was."


  Curious. Blaine hadn't had the book when they'd killed him, logically. But he'd had it earlier, and had tried to use it, because he'd been Carla Lindo when he'd stumbled into my house. The Serpent couldn't have it any more than Fido did, else she wouldn't be trying to kill me. She'd be headed out of town.


  Gnorst? I'd seen no evidence he was even looking. I'd guess he didn't have it, either.


  So where the hell did it go?


  Why should I care? Tinnie was going to be all right.


  I asked, "You think anybody ought to have that kind of power?"


  "Me, I could handle it. But I don't know nobody else I'd trust."


  "And I don't know about you."


  "How much you pay me not to find it?"


  "What?"


  "I come to the city for the money, Garrett. Not to save the world."


  "I like a straightforward thinker. I like a girl who has her priorities straight and knows what she wants. I'll give you a straight answer. Not a copper. You don't have a glimmer where it is."


  "But I will I find things real good. Tell you what. When I find it, I'll give you a chance to outbid Lubbock."


  "And the Serpent? You maybe ought to think about that some. While you're at it, think about what happened to Blaine."


  "That's no problem."


  "Look, Winger, it's stupid not to be scared. There's some bad people in this town. And you got some of the baddest looking for you. On account of Squirrel. If they catch up with you, you can kiss your tail good-bye." I mentioned it because once again I'd glimpsed somebody who looked like Crask.


  "I can take care of myself."


  "I saw, when you tried to jump me."


  "Damn it, Garrett, I'm not your responsibility. Back off."


  Something about the way she flared there, and her choice of words, made me wonder if the Winger I was seeing was the real Winger. "All right. All right. Tell me where those dwarves went."


  "Twenty marks."


  "Mercenary bitch. You'd sell your own mother."


  "If the price was right. Two marks. To cover expenses. Won't do you much good. She's dead."


  "I'm sorry."


  "Oh, she's still breathing. She's just been dead from the chin up for the last thirty years. All she knows how to do is whine and bitch and make babies. Sixteen, last time I counted. Probably a couple more by now. Her almost bleeding to death having the fourteenth, then keeping on pumping them out, was what made up my mind I didn't want to be like her."


  "Twenty marks." I didn't blame her. Peasants live short and ugly lives, uglier for the women. Maybe she didn't have anything to lose, considering. "But I don't have it on me right now."


  "I'll trust you. They say your word is good. Just don't get yourself croaked before I can collect."


  "So talk to me. Where are they?"


  "You going there right now?"


  "Yeah. If you tell me."


  "Mind if I just show you? Might find me something interesting, too."
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  We'd hardly begun walking. Suddenly people started running around cackling at each other like the world's biggest chicken herd. They didn't act scared, they just wanted to know what was happening. Me too, you bet. I got no sense from the confusion till everybody stopped, faced the same way, and pointed.


  The shadows came first, rippling over us. Then came the monsters, out of the morning sun, a good dozen of them. Instead of drifting way up high, they were down at rooftop level, wing tip to wing tip, necks snaky and heads darting around. They screeched as they went over. MorCartha appeared from nowhere, diving for safety below.


  Nobody panicked. There was no cause. Those things were big but not massive. They couldn't carry anyone off. Maybe a cat or small dog. They didn't have the wing power to go flapping away with anything heavier.


  Somebody nearby observed, "They're cleaning out the pigeons." Which was why their heads were darting around. "One comes along ahead of the others and flushes those feathered rats, then the rest get them on the fly."


  Somebody else said, "I hear they's a bunch of the big meat-eaters in the hills up north."


  Grimmer news, that. Some of those critters stand thirty feet tall, weigh a dozen tons, and snack on mammoths. The farmers would be in for some excitement. I told Winger, "There you go, you want to make money. I know a guy pays prime rates for thunder-lizard hides." Willard Tate used thunder-lizard leather for the soles of army boots.


  Winger spat. "Easier money here." Like I'd made a serious suggestion. Not subtle, friend Winger.


  We started moving again. When we hit a quiet stretch, she said, "I didn't know you had those things around here."


  "We don't. Usually. Something must be pushing them south. They don't like it down here. Too cold and unfriendly."


  Which sparked a thought. If there were big carnivores rampaging through the hills, they wouldn't last. One chilly night and that would be that. The farmers would sneak around and feed them a few hundred pounds of poisoned steel while they were too sluggish to protect themselves. Then Old Man Tate would find himself with more hides than he could handle.


  One reason thunder-lizards stay away from the sapient races is they always get the dirty end. They're pretty dim, but they've learned that. Teeth and claws and mass are only so much use against brains and sorcery and sharp, poisoned steel.


  Which is another reason we didn't see much fear. Not to mention the fact that TunFaire is surrounded by a wall no thunder-lizard could climb.


  The excitement made it difficult to tell if we were being tailed, by Fido's boys or Chodo's. I took it for granted we had company. I worried more about Easterman's clowns than Chodo's troops. The latter would be pros. They'd be predictable. All I knew about the Brunos was that they could be deadly.


  As we walked I hammered away at Winger, trying to get through. She couldn't believe things were as black as I claimed. She didn't understand how potent the Book of Dreams could be. Or she didn't want to.


  We'd just passed Lettie Faren's cathouse, which clings to the skirts of the Hill like a malignant parasite, and I'd started telling Winger a story about something that had happened there. I was worried about the woman. She didn't get the chuckle she should have. . . . Sadler stepped out of an alley. Just for a second. Nothing special to someone who didn't know him. But I knew him. I glanced back. I doubted any tail would have spotted him.


  He wanted to talk to me. Did I want to talk to him? Particularly, did I want to walk down a dark alley with him?


  Well, maybe I could get him off my tail. "Winger, I got to see a man about a dog. Hang on a minute." I headed toward that alley hitching my pants. Watchers would buy it if I didn't take all day.


  I was at a disadvantage stepping out of the brightness into shadow. If Sadler wanted me, he had me. I said, "Make it fast."


  "Right. Heard you had a close scrape."


  "Yeah. Dwarves. Again."


  "I heard. That the woman we been looking for?"


  "The very one. Only she didn't cut Squirrel. I think I know who did. Brunos who work for a guy called Fido Easterman."


  He snickered. "Fido?"


  "It's an imperial title. Don't make mock. Yeah. He's crazy as a platoon of loons. Real candidate for the ha-ha house. Got a place up the Hill looks like a haunted castle. Wants to be an evil sorcerer."


  "He isn't?"


  "Like a stone isn't. He's just crazy. Maybe it's his business. Metal smelting. Maybe he's breathed too many fumes off the crucibles. He's got four Brunos that I spotted. Not first water. I think he went for cheap over competent."


  Sadler clicked his tongue, looked thoughtful. He seemed distracted. Odd. He'd wanted to talk to me, not the other way around.


  I said, "There's a good chance they offed Blaine, too."


  Sadler clicked again, looked even more thoughtful. Maybe he was turning into a philosophical cricket. It could happen. Stranger things have.


  "What?" I asked. Impatient me. Just because a whiz don't take twenty minutes.


  "These guys are second rate, eh?"


  "Looked it to me." Was he paying attention?


  "What about that door? Who cut Squirrel so deep? Somebody with a little strength, eh?"


  I hadn't thought of that. "Yeah. I guess."


  "You guess. That's you, Garrett. Guessing and stumbling around in the dark till you fall over something. Reason I wanted to talk to you, we got a line on some dwarves. Probably won't do you no good. They was in a big dust-up down on the Landing. Dwarfish gang fight. One bunch jumped another bunch. After, some headed for Dwarf Fort, some headed toward the Bledsoe. I'd call it a draw, far as how it turned out. I got some guys trying to track the ones went toward the hospital. Thought you'd want to know."


  "Yeah. Thanks." I forgot to mention Winger and I were on a trail. Better to have the hard boys headed somewhere else. "This is turning into the longest leak in history. Anybody was watching me they'd be getting suspicious."


  "You worry too much. Crask can handle them. But go on. Catch you later." He drifted into shadow, taking his aura of menace with him.


  "Yeah. Later." I stomped out of there hitching my pants and shaking my head.


  Winger said, "You must have a five-gallon bladder, Garrett." She was breathing heavy.


  "Yeah. Something happen?"


  She gave me a mocking smile. "Nothing I couldn't handle. Some guy tried to pick me up. I discouraged him."


  "Oh. Let's move." I wanted to see what I could see before Chodo's boys stumbled into my way. Always seemed to be people turning up dead when they did.


  Winger seemed disappointed that I didn't have any banter or follow-up questions about her encounter. I shrugged it off.


  It was hard to make any speed. The streets had filled with people gawking at the pigeon exterminators. One glided over, pathfinding. I said, "I hear those things only go thirty, forty pounds." This one went right over the Tate compound, which wasn't far away. I wondered if Tinnie was watching, too. For no reason I could finger I was feeling blue.


  "Cheer up, Garrett. We'll find that book and get rich."


  Or dead. Lots more likely dead.
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  The longer we walked the more certain I became that I'd have to renegotiate with Winger. I glanced at her, big as me, strutting along like she dared the world to take its best shot. Something about her unjustified cockiness appealed to me. Give her a dose of sense, she might be all right.


  "Hey, Winger. That twenty isn't an open offer. I won't buy a pig in a poke. You got to deliver dwarves."


  "No cat in this bag, Garrett. You'll get dwarves."


  Cat and pig, both expressions come from an old country con. Once upon a time peasants took piglets to market in a "poke." Some grifter got the idea of stuffing the bag with a cat and selling it to somebody gullible enough not to look inside before he handed over his money. So. Pig in a poke, cat out of the bag.


  I wanted dwarves. I got them. But not exactly in mint condition.


  "What's going on?" Winger muttered. People were milling around a tenement that had seen its best days a hundred years before I was born. People who weren't interested in the ongoing airshow.


  "Trouble," I told her. "Past tense. Else we'd have a desert here."


  "Ghouls?"


  "You could say that."


  She pushed through the crowd, not caring who she shoved or elbowed. She was mad, perfectly willing to get in a fight. I wondered if I ought to be around somebody who had herself a war on with the whole world.


  The first dead dwarf lay sprawled in the tenement entrance, hacked and stabbed and twisted up into an unnatural position. He clutched the hilt of a broken knife. "Got swamped in a rush, looks like," I said. "Anybody see it happen?" I'm a dreamer.


  The nearest vultures looked at me like I was crazy. I shrugged, pushed inside. No crowd in there, which suggested the folks outside expected city busybodies any minute. People not worried about the Watch would have been inside collecting anything the dead couldn't use anymore.


  The Watch seldom bothers doing much policing or chasing, but they do grab folks found on the scene, then make life miserable for them. I told Winger, "We'd better do this quick."


  "Do what?" She sounded depressed. I supposed she was thinking about all the things she couldn't buy with the money I wasn't going to pay her.


  "Look the place over. See what's to be seen."


  "Why? All you're going to see is more dead guys."


  She had a point. There was another on the first floor landing and three in the hallway on the second. Two of those may have been attackers. They were better kempt, better clad. Gnorst's bunch.


  The fight had proceeded along the hallway, scourged a half-dozen sleeping rooms, and tumbled down a cramped rear stairwell. None of the rooms had doors. Most had been torn apart by somebody in a hurry looking for something. We found a ratman and a dwarf, both critically wounded and a lot of nothing else. I asked, "Was this the place you wanted to sell me?"


  "Sure was." Still depressed.


  "You tried."


  "That don't put money in my pocket. What's that racket?" She meant the yelling out front.


  "Watch must be coming. People telling each other to make themselves invisible. Which isn't such a bad idea." I stomped down the back stairway. Behind me, Winger muttered about her luck couldn't turn worse if she prayed. Her vocabulary wasn't unique or imaginative, but it was colorful.


  The back way out featured a broken door. I squeezed through. The mess beyond suggested somebody tried to hold Gnorst's dwarves there while the renegades made their getaway. One of Gnorst's dwarves lay partially buried in litter, alive enough to groan. I tried asking him questions. If he spoke any Karentine, he was too involved in his own misery to respond. He did manage one dwarfish outburst filled with fireworks, the only word of which I caught was "ogre." I told Winger, "This one will be all right. If the Watch don't lynch him just to make believe they're doing something useful."


  "I think they're in the building." There was a racket inside.


  "Time to go. Watch your step." TunFaire's alleys serve many unplanned uses, especially those of trash dump and public relief facility. The quality of cleanup attention they get from the city ratmen declines as one moves farther from the Hill. What the lords don't see don't exist. We were far from the hub of the wheel here, in a stretch so foul it boasted no homeless tenants.


  A Watchman stepped into our path as we approached the street. Being a naturally courteous kind of guy, I'd let Winger go first. The Watchman was about five six and tricked out in those gaudy blues and reds, a pretty little devil who got him a nasty grin when he saw he had somebody boxed. He started to say something.


  What did he want to say? Who the hell knows? Winger grabbed him by the throat, planted one on his nose, hoisted him up, and flipped him into the mess behind us. Like he weighed about six pounds. I wanted to gawk but knew it wouldn't work. He had friends. "Bright move, Winger. Real bright." I hoped he hadn't seen me well enough to know me if we met again.


  I put the old heels and toes to work doing what the gods intended and didn't slow down till I was ten blocks away. Huffing, puffing, snorting like a bilious dragon, I looked for Winger. Not a sign of her. She'd gone her own way. Which was maybe an excellent idea and one I ought to hope she'd pursue indefinitely. A guy could get hurt hanging around with people like her.
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  I trust the light was feeble there, the Dead Man sent. Winger's behavior amused him. Is there any likelihood the Watchman recognized you?


  "Why should he?"


  You are a known character.


  That sack of petrified lard was worried about losing his free ride!


  He wouldn't have admitted it if I'd set a fire under him but the truth smoldered through. If he lost me, he might actually have to work to keep a roof over his head. There's nothing in this world he loathes more than work.


  The fact that he was worried worried me. It was out of character. I take my life in my hands every time I go sniffing around after the bad boys. That never bothered him before. It got me thinking and that's always dangerous. Wondering if he hadn't had some premonition. Wouldn't surprise me to find he could peek into the future. Especially after the way he'd been guessing what Glory Mooncalled would do.


  "What's happened?" I thought it a perfectly reasonable query. He ignored it. "Be that way, then." I took my question to Dean.


  "Nothing," Dean told me. "Except that he did hint that he was getting something like a black vibration out of the Cantard. I think he meant he felt something happening down there."


  "Oh, my. It'd have to be big." Oh, my, oh, my.


  I couldn't believe it was anything but imagination. Dead men got nothing to do but fantasize. But. . . . If something that big was happening, it had to involve Glory Mooncalled.


  

  


  


  When the going gets tough, the tough get going. When the going gets tough, Garrett puts his feet up and has a beer. I took a pitcher into the office and snuggled up with Eleanor. We had us a chat about whether or not I had any obligation, anywhere, now I could be sure Tinnie was going to be all right. Eleanor didn't have much to say, but somewhere along the way, after things got a little dizzy, I recalled that I'd taken on a client, a wee lovely who thought me finding an improbable book could save her father's bacon.


  I didn't want to believe in the thing, but people and dwarves were dropping like flies. We were playing morCartha down here on the ground. I was caught in it, like it or not. Somebody wanted me to join the flies.


  Dean brought beer and a stern look. I asked, "Where's Carla Lindo?"


  "Guest room. Worrying." He assumed his human roadblock stance. "She doesn't need comforting. She needs help."


  "Yeah. Sure. So do I. You don't see me getting any. Hell. I'm done waiting for it to come to me. I'll go round it up." I drained another mug of courage, checked my portable arsenal, headed for the door. Dean trotted along behind grinning like an old death's-head.


  His romantic notions would be the death of me yet.


  I'm immune to romantic notions, of course. I'm a block of heavy metal unshakably planted at the center of a plain of common sense, illuminated by the sun of reason.


  Right. Look up. See the swarms of pigs flying south for the winter?


  

  


  


  I hadn't been inside, isolated from the city ambience, for long, but something had changed. Some new level of tension had been reached. There were fewer people out. Those who were seemed nervous. I could see no real reason.


  I visited Morley's place but found no Morley. I went away puzzled, headed for Saucerhead's shabby den.


  Tharpe was out, too. Not one of his mouse-size lady friends was there to clue me where he'd gone, either. 'Twas a puzzlement.


  I went away frowning. Something had to be going on. Especially with Morley. He faded from sight sometimes, but I'd never known him to take his whole crew with him. There'd always been some way to get in touch.


  I headed for home.


  I got the news from a neighbor moments before I reached the house.


  

  


  


  "Big roughhouse in the Cantard, Old Bones," I told the Dead Man. "Word's just in. All mixed up. Sounds like our troops and the Venageti caught up with Mooncalled at the same time, some place called Broken Back Canyon. No word how it came out yet, though." All the neighbor knew was that the battle had been all-time big. I assumed the northbound dispatches had been sent immediately on contact. The mere catching of Mooncalled was news of major importance.


  I suspected as much. To yield vibrational energies I can detect here. . . . It must be the battle of battles and still going on. I would not have expected Mooncalled to be capable of so violent a defense.


  "Cornered rats. But Mooncalled always did the unexpected.


  Perhaps. Let us not concern ourselves overmuch before more coherent information arrives. I sense that you are troubled.


  "What a genius. Amazing how you figure things out." I told him about my day, such as it was so far.


  Go eat. Let me think.


  I did that, without a squabble. I was that down, feeling that inadequate.


  "He's had an hour," I told Dean, who was thoroughly sick of me hanging around the kitchen. "That ought to be long enough for even a genius." Stomach full, now optimistic enough to have put aside thoughts of suicide, I hit the hallway.


  Carla Lindo stepped out of the Dead Man's room. She carried a broom and dustpan. I stopped to gape. Behind me, Dean started apologizing. "She wanted to do something, Mr. Garrett. And he doesn't bother her."


  "Fine." No broom ever took my breath away. No. She'd just turned my spine to jelly with a look that should have gotten the fire bells sounding all over town.


  I grabbed myself by the collar and dragged me into the Dead Man's room before I soaked the carpet with drool.


  She is attractive, is she not?


  "Huh? You too?" We lived in an age of wonders indeed. The millennium was at hand. He never said anything nice about persons of the opposite sex. But maybe Carla Lindo was opposite enough to touch even the dead.


  You have something to report?


  "Huh?"


  Report it may help you avoid hyperventilation.


  "I already told you everything."


  Oh. So you did.


  Somebody started pounding on the front door. The Dead Man didn't appear interested. I ignored it. Whoever might go away. It was time to uncomplicate my life.


  I have been thinking, Garrett.


  "Hey, that's great I'm glad to hear it. Especially since that's what you get paid for."


  Garrett! Time is of the essence.


  "So quit wasting it. I've only got maybe thirty years left."


  I have been mulling this Book of Dreams. it occurs to me that Chodo Contague must soon, if he has not already, discover the nature of the root of all this excitement. It occurs to me that, then, his interest will intensify, passing beyond professional revenge.


  "Huh?" He does go on like that. "You lost me." Not really, but he does like to feel smarter than the rest of us and the best way to keep him moving is to appeal to his ego.


  The more I consider this Book of Shadows, the more sinister and seductive it seems.


  I made appropriate noises indicating awed curiosity.


  We all play roles all the time, Garrett. We all develop multiple faces we don according to the situation and companion of the moment and, perhaps, according to the advantage we hope to acquire. How terribly convenient it would be to have the ability to become whatever we wanted, filling the role to perfection, whenever that suited our whim. He sounded wistful. Having a Carla Lindo around can do that to anybody. How very convenient if we happen to be afflicted with terrible handicaps.


  Like being dead, maybe? "I get you. But my inclination is just to squat here till we see how the wind's blowing."


  Unacceptable. There is a balance that must be rectified. Not to mention the fact that we have undertaken to aid Miss Ramada. I must do some additional thinking on how best to proceed. While I do so, I suggest you cross the hall. Dean has installed Mr. Tate in your office. He appears to need reassurances.


  "Willard Tate? Here?"


  The same.


  "The old boy never leaves his compound. What the hell is he doing here?"


  You might ask.


  Nothing like a subtle hint. "Yeah. Right." I headed for the office.


  Tate had taken the guest chair. He didn't fit. Too small. Like a wispy, gray old gnome. Dean had settled him with a pitcher. He was working on that and flirting with Eleanor. I said, "Three minutes more and you wouldn't have caught me home." Just to suggest that I was a busy man.


  He glowered. "Tinnie's taken a bad turn, Garrett." He gestured reassuringly, though. "Won't kill her, they tell me. But it's enough to leave me an emotional wreck. I came here to find out if you've learned anything new."


  "Not a lot."


  I told him about my day. He shook his head slowly, angrily, looked at Eleanor as though he was talking to her. "I'm wasting my time and yours, I know that. But I couldn't work. Couldn't sit still." As he spoke he changed, gaining an edge of steel. "I want to meet this woman who calls herself the Serpent. I want to tell her a thing or two."


  "She's a witch, Mr. Tate. And not any tealeaf reader, either. Not easy to reach and big trouble if you do. Moreover, my partner has cautioned me that Chodo Contague should be developing a more than passing interest in her." I explained why.


  Tate rose. He would have paced had there been room. "I don't like seeing Tinnie hurt, Garrett. Nor any Tate. Especially not for no reason. I won't endure it. Chodo isn't a problem. I have money. I have proven connections. I can buy myself a stormwarden if I care to."


  "Sounds like the frying pan to the fire to me. Suppose you do buy you one. What happens when he figures out what the book is?"


  "I don't much care."


  "You ought to. I do. We have obligations that transcend—"


  "Crap."


  "It's not quite law of the jungle and survival of the fittest out there, Mr. Tate. Not yet. And that's mainly because some of us do what's right. Listen to me. That book is evil incarnate. Even if every character recorded in it is as sweet and naive as Tinnie, the book is an instrument of darkness. Its only use can be to do evil."


  Was this me speechifying? My oh my.


  I'd started thinking about how I could use the book myself. I suspected anybody who heard about it would do the same. Human nature. How could anyone who possessed it resist abusing the power it would confer?


  "Think about this. If the Book of Shadows didn't exist, would Tinnie be a step from death's door? How about all the people who've already died because of it? It's pure evil because it brings out the worst in everybody."


  In his best moments Tate looks like he's noshing lemons. This wasn't one of his best times. "I think you're splitting hairs, Garrett. That book didn't kill anybody. People made decisions and acted on them. Only then did people die."


  "Those decisions were warped by knowledge of the existence of the book."


  "You're quibbling. We're quibbling. Why? Are you trying to get money out of me? Why on earth are you sitting there talking to me at all?"


  Best question he'd asked so far. "Courtesy, Mr. Tate. Courtesy."


  "Why don't you toss me out? I'm just an old pain in the ass who's keeping you from doing something useful."


  He was in a mood, he was. "You have a suggestion, what? Maybe I should rent a horse and go galloping around yelling ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are.' "


  His control had grown ragged, but he actually gave my question consideration.


  "I'd like to do something, Mr. Tate. I want to do something. My style is to grab loose ends and keep picking till things unravel. But I'm having trouble finding any loose threads. All I can do is keep getting in the way and hope that leads somewhere. Meantime, I keep tripping over all these other people who're looking themselves."


  Willard Tate wasn't a wealthy man because he let his emotions rule him. He clamped down. He thought. He told me. "You have resources. The girl. The dwarf chieftain. Those men who work for Contague. Find those two. Keep an eye on them. Let them do your hunting."


  He was a storehouse of ideas, all right. Crazy ideas. Follow Crask and Sadler around? Why not just tie boulders to my toes and go for a swim? Save us all time and trouble.


  "They're only men, Garrett. Chodo's just a man. You've faced down stormwardens. You've invaded a vampire nest. Did those things use up all your courage and leave you a crippled old man, too?"


  He was a manipulator, that guy. "No." What did he want, really? I hadn't yet gotten a real grip on the fact that he was here. Had he slipped his moorings?


  "Money and contacts, Garrett. I've got them. Chodo Contague doesn't intimidate me. I want this Serpent creature. Get her for me. Destroy her book if you want. It means nothing to me. Just get me her. My mind is set. I'll pay whatever it costs. If you have to work through Chodo Contague, do it. Tell me what you need and I'll provide the tools. But don't sit there cringing."


  I wasn't cringing, but wasn't going to argue. He'd started sounding like a candidate for the cackle academy. Having him behind me was all right but preferably far behind and not on any crusade.


  How do I get into these messes? I glanced at Eleanor. "Why me?"


  Hell. I should get out of this racket. Weider still wants me at the brewery. I could handle security there, work regular hours, and never worry about getting caught up in any wackiness.


  A book of shadows that lets somebody change characters like I change socks. Come on. I don't need it.


  Tate and I looked at each other for a while. We drank some beer. He had his anger worked out now and seemed abashed. I'd never seen him that way, but in this world anything can happen.


  The pitcher went dry. I called Dean. Carla Lindo came. Tate squeaked. The resemblance to Tinnie was strong in the weak light. I said, "This is Carla Lindo Ramada, Mr. Tate. The lady the assassins were after."


  He stared. "I understand their mistake. Speaking of which, I made a big one coming here. Made a real fool of myself, eh? Let me get out of your way, Mr. Garrett." He rose, still staring. Carla Lindo was embarrassed.


  His sudden change of attitude left me twitchy. I didn't believe it but didn't know him well enough to guess what he was thinking.


  But I had the Dead Man to explain it to me. I said, "I'll see you to the door."


  Tate was still looking at Carla Lindo when I closed the front door. A platoon of his relatives awaited him out there. Tinnie was the only Tate who went around alone. I wished that just the once, she'd clung to family custom. I'd just as soon I'd never heard of the Book of Dreams.
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  I joined my permanent houseguest. "What was that all about?"


  He wished to discover if you had learned anything new. He is considering taking matters into his own hands. Miss Tate's relapse appears to have unhinged him.


  "You ask me, his hinges never were on tight. Damn. He's one stubborn runt. He could cause a lot of grief."


  That appears to be his intent.


  "You get anything useful out of that thick head?"


  The best time to purchase leather futures. Should you care to get into the shoe and boot trade.


  "You're a scream, Old Bones. Har-har."


  Gnorst has been in the thick of it lately. Go see if he will tell you anything.


  "Right." It was getting dark out. I really wanted to take a stroll amongst the screeching morCartha and lurking dwarves. "Hell, why not? I still got places that don't have bumps and bruises. Maybe if I get out there fast enough, I can even get myself killed."


  He knew no mercy. Do not forget to inquire after the latest from the Cantard.


  Probably had a bet on with himself. Loghyr can do stuff like that if they're inclined. They have multiple brains and sometimes multiple personalities.


  I huffed out of there and told Dean I was going for a walk. Carla Lindo was there with him. I salivated all over the place. She smiled and posed. Saucy. That was a good word for her. Along with about twenty others.


  Dean hammered me with dirty looks. That old boy knows me too damned well, I ought to fire him and get somebody less opinionated. But where could I luck onto somebody who'd do half the job he does?


  I checked the street good before I stepped outside. I checked again after I stepped out. I saw nothing obvious but stayed ready to duck. No bolts came whispering death. The only noise was that of the aerial circus. The morCartha had taken their show to the riverfront tonight.


  I headed for the Safety Zone. It wasn't out of my way. Morley's place was closed up and dark. I went around back. Nothing. Amazing. Even when the front door is closed, there's always somebody in the kitchen.


  I was getting worried.


  I tried Saucerhead's place next. This time I got an answer but not from Tharpe. A little blonde about big enough to sit on his palm told me she hadn't seen him all day. She got worried because it was me looking for him. She thought he was with me. I told her to relax, we'd just missed each other. She didn't relax.


  I didn't either. There was something going on. And I was zooming around in the middle of it like a blind moth amongst a thousand candles.


  A sane moth would have landed and saved his wings.


  Speaking of flames. I'd accumulated a tail again. I sensed it as I moved away from Saucerhead's place. I didn't run any games on him. Let him think I didn't know. Let him relax. I'd move fast when I wanted to shake him.


  I did change my mind about where I'd go next. I'd been thinking of making the rounds of every shady character I knew willing to sell somebody for a copper. None of those people were friends, but they did trust me not to bring down any heat. I'd lose a lot of sources if I went around fingering them even by accident.


  So I headed for Dwarf Fort. Gnorst's crowd could take care of themselves.


  I went to the same door. The same old boy—or his evil twin—answered my knock. "I'm Garrett," I reminded him, in case his memory was feeble or a different dwarf had taken up residence behind all the facial brush. "I need to see the Gnorst again." I figured if this wasn't the same dwarf, he'd at least have heard of my previous visit.


  Same dwarf or not, he had the same talent for public relations. "You Tall Ones are all alike. Think nobody's got nothing better to do than hop when you say frog, even in the middle of the night. All right. All right. If you must. If you insist. Himself, the very Gnorst, said bring you if you turn up again." His manner suggested he thought his boss was a damned fool.


  I stepped inside. "Whoa. Let me close that." I pushed the door shut, to a crack, peeked outside.


  Whoever was out there didn't show himself. This was starting to spook me. I'd known only one man that good. He'd died. And there wasn't any doubt he was still dead.


  Gnorst met me in the same garden. Maybe that was the only place outsiders were entertained. "How can I help you tonight, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Just checking in. I wondered if you'd learned anything since we talked."


  He shook his head. "Not one damned thing." Man. He lied with such style I wanted to believe him anyway. You got to admire a character who can jerk you around and make you like it. Only I didn't like it. He almost snarled as he said, "I would have sent a message if I had. I thought I told you I would."


  Oh really? When? "None of your people knew anything?"


  "No."


  "That's curious."


  "How so?"


  "There've been fights amongst dwarves all day. We've had dead dwarves turning up everywhere. I'd have sworn some were yours."


  "You're a victim of your prejudices and preconceptions, Mr. Garrett. Gods bring on the hour when you stop thinking we all look alike."


  I could plead guilty except the little clown was trying to divert attention. He was lying. I knew he was lying. He knew I knew he was lying. He knew I knew he knew, and so forth. But this was his house and no place to challenge him.


  I said, "When I came here before, I didn't know anything about any Book of Shadows or what dwarves might have to do with making one. Right?"


  Gnorst nodded. "Agreed. So?"


  "You think finding out would make me more dangerous to somebody?"


  "Possibly. Not many non-dwarves know the story. Even among us it's mostly forgotten. It has been said by the wise, knowledge is dangerous."


  "That's what I thought."


  "Sneaking up on something, Mr. Garrett?"


  I thought some before I explained. I wanted it to stay airborne when I shoved it out of the nest, though it would never soar. "The bad boys paid me no attention before I came down here. They've been trying to kill me ever since I walked back out. Makes a guy wonder. How was I different? How did they know? Not to mention how come is it that all these skirmishes between dwarf gangs keep turning out inconclusive?"


  Gnorst darkened behind his face fur. He started pacing. "I did hear about you being attacked up the street. I didn't put it together before. Yes. I see your point. One of your points. They weren't keeping an eye on you, but all of a sudden, they knew you'd seen me and had become a danger. Though it leaves me embarrassed and ashamed, Mr. Garrett, I must admit that it looks like one of my people is an informer."


  Putting it mildly. "That's my guess."


  "Out of curiosity, Mr. Garrett, how is it that you're alive to visit me again? I would think that dwarfish efficiency would extend to setting an ambush.


  "I got lucky. Chodo Contague's men turned up the first time. Second time I started running before they started sniping. I hope there won't be a next time. I hope they're on the run from whoever has been hitting their hideouts."


  He chuckled. It wasn't a nice sound. It was a noise something like the glug-glug of water coming from a ten-gallon bottle crossed with fingernails scraping a slate board.


  "I don't find any of this amusing."


  "I'm sure you don't, Mr. Garrett. What are you doing?"


  I was sneaking toward the edge of the roof. "Somebody's been following me. I thought I might get a look at him from here."


  I didn't, though. It was so damned dark down there he could have danced in the street without me getting a look. I lied, "So that's mainly the reason I came by. To let you know I think you've got a spy on board."


  Gnorst grunted irritably. My experience is, his kind are naturally crabby. Gnorst was a paragon of manners and patience. Maybe that was why he was the local boss dwarf. He told me, "You didn't bring me any news I wanted to hear. Now I have to deal with it."


  It's hard to read a being who grew up in an alien culture yet looks human enough to make you jump to conclusions. But I had a strong suspicion Gnorst was a lot less unhappy than he wanted me to believe. Maybe he thought having a renegade handy was an asset. I could think of ways that would be true.


  "I know what you mean. I've been a regular fountain of bad news all day. Everywhere I go I'm telling somebody something they don't want to hear."


  We fenced awhile with words. He wouldn't give up a thing I could use. I surrendered to the inevitable, told him I was going to go dump it all on the Dead Man. He let me go without another word. He wasn't as gracious as he'd been. That questionable attitude infected my guide. The dwarf took no pains to make my passage through the place a comfort.


  I froze the moment I hit the street, looked around carefully. Garrett don't get bitten by the same snake twice. I saw nothing. Even so, I moved away ready for anything.


  Nothing ever happens when you're ready.


  The silence overhead seemed almost ominous. The morCartha had retired, for whatever reason. I almost missed them. They had become part of city life.
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  I had the night to myself. Unless you count sharing with a tail. It wasn't a happy feeling. Empty streets always mean trouble to me.


  Whoever was after me was spooky. I only ever knew one guy that good, Pokey Pigotta. Maybe this was Pokey's ghost.


  I'd outthought Pokey once when he'd been on me. Maybe I could use the trick again. It was hard to beat for a guy working alone. I looked for a busy tavern I knew would have a back door.


  Not my day. It didn't work. I didn't catch anybody sliding in the front door by sprinting around from the back. It was like the guy was psychic. All I accomplished was to let whoever know I knew he was there. Go match wits with a rock, Garrett. Chances are the rock will come out ahead.


  Having somebody dog you works on your head. You start out wondering who and why. Pretty soon you're into what if and then imagination flares and you've got a vampire or werewolf or ghoul pack just waiting for you to walk down a dark alley with your eyes closed.


  There ain't no comforting thoughts, come a dark night.


  Hell with the clown. Let him walk his behind off. He didn't seem interested in messing with me, just in seeing what I got me up to. If I kept moving, he'd have no time to report to whoever sicked him on me.


  I was tired and depressed and short on zest for life. Maybe even a little cranky. I get that way when things keep on not going my way. Call me spoiled.


  I was near the Bledsoe Infirmary, a charity hospital supported by surviving descendants of the old imperial family, when I sensed a change in the night. It wasn't obvious, just a difference. Nothing I could pin down. My shadow was there still. The morCartha weren't making much racket. Random flying thunder-lizards still ghosted overhead, chasing bats. The streets remained underpopulated. I wondered if it might not be some holiday among the night people


  I paused to consider the Bledsoe, a monument to good intentions having become a symbol of despair. A place of fear, where the poor went to die and the mad screamed out their souls in overcrowded, locked wards. The imperial family did all they could, but their best wasn't enough. Their money and donations of labor barely kept it from falling down. It was huge, gray, ugly, and may have been imposing in its prime, a couple of hundred years ago. Now it was just another shabby old building, bigger than but no better than ten thousand others in TunFaire.


  I shook my head, startled by an original thought. I couldn't recall ever having seen new construction anywhere in the city. Was the war that big a drain on resources?


  The war is the most important thing in all our lives, whether or not we're directly involved. It shapes our selves and surroundings and forges our futures as every minute passes.


  Whatever was happening in the Cantard, so heroic the Dead Man could sense it from here, would have a crashing impact on all our lives.


  That scared me. I'm not fond of things the way they are, but the only changes I can see will be for the worse. The bigger the change, the more for the worse.


  Some tiny sound reached me, some ghostly flicker of motion teased the corner of my vision. I'd been a step too far away from here and now realized it, and my reaction was maybe more vigorous than it should have been. I did me a wild roundhouse kick toward the movement, brought my foot down, ducked and pivoted and lashed the air with a knife.


  Crask was saved by the fact that my tippytoe brushed his chin lightly, pushing him back. He'd thrown himself away at the same time. Now he sat on his duff looking up at me with a goofy expression.


  "Say. . . ." he said. "Say. What's wrong with you?"


  I had so much juice in me so sudden I started shaking. I'd blown it, really. I took some deep breaths to calm me down, put the knife away, extended a hand. "Sorry. You startled me bad."


  "Yeah? Well, you got no call. . . ." I shut up as he reached with his left hand. I didn't like the look in his eye. I pulled my hand back before he grabbed it and went to chewing on it.


  He got up slowly, using only his left hand. I noticed he had his right arm strapped to his stomach. "What happened to you?" Hard to tell in that light but his face looked a little worse for wear, too. He looked less intimidating than usual.


  He got up slowly, rubbed his behind. Damn, he looked embarrassed! Maybe it was the light leaking from the Bledsoe. . . . He didn't have an answer.


  I leaped to a conclusion. He'd been the guy Winger had discouraged when Sadler had me in that alley. No proof, and he'd never tell, but by damn I'd put money on it. A copper or two, anyway. I grinned. "You shouldn't ought to sneak up that way."


  "I didn't sneak. I walked right into you, Garrett."


  I didn't argue. You don't with a Crask or Sadler. "What you doing here?"


  "Looking for you. Your man said you were headed for Dwarf Fort. I come down this way figuring you'd be headed back by now."


  I was going to have to have a talk with Dean. Though it was understandable he'd answer Crask's questions if Crask put on his nasty face. "What's up?"


  "Couple things. You seen Sadler?"


  "Not since. . . . Not for a long time. Why?"


  "Disappeared." Crask didn't waste many words. "Come to see Chodo right after. . . ." He wasn't going to talk about the incident. "Talked some, then went away. Nobody seen him go. Wasn't told he was supposed to. Nobody's seen him since. Chodo's concerned."


  Chodo was concerned. That would be an understatement, as were most statements about the kingpin. In language the rest of us would use, it meant Chodo was mightily pissed.


  I don't usually volunteer information, especially to the kingpin's people, but I made an exception. "Guys have been disappearing all over. I can't find a trace of Morley Dotes. Likewise Saucerhead Tharpe. You might say I'm concerned, too. I don't hear anything on the street. You?"


  He shook his head first, some top skin flashing in the hospital light. "I thought Dotes was sulking on account of we used his place."


  "I thought so, too. At first. Only that wouldn't be his style, would it?"


  "Nah. Feisty as he is, he'd have busted our heads and kicked our asses out of there if he was really pissed."


  "He'd have tried, anyway."


  Crask smiled. He did that so seldom it was startling. "Yeah. Tried. I got some business I got to get on with, Garrett. I'm late, I been chasing all over after you to find out about Sadler. I want you should walk along, talk to me. Maybe we can brainstorm out where people are disappearing."


  I didn't feel like it but didn't argue. It wasn't that I was afraid of offending him. I thought I might learn something. Call it intuition.


  The first thing I learned was that Crask wasn't, for the moment at least, the man I knew and loathed. He was so busy working on something inside him that some of his barriers against the world leaked. He seemed almost human at moments—though not so much I'd want my sister to marry him if I had a sister. I don't and I'm glad. My friends are hostages enough for fortune.
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  For some hours I'd entertained the notion that Chodo had eliminated Morley and Saucerhead in order to deprive me of resources should I discover he'd become interested in the Book of Dreams. Sometimes you get that way, thinking you're the center of the universe. But once I ran into Crask, the speculation collapsed under the weight of reason.


  You grab straws when nothing makes sense.


  Morley had dropped out before Chodo could have discovered the book's nature. Even now I had no real reason to suspect he knew about the book. Him looking for a missing Sadler only made everything murkier.


  Who might be making people disappear? The Serpent shouldn't be interested in those guys. She was after the Book of Dreams. Headhunting wouldn't help. The same reasoning applied to happy old Fido Easterman.


  So who had reason to eliminate my acquaintances?


  Plenty of people, if you took them individually. But nobody was the only answer when you considered them as a group. They didn't share many enemies.


  Crask agreed.


  We trudged along, me leaning into the bitter wind and grumbling about not having a clue. Then about having so many clues I didn't know which had to do with what.


  "Where we headed?" I asked. This wasn't helping me any yet. I glanced back I still felt the presence of that shadow that had been with me off and on. I didn't see anything. Like I'd maybe expected I would?


  "Tenderloin," Crask mumbled. The wind was getting to him, too. He was trying to shelter his injured arm. "Got an appointment with some dwarves."


  Ah. So, "Why didn't I think of that?"


  The Tenderloin is sin's homeland in TunFaire. Anything goes, nobody asks questions, nobody interferes with anybody else. Missionaries not welcome. Reformers enter at your own risk. Likewise everybody else. The Serpent's whole gang could hide there in plain sight easy, despite everyone and everything being owned by Chodo. They'd just need to remember not to run in a pack.


  I really should have thought of it. The Tenderloin isn't far from Dwarf Fort. It's just a few blocks past the Bledsoe and I'd been told the renegade dwarves had fled that way after one of their skirmishes with Gnorst's bunch. Had I been from out of town and needed to hide, that's where I'd have gone to ground.


  So why hadn't I thought to come poke around? I must be getting senile.


  The Tenderloin never sleeps, it just slows down late. When we arrived, lamplighters were out snuffing lights, conserving oil. During peak hours the area is awash with light, a carnival, but the management doesn't waste a copper that won't return ten. This was the hour of the diehard, when light and darkness were irrelevant.


  The Tenderloin is like the whores who are its chief commodity, all paint and makeup on the outside. Behind the flash lies rot and stink and human despair. Even where they could, they don't put makeup on that. By the time you look it in the eye, they've already gotten your money and are interested only in processing you through as fast as can be managed.


  The wind grew more bitter by the minute. Maybe that was why the morCartha had taken the night off. Their native valleys are much warmer. The lamplighters hunched inside their ragged coats and cursed into their beards. The barkers for various establishments watched the street through doors cracked scant inches, waited till we drew abreast to jump out and wax rhapsodic about wonders unimaginable available within. They retreated when we signaled lack of interest. Nobody pressed. They all recognized Crask.


  I let him show the way, wandered off inside me in search of one good reason why I kept charging around looking for the Book of Dreams. I'd begun to distrust me. I feared there was a part of me that wanted it the way the Serpent and Easterman wanted it. The way maybe even the local prince of dwarves wanted it.


  There was a new idea. It deserved a look. It might explain why Gnorst was uncommunicative. He might be thinking of trying on Nooney Krombach's shoes.


  "Uh-oh." While I was scouting the badlands within, the outer landscape had changed. The streets had emptied. Crask had stopped hurrying. Now he tread softly, clung to shadows.


  Something was about to go down.


  Crask had a few steps on me. I zagged to the side, up stairs that climbed the face of an old tenement. He didn't notice. His attention was focused ahead. I flattened out on the landing in front of a second-story doorway.


  I trust my hunches, usually. I'd had a sudden, strong one that this was no time for Garrett to be out in the open and a worse one to dive into shadowed alleys. I thought shadow and tried to become one with the chilly darkness, nothing but watching eyes.


  My hunch was good. I'd barely flattened myself out when every alley in sight barfed hard boys. Crask made hand signals. They all headed for the place that was the target of Crask's good hand.


  About then he noticed I wasn't with him anymore. He looked around, startled, spat, cursed, and I knew I'd come one step short of stepping into a big pile of it, maybe.


  Had he been leading me to the slaughter?


  Joining his party sure didn't look like a brilliant move. I stayed where I was and froze my tail and wondered.


  What was wrong with the Serpent? I'd been told and told that somebody who could make a book of shadows was a real heavyweight in the sorcery game. But she didn't act like a heavyweight. Her sort, when they have any weight at all, aren't bashful about throwing it around. But she did her pushing and shoving with second-string hired hands. It was confusing.


  The state TunFaire was in, with all our witches and wizards and whatnot off to chase Glory Mooncalled, somebody like the Serpent ought to be able to do whatever she damned well pleased. But she was going about her search like she had no more power than crazy Fido.


  Had she put it all into her book, then let that get away?


  Sounded good. Sounded like she would be one desperate witch, cranky as a dragon with bad teeth.


  Chodo's hordes swept silently toward a tenement. The silence didn't last. A big uproar broke out as soon as a couple got inside. There were enough illegal weapons in evidence to arm a company. The uproar inside reached battle pitch. People were getting hurt in there.


  It didn't last. The kingpin's men started dragging captives outside, began forcing them to undress.


  Uh-oh. The Dead Man's prophecy had come true.


  I couldn't hear the orders and threats Crask issued but didn't need to. He had to be looking for tattoos.


  I didn't see the Serpent among the prisoners. Neither did Crask. He stomped around and cussed theatrically. I rested my chin on my forearms, shivered, and wondered how he'd known about the tattoos. Had I mentioned them? I couldn't recall. I guess I must have when I was trying to direct Chodo's attention toward the Serpent.


  Crask didn't accept defeat. He had his troops drag out the dead and wounded, lined everybody up, started his inspection all over again. The prisoners shivered and whimpered. The wind was merciless.


  He found her. She'd assumed the form of a ratman. Short fur hid her tattoo. The second he made her he popped her upside the head, got a gag stuffed in her mouth and about forty-three miles of rope wrapped around her. She looked like a mummy. He wasn't going to take no chances with a witch.


  He barked orders, The wind stole them away. I didn't need to hear them. The hard boys started marching prisoners toward the river. I had a suspicion their life expectancies weren't those of immortals.


  Chodo isn't a forgiving sort. These people had stomped on his toes, sort of. . . . He has no trouble conjuring justifications.


  A half-dozen thugs shuffled off with the Serpent. Crask and a few buddies hung around.


  Well. I thought to me, I thought, I guess this means Chodo wants him a little light reading, just to pass those chilly winter nights. A little something to peruse beside the fire.


  He wouldn't get the book from the Serpent. She didn't have the foggiest where it was. But he'd get something. He always did. And she had managed to become a credible ratman. . . . Ah! There Crask went, back into that tenement, shoulders set like he meant to find something.


  That would have been a good time to stroll on out of there—if about four of Crask's buddies hadn't been hanging out, keeping a wary eye.


  I got me comfortable in a good position for shivering and thought about Holme Blaine. Why had he come to me as Carla Lindo? Why had he come at all? How had he known to come to me? Through contact with Easterman I could pursue that. Come morning. After a good sleep. If I thawed out enough. Sure be nice to head for bed. Why wouldn't Crask's clowns clear the street?


  They didn't do me any favors. In fact, I was getting suspicious that they had something on their pea brains besides the Serpent and her improbable book. They spread out, started poking into shadows and alleys. So.


  Crask passed below me, massaging his arm. He muttered something about the cold and "I don't get it. One second he's right there beside me, the next he's gone. He ain't no spook. How'd he disappear?"


  Who? Bet you guessed as fast as I did. What a bunch of guys.


  I'd suspected it for a while. The kingpin's boys don't generally do you many favors. I'd tried setting it aside because I didn't want it to be true. But there it was. Chodo had something special in mind for a guy named Garrett. Maybe just a fancy dinner, a dip in the inside pool he's got out to his place, with the hot and cold running blondes. Maybe. Maybe just a friendly chat, old times, like he'd mentioned in the coach. I didn't want to find out. The streets aren't filled with guys who have had chats with Chodo.


  One of Crask's boys came over and mumbled something I couldn't catch. Crask cussed and growled. "Keep looking!" Then he did an odd thing, for him. He went and perched on the steps of the raided tenement, rubbed his arm for a minute, rested his chin on his good fist, went away somewhere inside. If he hadn't been Crask of the Crask and Sadler torture show, I'd have pegged him for a man wrestling with his conscience.


  He stuck with it till all his boys had given up and gone away. Naturally, I stayed put. Me and my frozen fanny. Ever have yours up in the air with a winter breeze tickling it? I wasn't in any shape to outrun or outfight Crask, or even somebody's granny, had no interest in trying and even less interest in visiting Chodo or maybe checking out the attractions on the bottom of the river. Frostbite can have its attractions.


  Garrett is tough and patient. I outstubborned Crask. He finally had enough and went away. I pried my stiff bones loose from that porch and did the same. In another direction.


  Boy, was I glad people never think to look up.
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  I swung through the Safety Zone, found exactly what I expected to find. A big nothing. Morley's place was dead and dark. I was beginning to wonder if it wasn't time to start thinking about a wake.


  I approached my place carefully. Crask might have it staked out.


  Here was a problem that deserved some thought. I was too dependent on my home. If the bad boys wanted to hand me real trouble sometime, they'd just have to cut me off from my base.


  Didn't seem to be anybody around. Even that off-and-on presence behind me was absent. Nice that whoever that was occasionally slipped up or needed rest.


  I hustled to the door and banged away. Dean opened up. I crabbed, "What took so long?" He answered me with one of his better glowers. He hadn't taken long at all. The house was quiet. "Carla gone to bed?"


  "Yes. I shall do so myself, now."


  "Where? Across her door?"


  "The daybed."


  He didn't give me what I deserved for my crack. Oh, well. "Sleep well." I clumped into the Dead Man's room. "Awake there, Old Bones?" It would be like him to take a two-week nap in the middle of things.


  Yes. I gather you were frustrated again.


  "It just gets worse," I told him. "Any suggestions?"


  Get some sleep. While the implications are disturbing, the information is tenuous. I will have to do considerable thinking.


  "Get some sleep? That's the best idea you've had in years."


  Do not allow frustration to embitter you, Garrett. We all suffer our unproductive days.


  Easy for him to say. He had unproductive centuries. "Your talent for noting the obvious remains unblunted."


  Indeed. But we cannot indefinitely continue to be in the wrong place or to arrive too late.


  "We can't? Want to bet?"


  Despair does not become you, Garrett. Dawn follows the darkest hour as surely as the rains fall to earth. Put Chodo Contague out of mind. Rest. That is the most useful thing you can do at this point. Relax. And rejoice. He does not have the book itself.


  He was right. The dead fat genius usually is. Sometimes he can't be wrong if he wants. But: "No. He's just got somebody who knows how to make a book. That son of a bitch would write his own." I was in one of those moods where you're contrary for contrariness's sake. But maybe I've grown up some. I didn't overindulge. "While you're pondering, conjure me up a theory that explains the disappearances of Morley Dotes, Saucerhead Tharpe, and Sadler. And figure out who's following me like a ghost, so good I've never caught a glimpse."


  As to those disappearances, I do have a hypothesis. Two, in fact. But they must be tested. And I refuse to discuss them till you have slept.


  I knew better but wasted time trying to pry something out of him. He wouldn't budge. Does anybody ever budge? I don't think they can. They only don't or won't. It's always negative. How come?


  See what kind of mind is out there leading the war on evil? Tsk-tsk.


  He wouldn't budge. And even a boulder anchored to bedrock is less stubborn than a dead Loghyr.


  I gave up, shambled toward the doorway.


  What news from the Cantard, Garrett? As though he hadn't read my mind and found that I hadn't bothered asking around. Just a little nudge, there—nudge, unfortunately, being one of those words that doesn't come standardly negative. Old Bones nudges me a lot. Hinting that maybe if I cooperated more with him, he'd help me more. Right. Laziness is his reason for hanging around. He's too damned lazy to finish dying.


  I didn't answer him. I tramped upstairs and threw myself into bed still clad, lay there searching my soul, tossing and turning, for at least seventeen seconds.
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  Dean wouldn't let me sleep in. I got four hours of the kind of sleep that fires and earthquakes can't interrupt, then he arrived. The ultimate disaster.


  I cracked one eye a hundredth of an inch, heaved one leg over the side of the bed. That seemed good enough for a day's work, but that old man wasn't satisfied. He went for a bucket of water he had cooling out back. He found me sitting up when he got back. I grumped, "How come you couldn't send Carla?"


  "Because you wouldn't get up. The sausages would burn, the biscuits would blacken, the kettle would boil dry while you tried to lead her astray."


  "You're one suspicious and negative old goat." I made an epic attempt to stand up. It didn't work.


  Dean chuckled. "I know you. If I don't stay between you and Miss Carla, nothing will get done around here for the next two weeks."


  "I'm hurt. I'm in pain. Why don't you just bring breakfast up here?"


  He hefted the bucket of ice water.


  "Whoa!" I blinked several times, taking my morning exercise. Dean eased over to a better spot, started to wind up. The man doesn't know the meaning of mercy.


  He sneered. "Maybe that's not such a bad idea."


  "Huh?"


  "My niece Ruth brought me fresh clothing. She's downstairs. She'd love to serve you breakfast in bed."


  I groaned. The man won't play fair. Talk about your double-whammy threat. Ruth is a nice kid. Lots of personality. You know how that translates. Dogs don't howl when she goes by, they whimper and slink, hoping she won't notice them. "I'm out of my class now."


  He chuckled again. Evil old man.


  Then I didn't think well of myself for a minute. Ruth was nice. She couldn't help her looks.


  I got completely vertical and wobbled toward the hail. I made it downstairs without killing myself. I even pasted on a wan smile for the ladies in the kitchen. Carla and Ruth had a contest to see who could beam back the brightest. It was like staring into the rising sun. I dropped into a chair and shielded my eyes.


  Dean was a prophet. Breakfast was sausages and biscuits, with hot tea. My condition improved radically, though I never achieved sparkle. I staggered up and made the long march to the Dead Man's room. "I'm here, Chuckles." Plop into the chair.


  Barely.


  "Huh?" I had to figure it out. I'm not at my best in the morning. You may have noticed.


  We have only one real option left. We have to be the first to find the book. I consider that imperative now. If we fail, it could mean disaster for TunFaire.


  "Eh?" It was too early. I'd left my brain upstairs snoozing.


  After sustained reflection I have come to distrust the motives of my friend the Gnorst. The cues are small but there. He has succumbed to temptation.


  "I thought so."


  We can, for the moment, ignore the Serpent. She has been neutralized. Easterman is of little account.


  "You think? He's got Winger playing for him."


  She is lucky to stay alive. Her luck will not last. No, Chodo Contague is the hunter who concerns me. The focus has shifted to his forces and those of the Gnorst. Both parties are far more formidable than the originals commanded by the witch and the madman. We now have the potential for a substantial conflict, perhaps fired by some personal animus, considering hints you picked up during your interview with the kingpin.


  I had to slap me upside the head to get the clockwork ticking well enough to understand what he was saying. Yeah, Chodo had sounded bitter about dwarves and Dwarf Fort. He hadn't been able to corrupt the place. Knowing him, he'd like to get in there and kick some ass. He don't like it when folks aren't afraid.


  "We're off to a scintillating start today, aren't we? With your brains and my brawn I just know we'll wrap it all up before lunch."


  You appear to be coming to life.


  "Easy for you to say. All I got to do is breathe."


  We do have a lead, Garrett. An oblique angle that should not be difficult to pursue.


  "Could have fooled me."


  Assume our unclad guest was Holme Blaine.


  "We know that for a fact."


  Not exactly, though it is highly probable. Now. Listen. You have spent considerable energy trying to guess why he came here but none on why he chose us in particular.


  I was coming around. I could see both fragments of the hair he was splitting. "I thought about that." But not very much.


  You thought of the lead, too. The possibility that he came because he knew Miss Ramada was going to come.


  "So you think I should see the people she talked to, find out if he talked to them, too, see if he left something with somebody."


  Exactly.


  "Guess I might as well ask her, then get cleaned up and changed and climb on my horse. The house being watched?"


  Not obviously.


  "You got any idea who's been following me?"


  No.


  "Great. Well, what's become of everybody who's disappeared?"


  You have not yet reasoned that out?


  "No. I have not yet reasoned that out. Would I ask if I had?"


  You remain as lazy as ever.


  "Damned straight. I got you to figure for me. So give me the benefit of your wisdom. Without the standard shilly-shally."


  Dotes and Tharpe have gone underground because they expect you to bestride your white horse and charge Chodo Contague, I suspect. They read the signs early and moved quickly, seizing the head start.


  "Wonderful friends I have."


  I have doubts myself. But I am not as mobile as they. My options are reduced. I am at your mercy. I have to stand and fight.


  I grumped.


  That is but a hypothesis, Garrett. Though a good one, I think. They know you. You are wont to fly in the face of good sense. Do you truly believe that it is your duty to rescue the world from Chodo Contague?


  I grumped some more. How come everybody assumes whenever some baddy poots I'll grab me my rusty sword? Hell. Considering how Crask wanted to round me up last night, even Chodo thinks that way. Hell again. I don't want to think I'm predictable any more than the next guy does.


  "What about Sadler?"


  More difficult, as I have not had as many exposures to Mr. Sadler's thought processes. My best guess is that he saw the implications of Mr. Contague obtaining the book and exhausted his patience.


  "Say what?"


  Have you never wondered about his unswerving loyalty?


  "Only about a million times. Along with anybody else who ever had anything to do with the underworld."


  Reflect on that patient loyalty in light of what you suspect Mr. Contague might do with the Book of Dreams.


  It took me a minute. Hell, it was still early in the morning, remember? I had an excuse. "Say what?" Tell me black is white. Tell me princes of the church are saints, our overlords are philanthropists, lawyers have consciences. I might believe you. I might give individuals the benefit of a doubt. But don't try to sell me the notion that Sadler would turn on Chodo. "I don't believe it."


  Have I not yet convinced you that what you believe is of no consequence? It is obvious, based on his questions, that Mr. Crask suspects a defection. If he acts upon that, the truth and your belief will not matter. My own inclination is to believe he would be correct in his assumption, considering hints underlying your last discussion with Mr. Sadler.


  It's a fact, perceptions have more impact than absolute truths. We humans belong to a tribe steadfast in its refusal to be confused by the facts. Still. . . . "Yeah, but Sadler just wouldn't." Would he? Even if the cripple he expected to replace any day came up with a way not only to evade death but to get healthy in the bargain?


  Ah. You begin to use your head for something besides a device which keeps your hair from getting in the way when you eat. Excellent.


  "Even I have a thought sometimes." Not much of a comeback. Hell. It was still morning.


  There is some excitement outside. Perhaps news from the Cantard, long overdue. You might investigate.


  Him and his hobby. "Sure. Why not? I'll have plenty of time. Hell, I'll borrow Dean's broom and help the ratmen clean streets in my spare time."


  Mental sneer. Sometimes he has a higher estimate of my abilities than I do.


  I was losing the war there. Just too damned early. I retreated to the kitchen. "Carla Lindo, my lovely, I need your help. The Dead Man says Holme Blaine must have been in touch with some of the people you were in touch with when you were looking for somebody to help you. I need to talk to them. Soon as you tell me who they were."


  She eyed me about ten seconds, smoldering and crackling. The homely Miss Ruth lost her smile. I didn't blame her. It plain wasn't fair that the gods would give one woman so much advantage over another.


  They ought to make them all gorgeous. Right?


  "Actually, I only asked at the place where I was staying, with friends of my father. Everyone there who could think of anyone mentioned you."


  Oh, wonderful. Now I'm a household name. "So where do I go? Who do I see?" I'll get the Dead Man one of these days. He knew already.


  "I'd better go with you. They're a little odd there."


  "Wouldn't be safe."


  "Why not? Your friend Chodo Contague captured the Serpent, didn't he?"


  Oh, boy. There just aren't any secrets around my house.


  I tried arguing. Carla Lindo turned deaf as a post. She wasn't telling me nothing. It was show me or nothing. "I'll be ready in a minute, Garrett." She breezed out, leaving some sort of vacuum there in the kitchen. Dean grinned at me. He enjoys seeing me nonplussed. Actually more than nonplussed. Very misused. Even Ruth got a kick out of it, though I could see she envied Carla her power.


  I never had a chance once Carla Lindo went to work on me. Someday, in about a thousand years, I'm going to develop an immunity to female charm. I don't know if I look forward to that or not.


  I made a tactical error. I was the one who took a while getting cleaned up and changed. They never let you forget.


  

  


  


  Sometimes I have to wonder if I'm as smart as I think. Carla gave me some pretty good hints, but I didn't tumble to the facts till we'd damned near walked through old Fido's front door.
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  I stopped dead, stared at that bughouse, and thought I wasn't going in there never again.


  "Garrett? What's the matter?" Carla Lindo was a couple steps ahead now, looking back, smoldering. How the hell did she do that? I stared at her some, too. I got a little less reluctant to head that way.


  There wasn't much traffic, but what there was seemed determined to run over any guys who stood around with their mouths hanging open, staring at pretty women.


  I gobbled, "I've had it, babe. All I can take of this mess. I'm up to here with running around like a short-necked chicken, not knowing what the hell is going on, who's going to do what to who, or why, always being a step too late." I couldn't tell her I was afraid to go back in there with that lunatic Easterman. Hell, I wasn't going to admit that part to me. I just told me the same stuff I told her and added that I don't much like hanging out with guys whose brains are off in fairyland.


  Without a word she turned up the heat, piled on the come-hither, stacked up the promises. I kept the drool off my chin, but she did get me shivering. "You sure you're no witch yourself?" She couldn't be that old and crafty. She couldn't have discovered my weakness that quick.


  She just smiled and tossed another sack of coal on the fire.


  I muttered, "You're going to carrot me right into somebody's whipping stick, woman."


  "What?"


  "Yo! Garrett! Just the clown I want to see."


  Oh, hell. Winger. Coming on like a galleon under full sail. Right behind her was the cadaverous old butler guy with the absurd name. I wondered if they were running a race. The old guy had stamina.


  Carla Lindo gave Winger a look all trimmed up with daggers but lost it in about a second. Then she just gaped and tried to keep a straight face.


  "Picked you up some new duds, eh, Winger?"


  Winger stopped to do a pirouette. The old guy gained on her. "What do you think?"


  "Colorful." Old Mom Garrett's favorite boy is shooting for another forty years. He tries to stay neutral when somebody as mean as that dressed like that asks a question like that.


  "Knew you'd like it." Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.


  Colorful was understating the truth.


  Nobody has lousier taste and a worse idea how to dress than an ogre. This outfit would have stunned a nearsighted ogre. Splashes and panels of howling purples and screaming oranges and a limish green so virulent it fried your eyes. Some other colors in there that swirled venomously when she so much as breathed. Which meant what you saw was changing all the time. The total picture was so awesomely ugly it was almost hypnotic.


  "Bet you're surprised to see me in a dress."


  "Yeah." Kind of a half-breed croak and squeak. I was in pain. I didn't dare beg for mercy. That outfit should have been illegal. It was a deadly weapon.


  "A dress? Is that what that is?" Carla Lindo asked.


  Winger's grin vanished. I got between the women fast. "Peace. Child's new in town."


  "Who is that dung beetle, Garrett? Just so I can apologize polite like after I squish her into frog food."


  "Easy. She's a friend of your boss."


  "He ain't got no friends. That old spook—"


  The old man caught up with her. He grabbed on to her arm and hung there puffing like he'd sprinted six miles. However dire his message, he couldn't squeeze it out. In fact, he lost his grip and started to go down on his beak.


  Winger caught him by the scruff and hoisted him up. "Watch out you don't kill yourself, Pop."


  Carla Lindo stared at the old man. She wanted to say something, too, but couldn't.


  "You come to see the boss, Garrett?"


  "Yes."


  "Right. Then what I got can wait a couple. Maybe when we don't got so many mouse ears around." She turned the old man around and headed for home, holding him up with one hand. He kept trying to say something but couldn't get it out. His collar was choking him.


  "What was that?" Carla Lindo finally managed.


  "That was Winger. Try not to aggravate her. She's kind of like an earthquake. Not a whole lot of self-restraint."


  "I believe it," in a tone of total disbelief. Then, "Look at that!" as excited as a little kid. Her attention span wasn't much longer than Winger's.


  I looked.


  Easterman had him a dragon.


  A flying thunder-lizard was tethered atop the battlements of the runt black castle. It was being tended by a whole gang of morCartha doing their best to look like little devils. Easterman had them outfitted in some kind of suits but I couldn't make out details. When they realized we were watching, they started howling and carrying on. The thunder-lizard started screeching. It seemed more bewildered than put out.


  Carla asked, "Isn't that neat?"


  I was beginning to wonder about that girl. "The loonies have taken over. Maybe I ought to start cutting out paper dolls and practicing talking backward."


  Carla Lindo didn't get it.


  Winger dropped the old man inside the entrance. He had caught his breath and, despite all, had lost none of his dignity. "If you will follow me, sir? And madame." Some kind of look passed between him and Carla Lindo.


  What now?


  He led us to the room where I'd met Easterman before. The place had changed. A wall or two had been knocked out to make it bigger and it had been redecorated in black and red. They'd brought in a big ugly black throne carved all over with the ugly sisters of those gals you wake up with the morning after a night when you drank one gallon of popskull too many. There was a lot of indirect, shifting red light that was supposed to make you think it had been piped in from Hell itself. And the resident mental basket case had added some new employees to the payroll. They included six of the biggest, ugliest, fangiest ogres I've ever seen. Tittering morCartha in formal evening wear were all over the place.


  Easterman's regulars, the old thugs with seniority, seemed embarrassed by the company they were keeping. One actually whispered, "He pays real good."


  "God, I hope so." I began to wonder if Fido hadn't picked out Winger's wardrobe.


  Easterman waited till he could make an entrance.


  The fat man had him a new outfit, too. He'd chosen a few square miles of red accented with acres of black. I realized the black consisted entirely of little eyes.


  Oh, my. Every eye was alive and looking around, blinking, or maybe winking over some private joke.


  Easterman struggled up the steps of his throne, finally fell into its seat. There's why I'm running, I told myself. So I don't get like that. . . . Oh, my, all over again. When his well-larded behind hit the seat, all those uglies carved on the throne got excited and started whispering to each other.


  I gaped and gawked and wondered how he had come up with all this when he couldn't enchant a rock into falling down. Then I got worried. Had he won the race? Had he grabbed the Book of Dreams?


  I'd almost rather Chodo laid hands on it first. Chodo was predictable.


  Fido got himself settled. He beamed down benevolently. More or less. "Mr. Garrett. I'm so happy you came calling, sir. What do you think, sir?" He gestured. "Is this not an impressive setting?"


  "Yeah. It's that." It was. "But I'm kind of partial to the old setup. Know what I mean?" It was only ninety percent whacko before.


  "We must change with the times, sir. We must change with the times. These present changing times are intriguing, are they not, sir? Here you are, an appellant, when but a short time ago you turned your back on me, a strutting cock. Yes sir, changing times."


  Carla Lindo gave me a puzzled look. I guess she didn't know about my earlier chat with Fido. I asked, "Where did you get the idea I came here to beg for something?" That fat clown had my nerves frayed already. I should have been amused, should have had trouble keeping a straight face, but something kept making me want to hop up there and plant a boot in his face.


  Not a smart move with all those ogres there to save his jowls.


  "Plague!"


  The old man did the hopping.


  Easterman and the old guy traded melodramatic whispers while taking turns staring at me. Fido's gaze flicked to Carla Lindo. He started looking puzzled. I had the impression he'd expected me to drop on my knees and crawl. I wasn't and didn't look like I would and maybe had no idea why I was supposed to.


  Puzzled turned to troubled, Easterman stared at me, eyes narrowed more than seemed possible. "Are you making mock, sir?"


  "I'm not doing anything but standing here. I don't know what your problem is, Fido. Sorry I'm not doing what you expect. I just dropped by with my friend Carla Lindo to ask who all you told about her business here in town."


  "What?"


  "Miss Ramada stayed here when she first came to TunFaire, right? She asked who could help her find a little bauble somebody swiped from her dad. . . ."


  "I've never seen this woman before, sir."


  "People told her to come to me. Right? So. . . ." I stopped chattering.


  Fido popped up and glared around. He eyeballed Carla Lindo. He sputtered. Spit flew. For a second I thought he was going to have a seizure.


  I didn't really get it till Carla Lindo unfroze and started tugging on my arm and shaking her head long after the whole herd of cats had flown out of the bag. She maybe stayed here, but old Fido hadn't been in on it.


  Easterman started roaring endearing sobriquets like Famine, War, and Pestilence. He took a moment out to tell his ogres, "Get that man out of here! I don't want to look at his ugly face another second." Then he went to foaming at the mouth.


  Well. I never. Ugly? Maybe a little battered around the edges, but the dogs don't howl. . . . I didn't wait for the ogres. I latched on to Carla Lindo and headed for the exit. No sense dancing with those boys. The mood I was in, suddenly I'd have tried to break a head or three. I wouldn't have been able to do the job justice before the sky collapsed on me.


  

  


  


  "That was real bright, Garrett," Carla Lindo said as soon as we hit the street. "You have a real golden tongue."


  "You could have told me something up front. You could have given me one teensy hint. The Dead Man is the mind reader, not me." I spun around and dared an ogre to bring it out into the street. He looked over his shoulder to see how much help he'd get. He had no cavalry on the way. He just waved bye-bye. An ogre with sense. The times they are a-changing.


  I faced Carla Lindo. "So what else haven't you told me, sweetheart? You want me to help, you got to give me the tools. What the hell was that all about in there, anyway?"


  She shrugged, stared at the pavement. "I didn't know. . . . I never saw any of that before. I stayed with my uncle. My mother's brother. One of the servants. When they took us to that room . . . I only ever saw that man from a distance before. My uncle just said he was a little potty."


  "A little, yeah. Here you had me thinking you had an in with some Hill bigwigs." I added another score to the list needing settling with the Dead Man. He could have warned me. His idea of a joke, probably, letting me find out the hard way.


  "I sort of wanted you to think. . . ."


  "I figured that out."


  A shadow fell on the conversation, which was about to sneak on toward making up. Making up is always full of promise when a guy and a gal are doing it.


  "Yo, Garrett! That was some brilliant show you put on in there. You foxed the old boy right out of his garters."


  "Don't you start on me, Winger. You want something, spit it out. If you don't, you better scoot back in there and make sure old Fido don't choke on his rug. You might miss a payday."


  "Hey. Here I come trying to be friendly, trying to build some bridges, and all you want is to start a fight."


  "Want to build a bridge?" I grumbled. "Tell me what's with the new look in there. What's with the zoo on the roof?"


  "Old goof is getting set for the new era. Getting his props together so he'll have the right look once he gets hold of the Book of Dreams."


  "Huh?" That's Garrett. Swift on the uptake.


  "Claims he knows where it is."


  "Where?"


  "He didn't tell me. He don't trust me."


  Couldn't say I blamed him for that. Winger would sell him out to the highest bidder if she got the chance. "Any hints?"


  She shook her head. "Just said it's there for the taking soon as he figures how to get past one big obstacle."


  Probably like not knowing where it was. "The Serpent? Chodo Contague grabbed her last night." Finding some guile at last, I figured maybe I could keep an eye on Fido, grab the book from him after he grabbed it, before he could start using it.


  "We heard. Who cares? He isn't interested in her, except to stay out of her way and grab the book before she does."


  All hell broke loose overhead. Daytime or not, the morCartha from Fido's roof went on the warpath. Easterman's human servants yelled at them to come back or get fired. I asked, "What the hell?"


  Winger said, "They do that. Probably spotted a critter from another tribe."


  "I should've stayed in bed." This was all Dean's fault.


  "You know where the book is, Garrett?"


  "If I did, I wouldn't be here, would I? I'd be waving bye-bye to my friend at the west gate." I gave Carla Lindo a one-armed hug. I'd at least be trying to collect a suitable reward.


  Winger ignored Carla Lindo. "We got to have a sit-down, see what we can come up with if we put our heads together."


  "Right."


  She didn't catch my sarcasm. I think she was immune to it, or at least deaf. Besides being color-blind. She said, "That thing's still worth a fortune, Garrett. Word is, there's a dwarf willing to put up big money for it. More than Easterman would."


  "You going to turn on him?"


  "If there's money in it." Like maybe I had that kind of cash. Sure. In my sock. She said, "He never did nothing to make me want to stay loyal. He treats them damned ogres better than me and they don't have my seniority."


  I chuckled. "You're one in a million, Winger."


  "I know. But don't let it get to you. I ain't ready to settle down. But you'll be first on my list when I am."


  I don't often get caught without something to say. I did that time. I just stood there with my mouth open wondering if maybe she wasn't a whole lot sharper than I thought.


  She said, "You get a line on that book and you need some help, get in touch. I'll go in for a split." She marched back toward Easterman's hovel.


  Carla Lindo snickered. "You've made a conquest."


  I bellowed. She took off, giggling. I took off after her. People stared. She didn't run too fast. I didn't either. The view was much too entertaining from second place.


  This was more like life ought to be.


  I caught her. She leaned against me, panting, making it plain she was willing to be caught. Hell. There we were in the middle of a street with nowhere to go.


  That's the story of my life. Whenever I do win the prize, I can't collect. "Let's go home and try to figure out where the hell Easterman thinks that book is." I had a feeling he was sure he knew where it was. Thinking that gave me an idea. "Any chance this uncle of yours would know what his boss is thinking?"


  "No." She looked sad. "And if he did he wouldn't tell. He's really afraid he'd never get another job if Easterman throws him out. He's too old."


  "Wonderful." We walked a ways, snuggling. I felt just a touch guilty doing that only a couple of blocks from Tinnie. Must be getting old. "You really still need the book? Chodo's got the Serpent. I'd say it's a safe bet she won't be back to haunt your dad."


  She had to think about that awhile. Most of the way home, in fact. Then she said, "I could go home without it, I guess. But only if I was sure it'd been destroyed. My father would never forgive me if I didn't."


  Well, hell.
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  I was still explaining to the Dead Man and getting hell for not having snatched Fido by the short hairs and twisted till he sang when Dean stuck his head in the room. "There's a gentleman to see you, Mr. Garrett."


  I'd heard the knock. I'd hoped it was for me. The Dead Man was way up on his high horse, really smoking. I couldn't get a word in to suggest he consider the facts of the situation. I guess I was supposed to have taken care of Fido's troops with my free hand while I was twisting and yanking and humming along.


  The gentleman at the door wasn't. That was Dean's way of making a snide social observation. The guy was a mixed-breed kid of obscure antecedents sneaking up on adolescence. His outstanding feature was the most awful set of teeth I've ever seen. He could pass as an ugly ogre or uglier human if you needed a stand-in for one of those. He said, sneering, "You Garrett?" Like he'd heard of me and wasn't impressed.


  "Last time I checked."


  "Got a paper for you." He shoved something at me and lit out before he saw if I had a grip on it. I didn't, it fell onto the stoop, started tumbling on the breeze. I dashed out and hunted it down. Naturally, the door swung shut behind me. The latch fell and caught. I cussed it and kicked and pounded till Dean let me in. He didn't say anything, just smirked. "Go scrub a pot or something," I grumbled.


  I took myself to my office, planted me in my chair. I asked Eleanor, "Why the hell don't I take that job at the brewery? There something wrong with me? I enjoy abuse? I could get me a room right there in the plant. You and me. I could go tap a vat whenever the mood hit me. I could spend the rest of my life holed up there."


  Eleanor didn't have any answers. She just gave me her enigmatic look. Nobody was on my side anymore. I uncrumpled the wad of paper.


  It was a note, but it took me a while to decipher the primitive printing. Before it became a vehicle for deathless prose, it had been used to wrap fried fish or something.


  


  We got to talk. Sinkler. Statue. Soon. Sadler.


  


  Interesting. I hadn't thought he could read or write. He wasn't a threat to anybody doing illuminated manuscripts but he was a match for any educated seven-year-old. And he had all the words spelled right. Amazing.


  Sadler. One of my many missing men. I couldn't turn him down.


  But when to meet? He didn't state a time.


  I didn't jump up and run over, though. Despite my interest. That sort of thing isn't done if you care to survive in this line. There are proprieties one observes when dealing with mysterious messages. Like sending some sucker . . . er, friend . . . to scout the terrain. "Hey, Dean." I didn't have anybody else left.


  "I have dishes and laundry to do, Mr. Garrett. One extra body seems to triple the workload around here." This from the kitchen, shouted.


  "Wait a minute. . . ."


  "I don't have time to run any errands."


  Who the hell is the mind reader around here? "How did you know."


  "That's your favor-asking voice. Perhaps you could send Miss Ramada."


  He sucked me in there. I wouldn't send Carla Lindo. And because I wouldn't, he'd know I hadn't been about to send him after rutabagas so we could have rutabaga pie tonight. In the following silence I could almost hear his brain creaking and squeaking as he mulled over how to get even for me even considering getting him involved in something chancy.


  I caught the edge of a mental chuckle from across the hall. I was everybody's entertainment. I got up and plodded into the kitchen, drew me a beer. "You're going to stay on after I get married, aren't you? We're going to need all the help we can get."


  Dean's face brightened. He forgot all about me thinking of sending him out where the bad winds blow. He knew he wasn't going to get rid of one of his nieces but having me shackled to any woman was the next best thing. He was a born-again advocate of marriage, though he'd managed to evade martyrdom himself. "It would be an honor to serve Miss Tinnie, Mr. Garrett."


  I felt almost bad, digging at him like that. Almost. "Not who I've got in mind."


  "Miss Maya certainly is devoted to you, but don't you think she's a bit young for a man of your years?"


  My years? He'd get no mercy now. "Not Maya. I'm thinking about asking Winger. You got to admit, she's more my type. We'd make a hell of a team out on those mean streets."


  He looked scandalized, horrified, proceeded rapidly toward apoplectic. His face got red. He gulped for air. I poured it on. "I'm not really cut out for these sleek little beauties, Dean. I need somebody who can be a real partner. A pal. A real man's man everywhere but in the dark. I think Winger is the gal I've been waiting for. She's a take-charge type. She'd get things straightened out around here."


  Garrett!


  I must have overdone it. That squeak of horror came from up front.


  I'm used to Dean taking everything too serious, to him taking forever to figure out he's being ribbed. But not the Dead Man. I finished up, "Don't you think?"


  Dean just stood there with a pan dangling from one hand, his mouth open and his eyes crossed. He looked so forlorn I almost let up. If Carla Lindo hadn't been upstairs, I would have. Instead, I headed for the front door.


  "I'd better take care of it right away."
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  Does anybody know who this guy Sinkler was? Does anybody care? Somebody put up a statue, didn't they?


  Hell, maybe that ugly hunk of rock was there when they built the city. It looks worn out enough. If anybody does know, they haven't been talking. Whatever Sinkler did, it's a secret from me. Only the pigeons have much use for him. They perch on his upraised arms and tri-corner hat and wait for primo targets to come by. Once upon a time he was covered with copper. Thieves took care of that ages before I was hatched.


  Sinkler stands in the center of a small square where five streets butt heads, maybe half a mile northwest of my place. His main significance to me is he marks the frontier between your ordinarily dreadful city and the Bustee, which makes any part of town you care to name look like a suburb of heaven. The Bustee is where the real poor folks live. The Bustee is a quarter Chodo Contague wouldn't enter without an army, let alone wimps like the Watch. Hell, it's gotten so bad lately some of the landlords have gotten chicken to collect their rents.


  Of course, a Chodo wouldn't bother going into the Bustee. People there are so poor they can't afford names. They survive by looking poorer than their neighbors.


  Hell on earth. In the Marines I met guys out of there. They thought the Corps was great, despite the war. They got food to eat, clothes to wear, shoes on their feet, their life expectancies were better in the Cantard than at home, and they even got paid. So how come you rich boys are all pissing and moaning?


  My folks never had a pot to pee in, but I'd grown up rich compared to those guys.


  You'd think those people would bust out and go berserk. They never have. Like nobody is taking advantage of the fact that all the lords of the Hill are off to catch Glory Mooncalled. People have a sense of order and place and caste. Most figure if they're poor and dying of starvation, the gods want it that way. Probably they earned it in a former life.


  It's a strange world. It's people are stranger.


  What am I on about? What's this got to do with Sadler or the Book of Dreams? Not a damned thing. Just indulging the social observer within.


  Speaking of Glory Mooncalled, there was a lot of talk. News had come north. People were telling perfect strangers. They'd grab you by the shirt to get you to hold still long enough so they could get the thrill of being first to tell you.


  Mooncalled had engineered some apocalyptic collision between the massed Karentine and Venageti armies but lost most of his own making it happen. He was on the run. Or maybe not, depending on your informant. I hung out with Sinkler and absorbed stones. I'd hand them all to the Dead Man when opportunity arose. If ever it did.


  I'd spent an hour perched on the pedestal where Sinkler stood, spreading his benevolence. I was beginning to suspect I'd been tricked. At best Sadler wasn't making it easy. Whatever he had in mind. If it was Sadler who sent that message.


  It was. He showed eventually. He came creeping out looking around like he was into the loan sharks for half a million and hadn't made his vigorish in a year. I didn't recognize him till he was almost in my lap. He looked like a bum. He wasn't the lethal character I knew and loathed.


  He settled beside me, all scrunched up so his size wouldn't give him away. He started throwing crumbs to the pigeons. Nobody would recognize him doing that.


  "Where you been?"


  "Underground. Had to do some thinking. Couldn't just keep on after I knew why Chodo wanted that book."


  "Um?"


  "Think what he could do with it."


  "I have been. One reason I'm not fond of the idea of him glomming on to it."


  "Me neither. Crask too."


  "Crask?"


  "Took him a little longer but he figured it out. He got a message to me. We met up and talked. We decided we got to do something. We want to bring you in."


  His crumbs had brought in pigeons from miles around. They'd been climbing over each other. Now they exploded off the pavement. I glanced up, figuring a flight of thunder-lizards was coming in. But the birds had panicked because of one lone morCartha who appeared to be drunk. Sadler expressed my sentiments for me. "Out in the daytime now, too. Somebody ought to do something. Put a bounty on them, maybe. Give the kids something to do besides cut purses and roll drunks."


  Yeah. Things just aren't the way they were in the old days. We had us some respect when we were kids. And so forth. I knew that routine by heart. "How come you're coming to me?"


  "You just said you don't want Chodo getting that book."


  "I don't want anybody to get it. Not him, not you, not Crask, not the Serpent, not Gnorst Gnorst or Fido Easterman. Hell, I wouldn't trust the old guy who keeps house for me with it. There isn't anybody alive who could resist the temptation."


  He thought a minute. "Maybe. I can figure all I could do with it if I could read for shit."


  "You can't?"


  "My name. A few signs and things I seen all my life. I never got a chance to learn. In the army they didn't teach guys like they did you Marines."


  "That was luck." That was something I'd brought away with me. I suspect, though, that I'd been more motivated than Sadler had. "But you sent a note."


  "Crask wrote it. He picked up a little here and there. I been thinking we could get us a tutor after Chodo croaks and we take over. Only now it don't look like he plans on checking out, ever."


  "So you're figuring on helping him along."


  "Something like that."


  "I don't do assassinations."


  "You was in on the old kingpin biting the big one."


  "He didn't bite it, it bit him. And you know how it went down. Morley Dotes set me up. If Saucerhead or I had known what was happening, we'd have been on the other side of town instead of helping Dotes lug his vampire."


  "You help us, Garrett, you'd have friends could help you back."


  "How? Chodo embarrasses me now, carrying on like I was his favorite kid."


  Sadler was startled. Why? He grinned but didn't say. He had lousy teeth. "Maybe so. But he sure as hell ain't never going to give you that book."


  "Would you?"


  "I can't read and Crask ain't much better. You figure we could hire somebody to read it for us? You figure we could have that thing and hang on long enough to learn how to read? Without everybody in the world coming after us?"


  "You have a point. But I have a problem." I don't do assassinations. I didn't have much use for Chodo but didn't want in on sending him to the big rackets in the sky. He hadn't earned it from me.


  I didn't not want in badly enough to tell Sadler no, though. He might decide I had to be put to sleep so I wouldn't tell anybody his plan. "It don't look like I have too many options. How you going to do it?" It's called temporizing.


  "Old Chodo, he's going to be partying tonight. Going to be distracted. His daughter is in town for the wingding he throws her every year."


  "His what?"


  "His daughter." Sadler laughed. "Not a lot of people know about her. You'd like her. She's a looker. Must take after her old lady. I never saw the broad. Before my time. Chodo put her away himself 'cause he caught her screwing the guy who was the boss back then. So what? History is history. Important thing is, he's throwing a birthday party tonight. Goes on like they have before, everybody will drink themselves blind and pass out. Me and Crask figure if we hit about three in the morning, it'll be a walk."


  "Why do you need me, then?"


  He grinned again. He was doing more of that than in all the time I'd known him. "Garrett, you do that innocent so damned good. Man, I wish I could do that."


  "Glad you get a kick out of it. Because I really don't know what the hell you're yapping about."


  "Sour today. Little chickie tell you no? Okay. You remember a while back we all had us a problem with that thing that thought it was a dead god? Wanted to bring itself back to life?"


  That wasn't all that long ago. I didn't want to remember. That had been a hairy one. There'd been some sick people involved. Only good that came out of it was Maya. "I remember."


  "No wisecrack? You must be getting old. So. One day you come out to the house. Dotes was with you. We gived you a little stone. An amulet, like. Eh? Maybe you thought we forgot to take it back."


  I'd been hoping. That stone was hidden in the Dead Man's room with our most precious possessions. I'd expected to have to use it someday.


  It was a magical gizmo that kept the thunder-lizards away, Chodo isn't fond of unannounced visitors. To discourage them, he has his grounds walled. Behind the walls he keeps whole herds of small, carnivorous thunder-lizards. They're more efficient than dogs, though he has packs of those, too. Thunder-lizards don't leave much evidence laying around. No telling how many valiant adventurers have scaled Chodo's wall only to become monster munchies.


  "You set me up."


  "We thought it might be handy someday, having one on the outside."


  "You guys are too damned smart for me."


  "That's a fact."


  I doubted it, but he and Crask were a lot smarter than they let on. "So you need the stone to get through to the house, where everybody's going to be polluted. Then what?"


  "Then Chodo expires in his sleep. Maybe because they're all drunk and not watching what they're doing, a couple thunder-lizards get inside and gobble up a few guys who been trying to take over me and Crask's spots."


  "You think you can run the outfit?"


  "Between us we can. It don't take a lot of running. We got the machine all oiled up. We go break somebody's head once a month or so, it keeps running smooth. We can handle that."


  No doubt. "And I get the book, eh?"


  "Soon as we find out where it is. That's a promise. And we'll find it. You know that."


  They would if they wanted. But would they really deliver? That is, would they bother collecting it if it turned out to be in the clutches of a Fido Easterman or would they just point me in the right direction? "Three in the morning, eh?"


  "I know you been keeping regular hours. But that's the way it is."


  Another night without much steep. And no nap between now and then because I'd be trying to think of a way to slide out of being part of a gangland killing.


  Morley would say this was an opportunity to show I wasn't under Chodo's thumb, forgetting it would give Crask and Sadler a rather ferocious hold on me. Speaking of Morley Dotes, where was he? Now I needed a helpful hand. Not to mention Saucerhead. "Hey, you got any idea what's become of Dotes and Tharpe?"


  "Nope. Still sulking?"


  "Looks like." Something about his answer told me he really didn't know. Probably it was the fact that his tone said he didn't care.


  He asked, "You aren't thinking about bringing them guys with you?"


  I caught the edge of something there. "No." This deserved some thought. "Just haven't seen them since this mess started. I'm concerned."


  "Um. I been sitting still too long. Got to keep moving. Don't want to let anything catch up. We'll meet you at the milestone on the hill down the road from Chodo's place. Two o'clock. Bring that amulet stone."


  "Sure."


  Sadler went away, stooped like he was a hundred and ten. He did it pretty good. I wouldn't have recognized him from a distance.


  I wondered what they would do if I didn't show.


  He'd left his packet of crumbs. I fed the pigeons while I mused, till some jerk came up and pounced, wanting to tell me all the latest from the Cantard.
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  I hadn't gone a block when Winger fell into step beside me. "Must be my lucky day."


  She asked, "What was that about?" No sensitivity, Winger. I wondered if she could be insulted.


  "What's what about?"


  "Your little cheek-to-cheek with Chodo's boy Sadler."


  So she had an eye. His disguise hadn't fooled her. "You're too nosy, along with all your other charms."


  "That's what they tell me." She gave me a big grin, followed with a comradely punch to the shoulder. Would I ever get used to her? Tell the truth, I hoped I didn't have to. There were moments when I wished the odds would hustle up and overtake her. "Bet I can figure it."


  "Go right ahead." I did my surly best to lengthen my stride till she couldn't keep up. Lot of good it did me. She cruised along, had me huffing and puffing before I was halfway home. Big old country girl.


  "How's this, Garrett? Sadler and his boyfriend figure out their hopes for moving up ain't worth squat if their boss grabs that book. Eh?" Big chuckle, up from the gut, like a Saucerhead Tharpe chuckle. "They put in their time, played it straight, figure they deserve better. Eh?"


  "That you been following me all over?" I hadn't sensed her presence at all. Nor that other presence, if that hadn't been her. Scary, her that close and me not feeling a thing. And her in that outfit.


  "Only since you left Easterman's hangout. Them guys want you to help them promote themselves, don't they?"


  Was I giving myself away? Usually I do good hiding my thoughts. She laughed. "Yeah. I thought so. When they going to do it?"


  "What're you babbling about? You been smoking weed?"


  "Sure. My imagination's gone berserk. You ever seen that place that Chodo lives?"


  "I've been there."


  "Bet whoever cleans that out would be set for life."


  "Be a short life if somebody tried."


  "Them thunder-lizards? No problem. Your pals got some way to get past them. I ride in on their coattails, stay low while they're doing the dirty deed, grab a sackful of the best loot, hightail out in the confusion afterward. No big deal."


  Incurable optimism. "When did you get out to look at the place?"


  "I get around. You made a big deal about the guy being bad, I figured I had to check him out."


  "You ever sleep?"


  "I got a lot of energy. You do when you got ambition. You, you're an old box turtle. Never move unless you're starving and then only far enough to get yourself fed. You're never going to amount to anything, Garrett."


  Was she taking lessons from Dean? "I manage. I have my own house. Not many can say that."


  "I heard about how you made the money, too. People kept sticking pins in your ass till you did something. Then you fell in the shit and came up with a sack of gold."


  It really was something like that. But I do think I gave value for money. I stomped up the steps to my front door. Winger invited herself along. I thought about tossing her hack when I recalled my little joke on Dean. What the hell? It would do his old heart good to get to pounding. I knocked.


  Dean opened up. He took a look at Winger. His face scrunched up but he didn't say anything. Winger said, "How you doing, Pops? You got any more of that good beer? I'm dry as a mummy." She gave him a friendly thump on the chest. He almost went down. He regained his balance, took off down the hall shaking his head.


  Only after I shut the door behind her did I recall how things had gone last time Winger visited. I had to see the Dead Man and couldn't let her run amuck while I did. No telling what would leap into her pockets. "Come on. It's time you met my partner." I shouldn't use that word so close to him. He'd make a point of bringing it up.


  My partner was as thrilled to meet her as he'd be to be the star at a witch burning. Carla Lindo could charm him some, but even she was a woman, and I'd not be forgiven for having her around so long. Winger was something else. Say she lacked Carla Lindo's grace.


  "What the hell is that thing?"


  "The Dead Man. My sidekick. Not as frisky as some, but he does his part. If you light a fire under him."


  "That ain't no man, Garrett. That's some kind of thing. Gots it a snoot like a mammoth. Gods, it's ugly. Kind of ripe, too." Like I said, a real charmer. All the sensitivity of a dire wolf.


  Garrett!


  We must have caught him dozing. I expected him to get peckish sooner. "News from the Cantard, Old Bones. Your boy maybe weaseled out one more time. Got the big boys butting heads. . . ." He wasn't going to buy.


  This time you have gone too far! Why have you brought that creature into my home?


  Oh-oh. He was piqued. He's very precise in his word choices. If he had used my house, he'd just have wanted to squabble to kill time. My home. . . . Well, he was not pleased. He felt violated.


  "So I can keep an eye on her. Wouldn't want some unscrupulous rake making a move on her before—"


  Stuff that nonsense. Play that game with Dean if you like, but I know you better.


  "Had you going there, didn't I?"


  Do what needs doing, then get her out.


  Hey! He was willing to work to get shut of her. All right! I'd finally found a way to twist his arm.


  Garrett!


  "Right."


  Winger looked at me like I was foaming at the mouth.


  The Dead Man wasn't giving her his half of the conversation. She asked, "You talking to that thing?"


  "Sure. He's just dead, he isn't gone."


  Report, Garrett! Get on with it.


  I did. Every little detail.


  I suggest you play along for the time being. He let Winger catch that. She jumped about a foot, grabbed the sides of her head. Her eyes got big as she wondered if he could look inside there as easily as he put thoughts in. I think she would've attacked him if she hadn't been so shocked.


  "Play along. Right. My sharpest skill. And when the crunch comes, how do I get out of committing murder? Or at least becoming a heavyweight accessory to same?"


  The Dead Man sent the mental equivalent of a shrug. You will manage. You always do. Tell me more about what has happened in the Cantard.


  Back to normal. He had his bluff in again. He thought. "How about you suggest a way I can keep them from killing me once I've helped with the dirty work."


  Really, Garrett. Your stubborn refusal to think for yourself is becoming a burden. He paused. Since you have developed a fondness for this Winger person, and she has the intent anyway, why not take her along? She has shown herself capable of handling one of them already. I foresee an unbeatable team here.


  Did I walk into that one? I sprinted. And did all the setup work, too. I couldn't raise a fuss without Winger maybe getting upset and busting me upside the head.


  A hint of mental snicker, private, for me alone. The devil.


  It wasn't my day. It wasn't my week. If I went along to help ice Chodo, it might not be my lifetime.


  "Sounds good to me," Winger said. It would. She'd already invited herself along once. Now she had the Dead Man's blessing.


  I noted that she had caught her balance fast. The Dead Man had become old news. She watched me expectantly, like she wondered how much originality I'd show trying to weasel out.


  "I should've been a clown," I grumbled. "I'm everybody's entertainment anyhow."


  The Dead Man's laughter was silent but evil.


  Winger's wasn't silent.


  I heard a sound, glanced back. Dean was in the doorway. Grinning.


  My get-even list was getting too long to keep in my head. I was going to have to get me a diary to keep track.


  


  


  


  37


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  I don't know why I left the house after I got rid of Winger. I guess because the Dead Man was riding me with spurs on, digging them in deep. My joke about Winger had turned on me. I didn't dare go to the kitchen without Dean ragging me, too.


  Out seemed like a good idea at the time. Especially when the Dead Man said he'd like to know what Gnorst was up to now. I grabbed the out.


  So I went to see the sneeze man. Actually, I just left a message at the door. Gnorst wasn't receiving. I suspect he especially wasn't receiving people with connections to old pals.


  I headed for home. I got the notion I could root Carla Lindo out of her room and weep on her shoulder. She hadn't ridden me. She'd been especially understanding, in fact. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure we were going to become great friends real soon now. I started getting high on anticipation.


  You may have noticed that things have a way of catching up with me whenever I feel too positive. The god who hands out the towels in the heavenly loo has a sideline. Messing with Garrett. He's such a puny, useless god they couldn't find anything better for him to do. But he's really good at messing with me. He works at it so hard I think he's bucking for a promotion.


  I was a block from my place, trotting toward Macunado on Wizard's Reach. I stopped suddenly.


  They came out of nowhere. They closed in carefully.


  There were six of them. I didn't know them but they had to be Chodo's boys.


  The street cleared magically. I struck some martial-arts poses, made me some nifty yells. That just kept them from getting overconfident.


  They were good. They would be, of course. Otherwise they wouldn't be on the first team. And they'd been briefed on what to expect, which was to expect the unexpected. I've been known to yank tricks out of my sleeves.


  Today I was fresh out, not counting the old-fashioned lie. I got one guy to turn his head by yelling, "Hey! Morley! Just in time for the party."


  That was the only good Morley did me all week, and he wasn't even there. I laid that guy out with a flying kick and just kept going for about six feet. Then I was out of running room. A building jumped in my way.


  They closed in. I hauled out my stick. We mixed it up. I dinged two pretty good. I wasn't worrying about how bad I hurt them. They apparently wanted me alive. At least a little. Nobody bothered explaining anything to anyone.


  The scuffle lasted longer than they planned. Our dancing and prancing brought some of the bolder neighbors back outside, especially the kids. Some were kids I knew. Did they lend a hand? Did they run to the house to tell somebody I was in trouble? They did not.


  These are the little people, the ones I thought needed a champion when I outfitted myself with creaky idealistic armor. Sometimes people make it damned hard to care about people. Sometimes they do their damnedest to make it seem they deserve whatever they get.


  Oh, well. I made a showing till somebody got my stick away from me and tried it out on my skull.


  A black pool opened at my feet. . . .


  I didn't dive in. I sort of belly-flopped and floated there with my nose above the surface. I vaguely recall sagging between two thugs while a third summoned a waiting coach. The coach came. My buddies helped me dive inside. Somebody did a drumroll on my noggin, then they dumped their injured in on top of me.


  My head stuck out of the pile. The guy with my stick tapped it every little bit, like he was trying out different patterns of lumps. I would fix him with some patterns of his own if I got the chance.


  Even my skull has limits. I went off to dreamland.


  

  


  


  The sandman isn't all bad. Before we left the city, before I wakened with an all-time headache, he got rid of the three guys piled on top of me. Hell. I had it whipped. I outnumbered them now.


  The headache was a memorable effort. At least I remembered it better than any I had before. I'd been thumped hard enough to generate a small concussion. I'd puked all over the coach floor. Recently, too. The guy with the stick was still cussing me. His partner, riding with his back to the horses, observed, "You bopped him too many times. What you expect?"


  "Hell, we'll probably just end up croaking him. Why'd he got to go make a mess?"


  "Inconsiderate of him."


  "Sure as hell was. I'm gonna gotta clean it up. I always get stuck with the shit jobs."


  A philosopher and a complainer. The philosopher said, "You don't plan to go messy when your turn comes? You just going to take the hit and fold politely?"


  "I ain't going." Sullenly.


  The philosopher chuckled. How could a guy with his realist's outlook stay in the niche he'd chosen? He said, "Least we know he ain't dead yet. I never saw a stiff puke. I was worried Chodo'd have a litter if we delivered a deader."


  "Why? He's gonna be dead anyway."


  "We don't know that. He didn't say that."


  "Shit."


  "All right. There ain't much doubt. But Chodo wants to talk to him first. To apologize, maybe. They used to be buddies or something."


  Or something. I'd never counted on Chodo's gratitude being bottomless. I wondered if there was a connection between this and my chat with Sadler.


  "Shit. He's crazy," the complainer said.


  "Sure. And he's the kingpin, too."


  Grumble grumble. Lots of use of that favorite four-letter word. I wondered if they knew I was awake. I wondered if I was being snookered.


  The philosopher began rhapsodizing on the passing scenery. A nature lover. Some city boys get that way in the country. A plain old willow is a cause for wonder. His observations suggested we were on the road to Chodo's place already. We were in some wooded hills. That meant we weren't more than a mile or two from the place I was supposed to meet Crask and Sadler later. The woods would give way to vineyards on the north slopes, though there would still be patches of trees alongside the road. If I wanted to stay healthy, I ought to do something before we reached the vineyards. There wasn't cover enough to make an escape over there.


  Only my body didn't feel like doing anything. Maybe next week. Maybe after the swelling went down.


  It's real hard to find much ambition after you've had your noggin used for a drum.


  The way the horses were straining I guessed we were climbing Hornet Nest Hill, a long steep climb. Near the top the road makes a backward s-curve, climbing what amounts to a bluff, before it leaps the ridge and heads for the end of the woods. Perfect. I could dive out the door and over the side, roll down the hill, and disappear before these thugs could get their mouths closed. I told my body to get ready.


  My body said go to hell. It wasn't moving. Moving hurt.


  The carriage stopped.


  The complainer opened a door, asked, "What's up?"


  "I don't know," the driver told him. "The horses don't want to go any farther."


  Say what? Me and horses don't get along. If there's any way for them to mess me around, they will. I couldn't picture them not galloping all the way to carry me to my execution. Unless they wanted to mess with me some themselves before letting Chodo have me. . . . Hell. I couldn't keep that game going. I felt too lousy.


  The philosopher edged the complainer out of the doorway. "Hang on, Mace. Don't push them. Maybe they know something." He got out of the coach. His buddy followed him. "Could be that shoemaker's bunch. Was I to set an ambush, I'd put it right up there, just before the top. Where the cut is, with the drop on the right. Leaves you nowhere to duck."


  They debated. The sullen one tossed in two sceats worth of let's get rolling, there ain't no damned ambush. The philosopher suggested, "Why don't you go up and look?"


  They argued. The complainer sneered. "Candyass! I'll show you." I heard his feet crunch the road surface. He sent opinions back meant to keep the curl in the philosopher's hair.


  Come on, Garrett! This is it. They've handed it to you. All you have to do is fall through a door and roll down a hill. Or the other way around. You have the necessary skills.


  My body told me, all right, I'll let you open one eye.


  I did. I couldn't see squat because I wasn't facing the door.


  The driver observed, "Something's up. He's slowing down." Like maybe the philosopher had bad eyes.


  The philosopher called, "What is it, Winsome?"


  I wished I had the energy to laugh. Winsome? Was that a nickname?


  Did I have a death wish? The philosopher was talking from near the head of the team. They were handing me it on a platter and all I could do was turn my head enough to look outside and see that we were exactly where I'd guessed.


  Come on, Garrett!


  I reached back for the old reserves and found I had enough to lever myself up enough to see that they hadn't dressed me up in ropes or shackles. I could leap up and dash away after leaving my dreaded mark slashed into the property of the evildoers.


  Winsome yelled something about a bad smell.


  I heard a footstep. Cunning me, I lay down where I'd been and made like a guy who was going to snore for another week. The philosopher must not have watched many guys come back from a thumping. He bought it.


  He pulled an illegal sword from beneath his seat, told the driver, "Don't move," and went stomping up the road.


  The driver cussed the horses. The animals were getting restless.


  My body began to yield to my will. I got onto my knees slowly so as not to rock the coach and alert the driver. I looked out the open door at the woods. I don't usually have much use for the country, but from where I knelt at that moment ticks and chiggers and poison ivy didn't sound bad at all. I eased forward, poked my head out far enough to look uphill.


  One guy was almost to the top. He seemed uncomfortable. Only his brags were keeping him up there. The other was striding toward him, sword in hand.


  One quick dive over the edge, Garrett. Your best chance.


  Ha! said my body. No you don't.


  I was recovering. And they were giving me time I could use to recover some more, talking up there. I wondered what was going on. I wondered even more about that reference to a shoemaker.


  Maybe if I lived, I'd figure it out.
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  If I didn't get off my ass soon, I was going to lose a lot of respect for me. Not to mention aforesaid ass. I'd regret it the rest of my life. So I did something, on the old Corps theory that doing anything is better than doing nothing at all.


  I swung my feet over the side and settled them on the road. That took most of my energy. Unfortunately, it also wakened the driver. I'd hoped to have another minute before I went down the hill. But the guy up top yelled.


  Winsome spotted me. He roared. The philosopher yelled. You'd have thought we'd won the war. They started running downhill.


  The driver hollered again, but he wasn't worried about me now.


  I heaved myself upright and tottered forward. I didn't look where I was going. I was too busy gawking at the scaly green barrel of a head, sleepy-eyed, that had risen above the ridge line. The monster made a puzzled whuffing noise, then grinned a grin filled with about ten thousand gigantic teeth, got up from where it had been napping. And got up and got up and got up.


  The bottom went out from under me as the horses began a brief debate about the quickest way to get the hell out of there.


  The slope was steeper than I'd remembered it. I couldn't control my descent. I went down ass over appetite, sliding, rolling, ricocheting off trees, bouncing through underbrush. Every stick and stone autographed my body. I ended up spread-eagle in a patch of last year's thistles. I wondered if it was worth it.


  Up top, the horses had found a way to turn around and were headed south. The driver cracked his whip like maybe they needed encouragement. The philosopher and Winsome were fifty feet behind hollering for the driver to wait up. Big Ugly had gotten all of himself upright and over the ridge and was fixing to put on a burst of speed.


  The whole thing would have been amusing had I not been part of it, down there in the ravine trying to blend into the landscape so I wouldn't look killable or edible, either one.


  No team and no men are going to outrun a critter that makes its living chasing things and has legs fifteen feet long. On the other hand, no critter thirty feet tall will have a lot of luck sprinting down a twisty road less than eight feet wide in the turns. The thunder-lizard overhauled Winsome as the man headed into a sharp turn with a cut on one side and a forty-foot drop on the other. The critter smacked into the hillside, rebounded, and off the road he went. He cussed in thunder-lizard all the way to the bottom.


  The big greenie had stick-to-it-ivity, I'll give him that. He got up, shook himself off, tore up some timber just to express himself, then got rolling again. He wanted to catch something for all his trouble. He limped a little. Maybe he'd twisted an ankle, or whatever thunder-lizards have.


  I barely breathed till the excitement took itself out of hearing. Then I moved carefully. I've heard that those things sometimes run in packs. And maybe he'd spotted me going over the side. Maybe he was waiting for a Garrett snack to come to him. Probably what he was doing up there on the ridge—just letting breakfast, lunch, and dinner come trotting up from town.


  I glanced up the slope I'd descended. "I got to find another line of work." I started limping. "People don't want to be saved anyway." Weider's standing offer at the brewery looked better all the time. Nobody to beat on me, no hills to fall down, nobody wanting to take me for a ride, all the beer I could drink. Just lean back and pour it down until I was as fat as the Dead Man. What a life.


  The job would look good till the hurting stopped.


  My myriad aches and bruises wakened the anger that had grown feeble since I'd learned that Tinnie was going to make it. I remembered her lying in the street with a knife sticking out of her, and that reminded me that complain as I might, I did have an interest in all this confusion and insanity. A very personal interest.


  There will be Serpents with us always. With the best will it can muster, the race wouldn't be able to exterminate them all. And the race, of course, has no universal will to see them become extinct. We all have a bit of the Serpent in us, just waiting for the right moment to bloom.


  Witness all these characters who wanted the Book of Dreams. Not all of them had been bad to begin.


  I'd even begun to doubt Carla Lindo's honorable intentions.


  We can't get shut of the Serpents but we can sure as hell lower the price in pain by snipping one off the social bush now and then. My attitude underwent adjustment as I limped along. My get-even list rearranged itself. Sometime during my trek homeward, my resistance toward participating in Crask and Sadler's adventure evaporated. I donned my pain like a badge, let it flow through me, refused to be daunted by anything.


  It's only six miles from Hornet Nest Hill to my place. A couple hours, loafing along. I didn't loaf but I didn't make that good a time. Too many injuries slowing me down.


  I never saw the nest for which the hill is named. I never saw a hornet. I didn't see friend Winsome or the philosopher again, either. I did, at a distance, spy some busted black wood that might have been fancy coachwork. I didn't go look for survivors.


  By the time I got home I was mad at myself for letting the Dead Man get my goat and run me out to see the head dwarf. I'd known it was a pointless exercise when I left.


  Dean let me in. He saw I was in no mood or shape for any discussion. He did a fade. I went into my office, shut the door, wouldn't even let Dean bring my beer. I communed with Eleanor. We made a pact. Despite the pain and discouragement, I'd keep plugging. I'd get that book, one way or another. I'd thin the ranks of the villains. Eleanor gave me one of her rare smiles.


  "Hell, honey, I guess I can't help being Garrett, anyway." I headed upstairs, paused halfway to tell Dean to bring the pitcher and our first-aid stuff to my room.
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  It had been a full day and it wasn't yet suppertime. I decided to eat light then lie down. Maybe my subconscious would produce a miracle while I napped and I'd end up turning the adventure against Chodo into a coup for the good guys. Assuming I didn't get so stiff and swollen I couldn't move at all


  That's how I figured. The rest of the world didn't share my vision.


  Dean wakened me before I was completely asleep. "His Nibs wants you. He accused you of neglect."


  So I hadn't taken time to report. He feels no pain. He doesn't get physically tired. He forgets that the rest of us do. Poor spirits and defeatism he understands better. His existence is entirely cerebral. I went down to report.


  Carla Lindo was just slipping out. She gave me a smile that set my backbone vibrating despite my state. Old Bones was chuckling to himself. She had his ego puffed up enough to swamp small cities. I wondered if she'd goaded him into disturbing me. She did seem to be getting impatient.


  He took a quick riffle through my mind, saved me the trouble of talking. Any doubt that those were Chodo Contague's men?


  I couldn't give the answer he wanted to hear. "None."


  I hoped it would never come to this.


  "You and me both. I was lucky. I got a pass. The bastard was sentimental enough to want to explain why he had to send me off. I won't get that option again." As soon as Chodo was sure things had soured he'd put the word out. Maybe even an open contract.


  It is premature for that. First he will have to learn that you were not devoured with the others. Then, considering the highly public nature of his past favor, he will want to avoid a public reversal because he cannot yet answer questions sure to arise and threaten his credibility. He is proud and vain and his power in great part rests upon a widespread belief that he is an honorable man within criminal lights. To tell the world he wants you dead would compel him to provide reasons. He cannot tell the truth. It would bury him.


  "That wouldn't keep the hard boys from carving me up for the bounty."


  No, he admitted


  "So? Suggestions?"


  Survival now heads our priorities. Finding the Book of Dreams has become secondary.


  And people wonder why he's considered a genius. Would I have thought of that myself? "Only way out is to take out Chodo first."


  Indeed.


  "I've never deliberately set out to kill somebody."


  I know. He wasn't taking it lightly.


  "Is being able to live my life the way I want worth another man's life?" I could get out of town. Permanently. Because if I went, there'd be no one else to slow Chodo down—unless Crask and Sadler got lucky without me.


  That is a decision you must make.


  "You and Dean have a say."


  I survived for centuries before we met. Whatever you decide, I will get by.


  No doubt. "You really know how to pump a guy up." But his welfare was only one consideration. My ego was going to take a whipping whatever I did. Run and I'd spend the rest of my life questioning my courage. Kill Chodo and I'd have to endure big dents in my self-image. "I can't win."


  There is no question of winning or losing. Nor one of right or wrong. If you have one fatal weakness, it is your thinking too much. Your insistence upon viewing any choice as a moral decision. It is not immoral to fight for your life. Stop posing. Cease overcomplicating. Decide if you would prefer to spend your remaining days in TunFaire or elsewhere, then act to support your preference.


  He can strip a thing to its bones when he wants. And he's damned good at twisting something till it looks like something else.


  Dean stuck his head into the room. "There's a person to see you, Mr. Garrett."


  "Who?"


  Hint of a smile. "A most unusual person."


  I looked at the Dead Man. He didn't give me a clue. I went into the hall. "At the door?"


  "I couldn't make up my mind whether or not to let her in. Personally, I don't feel she's your type."


  "Huh?" My type is female, in the three primary colors, blonde, brunette, and redhead.


  "Ordinarily you do tend toward a certain physical type, Mr. Garrett. Mr. Dotes once observed that they could all wear the same underwear."


  "Oh?" I thought of myself as an eclectic. I opened the door.


  "About damned time," Winger said.


  I gaped. Dean laughed. I'd forgotten events earlier.


  Winger said, "I got to thinking. We ought to get an early start. We let them bozos Crask and Sadler call all the shots, then we only got ourselves to blame if we get hit by a stray bolt."


  She had a point, but I didn't feel like conceding it.


  "You going to leave me out in the weather or you going to invite me in for a brew?"
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  Joking aside, Dean was right. Winger wasn't my type. She wasn't anybody's type. I led her to my office, suggested Dean bring beer. I planted myself. Winger took the other chair, looked at Eleanor like she could read the truths of the painting. Maybe she could.


  "One slick character painted that, Garrett."


  "An unsung genius named Snake Bradon. A total lunatic. How come you're early?" I'd set a time figuring I could slide out earlier. She probably figured that's what I'd try. The woman wasn't stupid.


  "Nice place you got."


  "A couple of big cases broke right. You sneaking around before you get to something?"


  "Broke right? Word on you is you're lucky. But it's dangerous to be your friend."


  "Huh?"


  "You got a sharp line of patter, don't you? Word's going around that somebody wants to take you down. Word is, stay away. It might rub off."


  So, maybe just to keep myself awake, I told her about my adventures since we'd parted.


  Carla Lindo brought the beer for Dean. That woman was turning into a spook, around sometimes, but more invisible than not. She looked at Winger like she'd stumbled into the men's loo. Winger looked back at Carla Lindo like she was trying to figure out what she was. Carla Lindo lost the staring match. She deposited the supplies and deserted. "You got something going there?" Winger asked.


  "Just a client."


  "Not much to her."


  Debatable. Highly debatable, from where I sat. But I didn't feel like debating. I felt like finding out what Winger was up to. Even more, I felt like taking a nap. The beer didn't help.


  Winger said, "Interesting Chodo should take a poke at you right after you talked to his renegade. Think he'll be looking for company tonight?"


  I shrugged. "He's no fool."


  "Um. I got to thinking about them pets of his. Went out looking for some thunder-lizard hunters, figured on buying them a few drinks, pumping them for tricks of the trade. Know what? Ain't a whole lot of them around. Somebody's been hiring them up. Some shoemaker."


  Shoemaker, eh? I could guess which one. That damned fool. "Shoemakers use a lot of thunder-lizard hides making army boots."


  She said, "You know you got somebody watching you?"


  "I've had that feeling for several days. I thought it might be you."


  "Not me. Dwarves. Every time I come around here, there's dwarves. And morCartha. Somebody's hired one of the morCartha tribes to keep track of you. I couldn't find out who."


  "MorCartha?" Things fell into place. No wonder I'd never been able to spot anyone following me. I hadn't looked up any more than anyone else does. If I had, I'd've accepted the morCartha the way I accept pigeons. One of the inevitable nuisances that are part of life.


  MorCartha tails would explain the erratic nature of my intuitions about being watched, too. MorCartha are neither organized nor responsible. The watching would go on only when somebody actually felt like watching.


  "Want me to take them off you? Ten marks, I'll do a job that'll have them staying ten miles from you."


  "Not before I find out who wants me watched." I had ideas. Gnorst Gnorst seemed a likely candidate. Backup for his ground-bound dwarves. The kind of thing a dwarf would do. Cover every angle possible. I figured Chodo a likely candidate, too. He was cunning enough to see that morCartha would go unsuspected.


  There had been morCartha aloft when I'd met with Sadler. Maybe Chodo ought to be number one on my list. "Thanks for the tip."


  "One on me. For letting me come along tonight."


  I hadn't planned it to go that way, but now I knew that I had to take a legitimate shot at Chodo I didn't mind as much. Any friend is better than no friend.


  Again I wondered where the hell Morley and Saucerhead were. That was becoming a big worry, but events kept pushing it further and further down my list.


  Winger considered Eleanor again. "You had something going with her, didn't you?"


  How to answer that one? If I said yes, there might be more questions and I might end up mentioning that she'd been dead twenty years before I'd met her—and not like the Dead Man is dead. How to explain an affair of the heart with the ghost of someone who died when you were a child? "Something. I don't know what you'd call it and I sure can't explain it."


  "That picture explains it good enough."


  She was seeing everything that madman Bradon put into it. Would she ever stop surprising me?


  "I can understand you not wanting to talk about it. So. What say we get going? I got some things lined up, give us an edge. You got to have an edge. You in any shape for this?"


  She was nervous. She was getting close to chattering, which was how it showed. "Hell, no, I'm not. But I have to take my shot. If people haven't lied to me too much, tonight's the only night I'll ever have half a chance of doing what I've got to do." I told her about the supposed party.


  "There's our edge right there. Even if the guy knows we're coming, he's giving up some advantage if he doesn't cancel his party."


  Chodo wouldn't. He was a character who wouldn't let the gods themselves nudge him into changing his plans. "Guess we take what we can get." I was getting more down by the minute.


  "Won't get nothing done sitting here."


  "Sure. Back in a jiffy." I went across and got the amulet stone from the Dead Man's room, wondering what the hell a jiffy was. He didn't have anything to say. I rolled upstairs and outfitted myself as well as I could from my depleted arsenal. I included the little padded case with the bottles. This was no time to wimp out. I'd do what I had to.


  Winger awaited me in the office doorway, eyes sort of glazed. I frowned. She'd had another run-in with the Dead Man. What now? I didn't ask.


  Being a born gentleman, I opened and held the front door for her. Even if she was a Saucerhead type in physical drag. She stepped outside. "You hang on here."


  "What?"


  She eyed the street. "Wait here." She took off down the steps and up the street. Fast. She ran without throwing her arms and legs all over, the way so many women do.


  I closed the door and leaned against the wall, trying to stay awake, trying to avoid thinking about my aches and pains.


  A knock. I peeked. Winger's eye stared back at me. She backed off only far enough for me to see her grin. I opened up.


  She had a dwarf slung over her shoulder, out cold. "He was a feisty little bugger."


  "Huh?"


  "He was watching your place. Thought you might want to talk to him before we shove off."


  "Bring him back here." I led the way to the Dead Man's room. "Hey, Chuckles. You want to take a look at this and tell me what we've got?"


  A dwarf.


  "What an eye. Could you maybe give me a little something more?"


  He has been watching the house for about three hours. My old friend Gnorst sent him. I will send him back bearing a strong protest.


  "Wonderful. You do that. Why was he on us?"


  In case you locate the Book of Dreams, I presume.


  "Anything else useful?"


  He was selected for his lack of direct knowledge.


  Naturally. Gnorst knew the Dead Man. Wasn't much point putting the little hairball through the wringer. "See you later, then."


  Have you come to an accommodation with your conscience?


  "A man's got to do what a man's got to do." He got a chuckle out of that. Right. My moral discomfitures always amuse him. He'd have no trouble slicing Chodo into cold cuts.


  "I can do it. The alternative is unacceptable."


  A sneer radiated from that pile of lifeless lard.


  "He's the one made it him or me."


  You need not justify. The day has been inevitable for some time. He and I knew. Mr. Dotes and Mr. Tharpe knew. Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler knew. Only you insisted on pretending otherwise.


  Hell, I'd known it, too. I'd hoped it would come to a more clear-cut case of good guy against bad guy, though.


  Take care, Garrett.


  "I plan to."
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  I followed Winger once we hit the street, lost in my own thoughts. After a few blocks, she asked, "You scared?"


  "Yes." I was. Nothing to be ashamed of. A body who wasn't afraid of a Chodo Contague was a damned fool. Or worse.


  "Thought you were a heavyweight tough guy."


  "I eat nails with acid on them for breakfast. Then I kick thunder-lizards around for my morning workout. Hell, I'm so tough I don't change my socks but once a month. But tough don't help when the kingpin is after you and your only pal can't get out of his chair to help."


  She was amused.


  I asked, "You sure you know who Chodo is?"


  "Sure. Bad mojo." She laughed. "Doing him will be good for my reputation."


  "His reputation doesn't bother you?"


  "Who needs to live forever?"


  I slipped the little padded case out of my pocket. I eyed those little bottles. The red one, the deadliest, seemed to sparkle all by itself.


  "What's that?"


  "Something left over from another job. Might come in handy."


  "So don't tell me."


  "I won't. Knowing you, you might knock me over the head and grab them. This way I can feel confident that if you pull something, you'll kill yourself messing with them."


  "You're a suspicious wart."


  "Helped me reach the ripe old age of thirty. Where the hell are we going?" She was headed south instead of north.


  "I told you, I made arrangements. Figured we'd come in from a direction nobody'll expect."


  "Like what?"


  "I got us a boat. We'll go up the river to the Portage. From there it's four miles over a range of hills, mostly through vineyards, to Chodo's place."


  I groaned. I was dragging already. Every ache and pain was still with me. I'd taken a powder for those and the headache, but relief was marginal.


  "I take it you ain't overwhelmed by my brilliance."


  "Ha. That's the trouble with being a boss, Winger. Whatever you do, you're always in the wrong. Whatever you do is dumb and could be done better, faster, cheaper, by your minions."


  She got a laugh out of that. "I noticed that when I went to work for Easterman. My smarts level went way up."


  "Probably because you knew he had to be dumb to hire you."


  "You got such a line of sweet talk."


  

  


  


  The boat was one of those usually devoted to ferrying people to the east bank, to the side sometimes called Nether TunFaire. Winger had chosen one run by a breed family with no prejudice against rowing upriver if we paid in advance. I paid up and snuggled down amongst cargo and sails and closed my eyes. I might still get my nap.


  Winger seemed content to do the same.


  The chief ferryman stirred me with his toe. His name was Skid. He was about a hundred years old but spry. The river life was healthy. I snorted and gurgled and otherwise made it seem my intelligence approximated that of a turtle, cracked an eye, and asked, "We there already?"


  "Nope. Got a boat following us. Shouldn't be." Maybe Skid was still alive because he hadn't used up his ration of words.


  Winger was one of those freaks of nature who just open their eyes and are wide-awake. She was upright, looking aft, before I managed to sit up.


  "Where?" I could see lights back there, sure. On about two hundred boats, most of them just like our own, what landlubbers politely call bumboats, home and business for the families operating them.


  Skid got down so I could sight along his arm. "Skylar Zed's tub. Works the east-west, same as us. Don't come north."


  "Oh." I couldn't see the boat he wanted me to see, let alone tell who owned it. I faked it. I told Winger, "This is getting irritating."


  She grunted. She'd sprawled out again, completely without self-consciousness. She reminded me of Saucerhead more and more. Yet she was different. Less intense, more relaxed. Tharpe does worry about what people might think. Winger plain didn't care—or faked that so well it made no difference. I guess when you're as oversize as she is, you make adjustments.


  I looked some more. At least in the light of the running lamps there was nothing wrong with the way she looked. She was just big. "Hey. Tell me about Winger." I wasn't sleepy anymore.


  "What's to tell? I was born and I'm still around. What you see is what you get."


  "The usual stuff. Where are you from? Who were your people? How come you're out here with me instead of holed up somewhere with a house full of little Wingers?"


  "Where'd you come from, Garrett? Who're your people? How come you're here instead of back to your place with a pack of little Garretts?"


  "I see. Only I don't mind telling." I told her about my family, none of whom are alive. I told about my years in the Fleet Marines. I tried but couldn't really explain what I was doing on the boat. Not in terms she understood. "As for kids, I like them fine but I think I'd make a lousy father. I still have some growing up to do myself, at least by the accepted standards."


  "That ain't fair, Garrett."


  "Hey, I was just passing the time. You don't have to tell me anything."


  "We going to be friends, Garrett?"


  "I don't know. Could be. Hasn't a lot gotten in the way so far."


  She chewed that some, leaned back, spat over the side, turned to check our tail, laid down again. "How old you figure me for?"


  "My age. A little younger, maybe. Twenty-eight?"


  "You're more generous than most. I'm twenty-six. I do have a kid. Be almost twelve now. I couldn't handle that life. I walked. It's usually the man leaves the woman with the brats."


  I didn't say anything. Not much you can say when somebody tells you something like that. Nothing that doesn't sound judgmental or insincere.


  "I lug around a lot of guilt. But no regrets. Funny, huh?"


  "Things turn out that way sometimes. I've been through some of that."


  "Like this little jaunt?"


  "Huh?"


  "You don't hide so well behind the smart mouth and weary attitude, Garrett. We ice this Chodo, you're going to take on a shitload of guilt."


  "But no regrets."


  "Yeah. And you know something? That's why I wanted in. The money and the rep I can use, but it wasn't just for that. It's 'cause I figure you for one of the good guys."


  "I try." Probably too hard. "But when you get down to it, there isn't much difference between the good guys and the bad guys." I used some of my cases to illustrate.


  She told me how she'd become a bounty hunter. Mostly by accident. Right after she'd left her family she'd killed a much-wanted thug who'd tried to rape her. She traded the remains for a reward and had found herself with a reputation for having more guts than sense and a big chip on her shoulder.


  "The rep's the thing, Garrett. You build it right, you nurture it, you save a lot of trouble. You take this Chodo. Nobody bucks him because of his reputation."


  "He backs it up."


  "You got to do that. Ruthlessness is the key. You, now, your rep is wishy-washy except for keeping your word and not letting people mess your clients around. You might be tough, but you ain't hard. You get what I'm saying? Somebody hires you to get him out from under blackmail, you don't just go cut some bastard's throat and have done with it. You try to finagle it so nobody gets hurt. Lot of people figure you for soft in the center, you go that way. Figure they've got an edge."


  "Yeah." I understood. But I didn't make any sudden New Year's resolutions.


  "I figure you'll waste this chance. You off Chodo, you'll never let anybody know."


  "You're beginning to depress me."


  She laughed. "You heard the one about the nuns, the bear, and the missing honey?" She told the story. It was about what I expected. She followed it with another. She kept telling them. She knew every bad, off-color joke ever invented and this world, with all its tribes, offers plenty of absurd possibilities.


  "I surrender," I said. "I won't be depressed if you won't tell any more stories."


  "Great. So now let's figure out what we're going to do about that other boat."


  I glanced downriver. I still couldn't tell anything. "Skid. Can you run inshore and let us off without them back there knowing?"


  He reflected. "Around Miller Point, up ahead. Be out of their sight maybe twenty minutes. But I thought you wanted to go to the Portage."


  "You go ahead upriver after we get off. Lead that boat along with you."


  "You're paying the freight. You heard the man, laddies. Cut it close going around the point. Lucky for you," he said to me. "Channel's close in there."


  When the time came, we did it fast. It worked. Skid headed upriver. Winger and I heard the second boat creak past as we worked our way through the dense growth beside the river. She punched my arm, grinned.


  We started our hike cross-country. My body kept threatening to put a curse on me for mistreating it so.
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  I guessed it was just past midnight. We were a mile from Chodo's place, which was easy to see. "Party must be roaring," I observed. "Either that or there's a forest fire over there."


  "We're coming in from the north, we better head over there, move in closer later."


  "Yeah. Better stay behind this ridge, too. Never know who might spot us if we don't." We were in a vineyard. There were grape-growers' houses nearby.


  "You said that already."


  "You said that about heading north three times, too."


  "You nervous, Garrett?"


  "Yeah. You?"


  She seemed cool. "Scared shitless."


  "It doesn't show."


  "You learn."


  The sky went berserk toward Chodo's place. I said, "Sounds like the morCartha brought their show to the country." We couldn't see them, light or no, with the ridge in the way. We decided not to go over and look. Everybody at the kingpin's place would be out gawking.


  

  


  


  We found us a comfortable jump-off place fifty yards north of Chodo's property line. The morCartha were still at it, off and on. "Those flying rats could wake the dead," I grumbled.


  "We got time to kill. We're ahead of schedule." The plan was to wait for Crask and Sadler to draw the thunder-lizards around front once they gave up on me and decided to take their best shot. Then we'd move, hoping my amulet still worked.


  "Yeah." I tried making sense of the racket. "I don't like that." I stood up. Standing, I could see the occasional dot swoop through the light over the kingpin's house. A deadly battle over there, near as I could tell. "Why did they bring it out here?"


  "Oh, sit down and sweat blood like I am."


  If there was no attack by Crask and Sadler, or none we could detect, we would move about three o'clock, the coolest hour of the night, when the thunder-lizards would be sluggish. With them slow and maybe ignoring us on account of my amulet, we'd only need to worry about dogs, armed guards, booby traps, and whatever I didn't know about.


  Winger laid back and stared at the stars. "Be enough light, anyway. I can handle the dogs. Better hope those morCartha clear off, though."


  I grunted. Dogs make me nervous. Not afraid, just nervous.


  "You got a special woman, Garrett? That little Sparky, hanging around your place?"


  "Sparky?"


  "The carrot top. I put the name Sparky on her in my own head."


  "Oh. Yeah. I have one or two."


  "One or two?"


  "Tinnie Tate. The one who got stabbed. And one named Maya I kind of like. I haven't seen her lately."


  "I heard some about her. People talk. Besides them two. Anything going? You got kind of a rep that way, you know."


  "Highly exaggerated, I'm sure. Those things have a way of getting blown out of proportion. Nah. Nobody else special. Except maybe Eleanor."


  "That Sparky?"


  "No. The blonde on my office wall. She's a good listener."


  "Nothing going with Sparky, eh?"


  "Just wishful thinking. Why?"


  "No reason. Just wondering. We got time to kill."


  What? "Oh." Sometimes I'm real slow. I started fumbling for excuses that wouldn't leave any hurt feelings. "I don't know. Condition I'm in. . . ."


  

  


  


  Boy, howdy! Who'd a thunk it. . . ?


  Winger started grabbing stuff. "Somebody coming. And we're running late."


  No lie. Me, the mission-oriented old Marine, forgot why I was out in the middle of a grape orchard freezing my aching body in the wee hours. You betcha. My weakness again. When that Winger decided to be a woman, she popped and sizzled. Sparky . . . Carla Lindo had nothing on her then.


  Amazing. Utterly amazing.


  "Easy, Garrett." Dark shapes drifted closer. "Crask and Sadler."


  Winger and I finished our scrambling around. Those two settled on the hillside. Crask said, "Sneaky, sneaky Garrett. You was supposed to meet us around front. We'd've never found you, wasn't for all the puffing and snorting."


  "Easy, lady," Sadler said. "Easy. Ain't gonna be no trouble. I don't blame you for not showing, Garrett. Not after this afternoon."


  "You heard, eh?"


  "Yeah. Some. We was too late to save your ass. We did try. We figured you was gone and counted you out when we heard about the coach and the thunder-lizard."


  Crask said, "Bunch of farmers took it down right after sundown, you care about that. They was still skinning it when we come out."


  Sadler continued, "Along about sundown we heard from a friend what seen you talking to the sheela here. We counted you out anyhow."


  Crask said, "You got to be the luckiest bastard that ever lived. We changed the whole plan when we heard about the coach. Then we changed it again when we heard you was alive."


  Sadler said, "We figured we wouldn't show where you was supposed to meet us, just in case you did. But we'd watch, and then we'd follow you in when you went."


  "Follow me? What made you think I'd do it on my own?"


  "You got to. Chodo's after your ass. You got to get his first or kiss yours good-bye. You're mush on the inside, but you ain't stupid. You do what you got to."


  Crask chuckled. What a pair of bastards. And not the least bit ashamed of themselves. Crask said, "We changed the plan again. Now we figure we ought to hit in a bunch. Something weird's going on over there."


  Sadler asked, "You guys got any idea what the hell all that racket's about?"


  "MorCartha wars."


  "At Chodo's place?"


  I shrugged. "They hold them wherever they can get enough of them together."


  "Sounded like more than that to me. You miss it?" He kept a straight face. Crask did, too. Those guys were inhuman.


  Winger said, "Ready when you are, Garrett."


  No kidding. I dreaded having the Dead Man find out about tonight. I'd never hear the end. Probably deserved it, too. "You guys want to rest up first?" I wasn't going to tell them they couldn't horn in. Not here. Not now.


  "We're ready," Sadler replied. "You bring the stone?"


  "I'm slow but I'm not stupid. Winger says she can handle the dogs."


  "They shouldn't be no problem. We came prepared." I could see him well enough to tell he thought I hadn't.


  He and Crask carried military spears and Venageti two handed sabers. They were loaded down with enough other hardware to start their own war. "Whenever you want," he added.


  "Let's do it, Winger." We started walking.
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  Chodo's north wall wasn't much. Was that intentional?


  "Yeah," Crask told me. "Farther to the house here. Most of them that try come this way. Sets them up so the dogs and lizards got more time to work."


  Wonderful. Being a genius, I'd selected exactly the course Chodo wanted me to choose.


  Sadler said, "It's sure turned quiet." He was right. The morCartha had moved on.


  "Gone dark, too," Crask said.


  It took me a moment to understand. The lights round the house had been extinguished. "What about armed patrols?" We'd have trouble spotting them in the dark.


  "Maybe." That was Sadler. "But they'll stay near the house. The lizards get unpredictable when they're excited."


  "Glad you warned me." Like I'd really counted on the amulet stone to turn the beasts blind.


  We moved ahead a quarter mile, those two leading. They knew their way. Then Crask stopped. Sadler stopped. Crask said, "Something's up. We should've run into a dog or lizard by now."


  I told him, "I'm not going to complain."


  "Watch out."


  We moved again. Seconds later I tripped, fell on my face. Just what I needed. Bruises on my bruises. I did manage to go down without hollering. "Hey!" I hissed. "Check this."


  This was a dead thunder-lizard. Healthy, it would have been my size. Cause of its poor health seemed to be a bunch of crossbow bolts. Hard to tell how long it had been unhealthy because those things are cold to begin with.


  Crask and Sadler were not pleased. Sadler speculated, "Somebody got here before us."


  Crask muttered, "That explains the quiet."


  I asked, "You think somebody did our job for us?"


  "Maybe. Maybe not. One lizard is down. That ain't the whole pack. Maybe the rest are curled up with full bellies."


  Real helpful, those guys.


  We found two more thunder-lizards turned into pin-cushions. Then a dead dog. "Something strange here," I said. "I was a scout in the Marines. One guy couldn't do this. It would take a gang. But they didn't leave any sign. The only grass down was put that way by the animals."


  Crask and Sadler grunted. Winger observed, "The arrows are all in the back."


  They were. "So?"


  She jerked a thumb skyward. The morCartha?


  We were halfway to the house. Despite the absence of light, I could sense a hulking darkness where it stood.


  The silence ended. So did the darkness.


  An uproar broke out around the house, suddenly. Heavy fighting. The light developed more slowly. Sadler suggested, "Let's don't get in a hurry just yet, Garrett."


  I'd started moving. He was right. No sense galloping into something. We advanced slowly. The crash and clang declined.


  The animals came out of nowhere. Crask and Sadler each skewered a thunder-lizard. Winger moved like a bullfighter, slashed a dog's throat on the fly. Blood flew everywhere. It was over before I could decide who to help. I gurgled, "Don't look like the stone is much good."


  Sadler snapped, "They didn't come after you."


  Crask muttered, "Now we know they ain't all dead." We reached a barn. Crask said, "Let's scope it out from the loft."


  We did, but that didn't help much. Most of the light had faded. We saw two armed men directly opposite us, beside the house. Six more were doing something along the side of the house, toward its front. Winger said, "I see bodies."


  There were a lot of them. The men toward the front were moving some inside. Chodo must have brought a small army in for the festivities. Not mentioning the men down, there were thunder-lizards and dogs and morCartha all over the place. It had been ferocious out.


  "Whatever happened, it's over now." I said.


  So naturally the gods had to make me out a liar before I even finished talking. One of Chodo's men took an arrow in the chest. The rest charged the darkness. After some noise and screaming most of them came back. Apparently they decided not to do any more picking up.


  "Dwarves," Sadler decided.


  "Huh?" My repartee was up to standard.


  "Dwarves attacked the place. Some of those stiffs are dwarves."


  What the hell was going on?


  Either the Serpent's buddies had tried to rescue her or Gnorst had taken a shot at getting her away from the kingpin. I put my money on Gnorst. But that didn't explain the morCartha I didn't think.


  I said, "I hope Chodo is as confused as I am. And drunk, too."


  Sadler said, "They ought to all be sobered up by now."


  "Don't count on it. You remember how ripped they got last year."


  "I don't see any more animals," Winger said.


  "No patrols, either," Crask observed. "That'd mean he's used up all the men he can afford. He's keeping the rest in close."


  I said, "He'll have the entrances covered. How do we get inside?"


  "From up top. We climb the stonework on the northwest corner, swing out onto those beams, get onto the roof. We move across there, drop onto that balcony in the middle. See it? It shouldn't be covered if he's short on bodies and is thinking dwarves. Dwarves couldn't get up there."


  "One of my favorite hobbies, climbing unfamiliar buildings in the dark."


  Sadler told me, "You done it before. I was there. I brought a rope. I'll go first." He sounded like he had serious reservations about me.


  Hell, I had serious reservations about me. I didn't think I could get to the roof up a ladder, all the pains I had. I thought about calling everything off. Didn't seem too bright, charging in when we didn't know what the hell was going on.


  We moved across to the house unchallenged. Sadler monkeyed up the northwest corner, dropped the rope. Winger went up like climbing was her calling. Crask told me, "After you, sir. Age before beauty."


  "Right. I'll just tie it around my neck and let them hoist me up." I grabbed the rope and went at it. I got to the top somehow, though I had my eyes closed half the time. Crask arrived right behind me.


  Sadler told him, "I'm starting to get a good feeling about this, Bob."


  Crask had a first name? Amazing. I figured even his mommy called him Crask.


  "Yeah, looking good. Let's slide on over there."


  We were getting set to drop to the balcony when the morCartha returned. One, singular. It whispered down out of the night, zipped past, nearly panicked us all. We figured it was a scout and a herd would be right behind it. But nothing happened.


  We were trying to get inside when the excitement brewed up again around front. We paused, listened. Winger said, "That's weird."


  "What?" I think I squeaked.


  "Chodo's guys are all inside. So who's fighting who?"


  I didn't know and at the moment I didn't care. "Let them have fun. Let's get on with it."


  To my complete astonishment we broke in without any trouble at all.
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  We were on the highest of three floors. Crask and Sadler insisted on checking every room there before we started down. They didn't want to leave anybody behind us. Winger and I took one end of a long hail, those two the other half. We met again at the head of a stair in the center.


  "Find anybody?" Sadler asked.


  I told the truth. "A few drunks so far out of it they're barely alive." I'd recognized some and had been surprised by a couple supposedly honest men, big in business or society. Chodo's reach seemed infinite.


  "Same over there. Nobody who has the balls to do anything but squeal, anyway. Party must really have roared before the shit came down."


  "Head downstairs now?"


  He nodded. "Stay low. Part of the stair can be seen from the ballroom."


  I'd never visited this wing before. I'd never been off the ground floor, up front, except to visit a guy locked up in what passed for Chodo's dungeon.


  We listened before we moved. There was a racket toward the front of the house. Men cursed down below, angry and scared. It had nothing to do with us.


  Crask led off, still encumbered with his arsenal. It seemed impossible that he should move silently carrying all that clutter, but he managed. As did Sadler and even Winger. Me, carrying next to nothing and a trained Marine sneak, I felt like I was banging a drum.


  We found no one on the second floor, just plenty of small sleeping rooms with no one home. "Bodyguards and staff," Sadler explained. "They'll be sober and near Chodo—if they're still alive."


  "Where'll he be?"


  "In his office."


  Meant nothing to me. I'd never visited his office.


  Crask dropped. I did, too, pushed my nose against the banister. A half-dozen colorful, shaggy dwarves light-footed past below, headed toward the front of the house. An uproar broke out as soon as they disappeared. Crask chuckled. "Ambushed them little shits."


  One dwarf hustled back bent over, holding his guts in. A limping man overtook him, cut him apart with a heavy naval sword. I asked, "Can we get around that ambush?"


  "Nope."


  "You're a Marine," Sadler said. "Hey diddle diddle, straight up the middle."


  That didn't sound any more appetizing now than it had back then.


  Crask said, "The runts used it up. Or there'd have been more guys after the dwarf."


  We moved down to the ground floor, passed the dwarf, headed toward the ballroom and possible ambush. To our right were kitchens and laundries and whatnot. To our left, too, I assumed. I'd heard, during one of my visits, that such took up most of the ground floor, except the showy stuff up front and the ballroom and pool area.


  The ambush was pretty basic. Crask and Sadler sprang it entering the ballroom. The guy who'd slaughtered the dwarf was the healthier of the two trying to hold the fort. Crask bopped his head with the haft of his spear.


  Winger whistled. "Some party room. Some party, too." The ballroom was a cozy eighty-by-one-hundred feet and three stories high. Party detritus lay everywhere. Looked like the celebration had run its course before the bloodletting started.


  Crask and Sadler tied the victims. They were going to need soldiers when they took over. Sadler said, "Straight to the pool."


  "I'll take rearguard," Winger said. When I glanced back, she was slipping something inside her shirt.


  The pool room dwarfed the ballroom. The pool itself was that big. There was nobody there. Except Chodo's dead. Had to be thirty of those laid out amidst the party debris. We skirted the flotsam-covered pool and headed for the reception hall.


  That hall runs to the front door through the front wing of the house, though wing isn't the right word. The house is a huge box with the center, inner court roofed to form the ballroom and pool areas. We took turns peeking into the hall. Several men were guarding the front door. They were all scared and they were all injured.


  "Not many left," Sadler observed.


  I grumbled, "Maybe we've just jumped into a trap with the kingpin."


  "Maybe. Let's check his office." He trotted to a closed door that would let us into the east wing, leaned against it, listened. "Not that way. Mob in there." He headed for the rear of the house. Back the way we had come.


  I looked at Winger, shrugged, followed. But I was considering fading away. Things had gotten too deadly and mysterious.


  We entered the east wing by means of second-floor halls built for the cleaning staff. Sadler led us into a residential suite. "Chodo's kid uses this when she's in town."


  "Nobody's home now." I wondered if most of the house was a mystery to Chodo. He wouldn't get to see the upper floors unless his men carried him.


  "Don't look like."


  Crask and Sadler started poking around in closets and tapping walls. They found what they were hunting before I became mystified enough to ask. A panel opened beside a fireplace. Of course. Chodo would have his hidden passages and whatnot. Sadler said, "We're going down to a room hidden off Chodo's office. Be real quiet." Like we needed warning.


  Our destination was big for a secret room, a good eight by twelve. Winger's eyes bulged when she saw it. Stacks of moneybags lay against one wall. She gulped air and chewed it. Impressive pile, I thought, but only Chodo's day-to-day working capital. His petty cash.


  A racket developed while we were crawling through the walls, the mob from outside attacking again.


  Crask and Sadler moved directly to a wall, opened peepholes. Crask indicated one I could use. I'd always suspected that the kingpin employed hidden watchers during his meetings. I pulled a cork out of a hole, peeked into a room about twenty-five by forty. There were only two men in the room, Chodo and a character who provided the power to move the kingpin's chair. Chodo sat in the middle of the room, facing an open door. He looked content, not afraid. Behind him, piled furniture barricaded two outside windows.


  I pictured Chodo as a big trapdoor spider calmly awaiting a victim.


  Sounds of fighting came from elsewhere in the house. Chodo's pusher tensed up. Then he relaxed as two men entered the room. They supported a naked, bound woman between them.


  "Ha!" I muttered. "That's her."


  "Who?" Winger asked.


  "The Serpent. Check out that tattoo." It was uglier than I'd imagined. The witch herself was not a disaster, but she'd begun to show the ravages of time. More evident were the ravages of stubbornness. It looked like Chodo had asked a few polite questions, and when it had come time to answer, she'd demurred.


  She was lucky he'd had a birthday party to preoccupy him. He might have gotten serious otherwise.


  Chodo examined her critically from a few feet away. "Five pages? These are all?" He strained to lift several sheets of brass out of his lap. He seemed unaware that his place was being invaded.


  "That's it, old man." The Serpent wasn't bothered by her situation, either. It seemed.


  "They're damaged. Useless."


  "Of course."


  "Where is the book?"


  A huge thug leaned in the door. "They're in the house." My heart jumped. But he didn't mean us. "Too many of them. Can't hold them off."


  "Hold them in the hall out there, then. You ought to be able to handle a few dwarves. Don't kill Gnorst. I need him alive."


  "Yes sir." Like if Chodo said do it, it could be done.


  I watched the witch. Damned if she wasn't happy about the way things were going.


  So was Chodo.


  Interesting.


  The kingpin eyed the witch again. "Where is the book? I won't ask again."


  "Fine. Then I won't have to listen to you anymore."


  Chodo didn't get mad. He smiled, said, "Take her into that corner there." He murmured something to the man behind his chair, who moved him over behind a big barricade of a desk to my left. I couldn't see him anymore.


  Crask gave Sadler a thumbs-up.


  The uproar from the rest of the house had been moving closer. Now the huge thug stumbled into Chodo's office. "I'm sorry, sir." He collapsed. Chodo still didn't get upset.


  A bunch of dwarves galloped in, Gnorst in their midst. He took in the setup, barked orders in dwarfish. For a moment there were a good thirty of them in there. Then some started drifting out. Most didn't want to go and a few flat refused. Gnorst smoldered. I guessed he didn't want anyone figuring out that he had visions of becoming the new Nooney Krombach.


  There were a dozen left when the flow stopped. Gnorst strutted over to the kingpin. His beard waggled like he was fixing to say something.


  Chodo trampled his line. Amazing. Put a little pressure on that old boy and he found all kinds of energy reserves. "Looks like six of one and half a dozen of the other, eh, Chet?"


  Chet was one of the guys holding the Serpent. "Maybe seven to five."


  The dwarves were baffled. Chodo was supposed to be dribbling in fear.


  "I've waited a long time, Gnorst," Chodo said. "But patience pays. Today I get to see you die."


  Dwarves peered around nervously. Gnorst's wicked little eyes went squinty. He wondered if he'd walked into a trap.


  Chodo managed a little chuckle. "You're going to do it to yourselves. Because half of you are her creatures and half are Gnorst's." He continued, stirring them up. The old boy had balls that dragged the ground. And he was telling the truth. That was obvious. You could tell as soon as the short folks started eyeballing each other.


  The witch yelled, "Don't!"


  Chodo laughed.


  The fur started flying.


  How'd he set them off so easy? One second they were calculating their chances, the next flying around hooting and hollering and stabbing.


  The men holding the witch eased along the outside wall, toward Chodo. She didn't look so chipper now. Chet paused once to stick a shiv into some short guy who thought he'd be a hero and rescue the maiden not so fair.


  It wasn't all dwarf hacking dwarf into chop meat, though. Chet got his before he could get behind the desk with Chodo and his coolie.


  Crask made another thumbs-up sign. He and Sadler moved over some, got set.


  Gnorst's loyalists were getting the best of the witch's boys. The last two broke for the doorway. The rest whooped in pursuit. I heard Chodo laugh again, softly, now through a gap opening in the wall of the secret room.


  Gnorst caught on a step too late. Chodo made good his escape. . . . Only it wasn't so good, was it?


  Crask and Sadler bopped the two guys with Chodo, cracked the witch a good one, made sure the wall was solidly in place. Gnorst had him a fit on the other side.


  Crask said, "Hi, Boss."


  Chodo was fresh out of good humor. He sighed. "You place your bets and take your chances, don't you, Mr. Garrett? But you can't beat the house forever. The wheel is fixed."


  "You ought to know."


  "I've rigged it often enough. I knew I should have tried harder to find that missing stone."


  I tossed it into his lap. "I didn't need it. They killed all your pets." I nodded toward the wall. The dwarves out there had gotten awful quiet. I went to peek.


  They were quiet, but there were a good forty of them out there now. Most just stood there staring at Gnorst. Gnorst didn't look a whole lot like Gnorst anymore. He was scared shitless.


  His buddies had caught onto him. He'd been using them so he could grab the Book of Shadows and turn himself into another Nooney Krombach. And he'd given himself away here. His pals had fallen into what you might call an unforgiving mood.


  He'd told me what dwarves though about Nooney and his book.


  He started trying to yak his way out, but there was no hope in his voice and nobody was listening. Short folks started edging toward him, growling. I put the plug back in the wall.


  "Well?" Chodo said, like he was in a hurry to get it over. Like he wanted to see if I had what it would take.


  The witch wobbled to her feet. "Let's get a leash on her," I suggested. "Chodo asked a question I never heard answered. I'd like to know myself."


  Chodo smiled feebly. "I knew you had a price, Mr. Garrett. It's a high one, admittedly, but it turns out you're human."


  "I want to destroy it. If I have to lug it up to thunder-lizard country and dump it into a volcano."


  He eyed me while Crask and Sadler rummaged for a choker for the Serpent. His smile faded, then returned. "You really would." He shook his head. "You understand about this afternoon?"


  "Not really."


  "I believe you. My error. I appear to have been misinformed and thereby have moved to a false conclusion. But more than one source suggested you knew the whereabouts of the book. I wanted to ask about that. All I accomplished was to activate your enmity. Well. You can't beat the house."


  "Why the hell would anybody think I'd know where the damned book is? I've been running myself crazy trying to get a lead on it."


  Winger muttered, "We going to stand around jawing all night? We're going to have those runts out there after us real soon now. Let's do what we got to do and get."


  "I think they're done. I don't think they'll be any more trouble."


  She went to check through the peephole.


  I looked at Chodo.


  I couldn't do it. And he knew I couldn't. He smiled. And not like he'd won some victory but like I'd won one and he was pleased. He smiled even knowing he wasn't going to get out of anything. Crask and Sadler didn't have my sensibilities. They wouldn't forgive and forget.


  Bigger smile on a devil's ugly face. "Look out for my baby, Mr. Garrett."


  I nodded.


  "She'll be fine," Crask said. And she would. That's the way those people worked. They counted women and children out, untouchable.


  "Gods," Winger said from the peephole. She turned away pale, shocked. I decided I didn't want to see anything that would shock Winger.


  Crask and Sadler eyed her, responding to the grim awe edging her voice. . . .


  The Serpent let Crask have it in the crotch. He folded up. She leaped at Chodo. . . .
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  I like to make out that I'm fast on my mental feet, but usually I'm no quicker than anybody else. When a woman is involved, I can be frightfully slow. But I do have a knack for seeing right and doing right when my tail is on the line.


  Everything seemed to slow down as the Serpent lunged toward the kingpin. I noted that she was not totally naked. She wore a ring. A big ugly snake thing probably still on her because they hadn't wanted to chop her finger off till after she died. I started to yell but it was too late.


  She hit Chodo while Crask was still folding and Sadler was turning to see. She didn't know where she was going but knew she couldn't stay. Anywhere would be safer than here.


  I yelled, "Winger! Come on! Let's get her!"


  She responded without thinking. Good for her.


  It had occurred to me that this was the ideal moment to separate ourselves from Crask and Sadler. Before they started considering who ought to follow the kingpin down that dark road.


  The witch had a good sense of where to run. We couldn't corner her. She found her way out of the hidden passages. She fled the house from the rear. And gained on us while doing it.


  I pounded around the side of the house just as she reached the front and almost landed in the middle of the departing dwarves. She whirled and headed east, toward the false dawn just beginning to define the vineyard hills.


  Now Winger and I gained ground. We had longer legs and no need to worry about scratches from weeds and brush.


  A winged shape dropped out of nowhere, brushed the Serpent's right shoulder, staggered her. Another followed it, then another, forcing her to change course.


  Winger grabbed my arm. "Slow down. We might not ought to catch up."


  "Huh?" I'd stopped thinking much.


  "They're steering her."


  They were indeed. I slowed to a trot and tried getting my brain to perking again. But I'd used my daily ration of smarts in Chodo's secret room.


  The Serpent scrambled over the estate wall, raced for the cover of a woodlot following a small creek. MorCartha swarmed around her as Winger and I cleared the wall. They ignored us completely. The witch stopped just short of the trees, looked around wildly. MorCartha were there to cut off any attempt at retreat.


  Men came out of the woods. Little guys, all of them, but men, not elves or dwarves or whatever. They surrounded the Serpent. A little old guy with glasses hobbled after them.


  Willard Tate.


  "Whoa," I said. "Stop right there, Winger. Good. Now, real careful, let's stroll toward the road." In half a second I'd overcome an impulse to go down and talk some sense into the Tates. That might not be any healthier than going back to hang around with Crask and Sadler. Willard Tate appeared demonic in the feeble light. He was set to get even with the world.


  "What's happening?" Winger asked.


  "You don't really want to know." Old Man Tate had his tools with him. I kept easing toward the road, hoping I wouldn't catch anyone's eye. "That old man there. His niece was the one the Serpent's thugs hit by mistake." I wondered how much he'd spent to arrange this encounter. I wondered how much had been engineered and how much was pure luck. I didn't have any urge to go ask. Uncle Willard might decide it was a fine time to uncomplicate Tinnie's life by removing her favorite ex-Marine.


  The Serpent screamed.


  "You going to do something?"


  "Yeah. Get my dearly beloved ass out of here. Too many people with their blood up in this neighborhood. I'm going to go home and lock myself in for a month, then I'll start trying to figure out what the hell became of that damned Book of Shadows."


  I had an idea. It weighed five hundred pounds and was mad as a hatter. Process of elimination. Everybody else who had the slightest interest didn't have the book. Therefore, Easterman did or knew where it was. Maybe he wanted the excitement to settle down some before he started playing Fido the Terrible.


  The Serpent had one hell of a set of lungs. She howled steadily. I didn't look back.


  I'd make my peace with me about that later. After I got used to the idea of still being healthy.
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  Six hundred yards southwest of Chodo's gate the road to TunFaire crosses a small stone bridge over the creek that supports the woodlot where the Tates had waited in ambush. A pair of unsavory sorts were perched on the sides of that bridge. Seedy morCartha inhabited the trees overhead, for once uncontentious. Presumably they belonged to the same tribe, perhaps the same family.


  The shorter character stood, dusted his seat, gave me a big smile filled with pointy dark-elf teeth. "Everything come out, Garrett?" He was a handsome devil.


  I kept cool. Cucumber Garrett, they call me. Icicles for bones. "You see before you the infamous Morley Dotes," I told Winger. Obviously, he wanted me to ply him with questions. I didn't. I'd show him. I'd spoil his whole day.


  "He sure don't look like much."


  "That's what the girls all say."


  Saucerhead, still seated, grinned, spat into the creek. He glanced upstream. "Some excitement, huh?"


  "Routine. They never had a chance once I got rolling. I'd love to hang around and swap lies, but I haven't had my breakfast."


  Saucerhead got up. He and Morley tagged along after us. Dotes sounded wounded when he said, "Routine? Your tail was an inch short of going down for the last time all the way. If I hadn't had you covered every step. . . ."


  Saucerhead told me, "We hired these morCartha to watch and report so we could jump in if you got in too deep."


  "Oh. It was you guys that got me away from Chodo's kidnappers and that thunder-lizard?"


  Morley hemmed and hawed. "You know the morCartha. Short attention spans. They kind of lost you that time. But your luck held. We were on you the rest of the time."


  "Maybe half the time," Saucerhead admitted. "Well, maybe a quarter of the time. People got to sleep some."


  "My pals," I told Winger. "They look out for me."


  "Hey," Morley protested. "Don't be that way. I set it up so it came out in the end, didn't I?"


  "I don't know. Did you?"


  Morley isn't one to blow his own horn, not any louder than the trumps of doom, anyway, so he let Saucerhead explain. Seems Morley smelled something in the wind early, something that would get me and Chodo butting heads. He'd stopped hiding and sulking over Chodo's having commandeered his place, had made arrangements. He'd gotten in touch with most everyone looking for the book and offered to become their warlord. Gnorst's bunch had no practical experience hunting and fighting. Likewise the Tates. And his reputation was dark enough to endear him to the witch's gang. Naturally, he'd gotten all parties to pay him in advance. Then he'd nudged everybody together for the final free-for-all.


  "I thought it was pretty slick." Morley grumbled.


  "Yeah," Saucerhead said. "Way it came out, it even halfway solved the morCartha problem." He looked around to see if any hired hands were following. They'd lost interest. He was relieved.


  Morley chuckled. "Don't worry about them. They're back there cleaning out Chodo's place."


  I didn't have much to say. Let Morley think he'd covered me. He was a friend, sort of, and he'd tried. I guess it was his morCartha I'd sensed when I'd had that feeling of being watched. It had been him and Tharpe and the Tates in the boat that had followed me and Winger up the river. Let him think what he wanted. I was sure his contribution didn't mean much. Things couldn't have turned out much different, the nature of the greedy beast being what it is.


  As we entered the city I asked Winger, "You still on Fido's payroll? I still have to go after that book."


  "I don't think so." She was puffing.


  I chuckled. "Want we should stop somewhere, get you a mule?"


  "For what?" She did a good puzzled look.


  "So you don't collapse. You must be lugging a hundred pounds of loot. I was amazed you kept up when we were chasing the Serpent."


  She got huffy but denied nothing.


  Hell, she clanked when she moved.


  Morley was thoughtful. He observed, "We may be in for interesting times, what with the kingpin's spot up for grabs."


  "Crask and Sadler are smarter than they act. Who could challenge them?"


  "Each other."


  Winger eyed him hard. "Is he that naive, Garrett?" I skipped answering because I'd figured those two out only recently myself. "Power changes people. Some get greedy."


  "They're going to worry about the world, not each other."


  "Whatever," Morley said. And: "All's well that ends well." We were in the Safety Zone then. "I've got to go see if I have a place left."


  "Yeah," Saucerhead said, "I better check in with Molly. She maybe might be a little worried. I never let her know what was up."


  As he headed for his place a flight of thunder-lizards swept over. Only the pigeons got excited. Folk in the street scarcely noticed. That was TunFaire. Anything can happen so everyone gets used to everything quickly.


  Winger clanked a little closer. She looked as bad as I felt. "Your friend was right. All's well that ends well."


  "But this isn't over. I haven't taken care of that damned Book of Shadows."


  "Let's get some shut-eye first, though. Eh?"


  "I could handle a few weeks of that." I didn't have much energy left but there were loose ends. Tinnie. Carla Lindo. The book. Maybe Fido Easterman. Not to mention Crask and Sadler. But I couldn't concentrate on them. With home and bed so near, I was fading fast.


  So. Trudge trudge, drag drag, off Wizard's Reach into Macunado Street. . . . "Oh, hell! Now what?" I drifted over and parked the back of my lap on a neighbor's steps.


  There was a crowd in front of my place, oohing and ahing. But the attraction wasn't anything as commonplace as flying thunder-lizards.


  A huge character in star-spangled black floated twenty feet above the street, twisting and spinning and making motions like he was trying to swim. He didn't get anywhere. Fido Easterman.


  He spotted Winger, started bellowing like a potato auctioneer.


  I dragged myself to my feet, ambled closer. I noted that Fido's whole gang was with him, though no one else was airborne. The rest were in the street, stiff as hardened leather. Some, caught in midstride, had toppled.


  "What the hell?" Winger said. "What the hell?"


  "He pissed the Dead Man off somehow."


  There were ogres on my stoop, also rigid. My door was open. Busted open. No wonder Old Bones was peckish.


  I didn't hurt myself getting in a hurry. The Dead Man had it under control. I slithered through the crowd, stopped to eyeball Easterman.


  "Get me down!"


  "Why? You want more trouble than you've got?"


  Easterman flailed at the air, snarled something about somebody was getting away, then started laying on the threats.


  He popped up fifteen feet, then fell, howling. People scattered. He started darting around like a feeding bat. People clapped and cheered and yelled suggestions about what he should try next. He really had the Dead Man's goat.


  I shouted, "What did you do? Try to break in? Why do a dumb thing like that?"


  Fido glowered as he whizzed by.


  The Dead Man tossed him high and let him fall till his nose was four inches from the pavement, then flipped him up again. How long had this been going on? The Dead Man's powers are amazing, but there are limits to his endurance.


  "The book!" Easterman wailed. "I meant to snatch the book."


  "I can understand that. I'd like to snatch it myself. But why bust up my place?"


  He didn't have anything more to say. Not yet. The Dead Man set him spinning. He got busy dumping his last six meals. People scattered again, grumbling. This part of the show wasn't so attractive.


  Winger told me, "He's always been convinced that you have the book hidden at home. That's why he sent me in the first place. To root around."


  "Huh? Then he's even crazier than I thought. Don't go away, Fido." I headed for the house. Mounting the steps, I removed the big green litter there, tossing it into the gutter where it belonged.


  They'd chopped my door all to hell. Dean could use it for kindling. I wasn't pleased.


  The door to the small front room stood ajar. Had the Dead Man let them get that far before he reacted? No. Dean was in there. "Dean? What's the matter?" He was seated on the daybed, sniffling, fiddling with gray burlap he had wrapped around one hand.


  He needed time to respond. "Oh! Mr. Garrett!" It was shock. "I tried to stop her. I couldn't."


  Winger had invited herself aboard. She said, "He's been cut, Garrett." Yes. The floor between his feet was bloody.


  I moved then, thinking he was badly hurt. But he wasn't. His left hand had been laid open to the bone, though, like he'd grabbed a blade. "What happened?"


  "She took the book, Mr. Garrett. Right after those creatures tried to break in. I caught her unwrapping it. I tried to take it away."


  What was he babbling about? "What are you babbling about?" Then I spotted a torn brass page under his foot. The page that had cut his hand.


  "That Book of Shadows. It was here all the time. Under the daybed. And she knew it."


  She knew it? How did she know it? How come he hadn't found it while he was cleaning? We were maybe going to have to have a talk about his housekeeping. Under the daybed? How the hell did it get under there?


  "Oh, my." I recalled a certain naked vision of a morning past. She'd carried a bundle wrapped in cloth like that wrapped around Dean's hand. I'd paid no attention because there'd been distractions. If I'd thought of that package at all, I'd assumed she'd taken it with her when she'd done her fade. "Carla Lindo grabbed it? She knew where it was and took off with it?"


  Dean nodded.


  I catch on real quick. "Winger, see what you can do about that hand. I need to go yell at my partner."


  You had best not, the Dead Man sent as I charged into his den. I was as surprised as Dean.


  "You couldn't be. You know the inside of everybody's head. You playing some kind of game?"


  I was ignorant of what was happening at deeper levels of her mind, though now it is obvious that her principal motive for staying here was to locate and remain near the Book of Shadows. Note that I was unable to read the mind of the Serpent and unaware of the presence of the other while they were here in the guise of Carla Lindo Ramada. This suggests that there is something quite unusual about that young woman.


  "Really?" I was angry. Needless to say. One half-wit thought after the naked woman's departure and I could have saved us all a peck of trouble. I could have poked around, found the book, and destroyed it publicly. End of excitement. But no! I had to let myself get distracted by acres and acres of redheads.


  I am doing my part here. Garrett. But I have no legs.


  "Say what?"


  It has not been twenty minutes since the little devil fled. You know where she is going.


  I thought I knew where I was going. Upstairs. To bed. "More power to her."


  Garrett! It has been demonstrated to my satisfaction that that woman is not one of the good people either. I suggest you consider what use she or her father might have for the Book of Shadows. Take into consideration their supposed base of operations, an unassailable fortress.


  His feelings were hurt because he'd been taken in. He wanted Blood. "All right. All right." I needed this like I needed another vacation at the kingpin's place. What I did need was rest, about thirty quarts of cold beer, a ten-pound steak, rare and smothered in mushrooms. A long soak in a tub wouldn't hurt, either. "I'm on my way." Why do I do these things to me?


  On my way where? There was a whole world out there.


  She has to head west, Garrett.


  That narrowed it down. There's only one way out of the city if you're headed west.
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  Winger invited herself along. I didn't argue. She could stick pins in me, keep me awake.


  We set our watch against the wall, outside the west gate, among the most optimistic beggars in the world. I mean, half the people inbound are destitute peasants looking for the streets of gold.


  "Think we got here in time, Garrett?"


  I'd taken our lives in my hands and cut through the Bustee, following the most direct route. "She doesn't know the city. Even if she hired a coach, she couldn't have gotten here first." True, logically, but I was whistling in the dark. After recent events, logic didn't seem very trustworthy.


  I mean, the Dead Man getting swindled not once but three times? That was damned hard to swallow, though for the sake of peace in the house I'd take his word.


  I suspected wishful thinking had helped Carla Lindo sucker him. He'd been exposed long enough to have smelled something. He'd overlooked it because she'd charmed him. . . . Hell. I should talk?


  "She have any money?" Winger asked.


  "I don't think so. Why?"


  "I wondered if she could hire a coach or buy a horse."


  "She gave us everything she had to hire us."


  "She'll be walking, then. Can she read?"


  "Why?"


  "If I was her and I could read, I'd open that book and turn me into somebody else in case somebody came after me."


  I hadn't thought of that. I couldn't recall if she could read or not. My memory plays tricks when I'm tired. "Assume the worst. Watch for anybody with something that might be the book."


  "How big?"


  I made gestures, as best I could recall what I'd seen in the naked woman's arms.


  Winger scrunched down in the shade of the wall, ignoring the glower of the beggar next to her. She closed one eye like she was going halfway to sleep. "Think there'll be trouble because of what your sidekick did to Easterman?"


  "Nah. Shit happens. Pretty often around our place. The neighbors will be happy it was just entertaining this time. One time half the houses got busted up. That's why all the new brickwork and stuff. People that don't like excitement moved out. Nobody else gives a damn. They don't own, they rent."


  "I noticed that about TunFaire. Nobody gives a damn about anything but themselves."


  Not entirely true, but close.


  Nothing happened for a while. I got into a discussion with a bum who was a fellow ex-Marine, mostly about Glory Mooncalled's exploits in the Cantard. During the night, while I was preoccupied, word had come that Mooncalled's magnificent maneuver down there hadn't panned pure gold. Our fearless leaders had, in fact, anticipated it. They'd gone ahead and jumped into a brawl with the Venageti but had held back powerful reserves. Those had continued the pursuit of Mooncalled and had carved him up pretty good.


  From the sound of it, once the dust settled there would be no predominant force in the Cantard. We'd be back to the old endless terror, only now with the balance teetering three ways instead of two. That should make the situation there crazier than ever.


  I was glad I was past all that.


  Winger nudged me.


  One gorgeous redhead had come hiking out the gate. She was dressed for rough travel and carried a big pack.


  She was in a hurry. Literate or not, she hadn't changed her appearance.


  She was in too much of a hurry. Thus, she didn't notice us or know that she'd acquired other admirers, city thugs who thought they had them an easy mark. They cruised along behind, knowing the road ahead would provide ample opportunity. Three miles past west gate you're into wild country already. The hills out there are better suited to raising sheep than to grape growing.


  Winger rose with me. She understood the situation without my pointing it out. "I got a suggestion you ain't going to like."


  "Which is?"


  "Let those three clowns have first crack, then take the book from them."


  "You're right. I don't like it."


  "Think about it. No telling what's up her sleeve, right? So why not let somebody else take the lumps?" She did have her own style of thinking. She had a point, too.


  I was in a foul enough temper to accept it. "You come to TunFaire this way?"


  "Yeah. So?"


  "There's a big curve in the road a couple miles ahead. Runs around the end of that ridge yonder, to a town called Switchback."


  "I remember."


  "If somebody was to go over the ridge, they could save a mile and a half, get ahead, arid come back this way. We could come at them from two directions. My guess is they'll jump her at the knee of the ridge, Maiden Angel Shrine, or the spring just past there."


  "Does somebody mean me?"


  "There's a thought."


  "Here's another one. She going to be watching behind her or ahead? She running to or from? Who's she going to recognize?"


  Damn her black heart. She was right. Carla Lindo would recognize me in a second. I bellyached a lot, but when the time came I headed uphill, cussing all the way.


  It wasn't so bad going down the far side. I tripped and rolled part of the way. No work at all, that. But I didn't make the time I should have. I was late getting to the Shrine of the Maiden Angel.


  The bad boys had had time to catch Carla Lindo and Winger had had time to catch them in an indelicately exposed posture. When I came puffing along, one was dead and another working on it while the third was unconscious. Winger had just finished tying a half-naked Carla Lindo to a sapling. "You stop for a couple of beers, Garrett?"


  "My pins aren't short enough for running down hills." A westbound peasant family studiously ignored us. They would report us at Hellwalker Station, the cavalry barracks two miles beyond Switchback. Riders would come to investigate. Highwaymen aren't tolerated the way criminals are in the city.


  Carla Lindo had gotten batted around some. It took her a while to recognize me and turn on the heat. I gaped. Winger spat, shook her head, grabbed Carla Lindo's pack in one hand and my arm in the other. "You going to stand there drooling or are you going to haul ass?"


  I shuddered and shivered and broke the spell. "Haul ass. One minute." I squatted, told Carla Lindo, "The cavalry will be here soon, sweetheart. They'll turn you loose. If you don't want to spend the rest of your life explaining to every firelord and stormwarden there is, tell the soldiers that these guys jumped you, then some travelers came along and broke it up. But they took off before anybody thought of cutting you loose."


  "Garrett! Please." Could she ever turn on the heat. She wasn't human. I turned to hot wax. "I have to have the book. I can't go home without it."


  I repeated my shudder-and-shiver routine. I can withstand them when I have to. "No way, darling. It's too wicked. It's killed too many people already. It's got to be destroyed. And I don't trust anybody to do that. Maybe not even me." I wasn't tempted anymore, though. I'd suffered too much. I just wanted to put an end to the damned thing.


  I touched Carla Lindo's cheek. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. It could have been something."


  "Garrett, you can't do this to me. You loved me. Didn't you?"


  "Maybe I did, some. That don't mean I'll let you use me. That don't mean I'm going to go to hell for you. I wouldn't do that for anybody." Except maybe Tinnie. I'd skipped through a suburb of hell for her trying to get this straightened out. I had to go see her again. . . .


  Carla Lindo changed. She stopped being that delicious little morsel, turned into a wildcat with a mouth like a dock walloper, speaking the true shadows in her heart. She became the real Carla Lindo Ramada, no better than the other two who'd worn her face.


  Winger grumbled, "You ready now? Or you want to hang around and put yourself through some more punishment?"


  Right. I put a cap on my hurt, turned my back on Carla Lindo Ramada, walked toward TunFaire. Winger and I didn't talk much. Wasn't much to say. I told myself it could have been worse. I could have gotten involved with Carla Lindo. That wouldn't have been hard. But events had conspired to keep me distanced. Lucky me, I'd ended up just getting another lesson revealing the basic blackness lying below the human heart. Once again I'd seen that, given incentive and opportunity, most anybody will jump at the chance to turn wicked. And the wicked will turn wickeder still.


  Priests of a thousand cults proclaim the essential goodliness of Man. They must be fools. All I see is people flinging themselves at the chance to do evil.


  I said a lot of that out loud. Winger told me, "You're depressing."


  "So they tell me. If they run into me at a time like this. Afterwards. Hang around me much longer, you'll see me really black."


  I wondered how black it would get. She had Carla Lindo's pack. She might get a notion to cash in off Easterman.


  I'm not sure where the idea came from. Maybe it was spur-of-the-moment. Maybe it was in there all along because the route I picked through the west end was not the fastest. Whatever, suddenly we were at the corner of Blaize and Eldoro. Across the way, alone, hunched, as though shunned by its neighbors, aware of that, cringing, stood a building of ocher brick. Most TunFaire brick is red. Smoke wisped from a stack. The idea hit me. "Come on over here."


  I pushed through the front door of that place. A cowbell arrangement announced me. A wizened kobold appeared. A squirrel on two feet. His hands permanently washed one another over his heart. "How may I help you, sir and madam?" His smirk told us he knew. All his kind have a fawning companionship with death.


  "I saw smoke from your chimney. You all fired up?"


  Puzzled, he replied, "No sir. We keep the fire burning so we don't have to spend time preheating the kiln."


  "Let me have the pack," I told Winger. She gave it up reluctantly. She was puzzled, too. She came from an area where they had few nonhumans. If she'd known what was up, she might have resisted. I told the kobold, "I want to run this through." I let him look at the pack.


  "Sir?"


  "I'll pay the usual fee."


  "Very well, sir." Even kobolds don't usually argue with money, whether or not they understand. He reached for the pack.


  "I'd rather send it off myself. So I'm absolutely sure. You know?"


  "As you wish." He didn't move. Time to show him the color of my money. I did. He smiled, put it into a cash box that appeared magically, and disappeared even more quickly. He washed his hands some more, suggested, "If you'll follow me, then?"


  "What the hell we doing, Garrett? What is this place? It has a weird smell."


  "You'll see."


  We went down a hall that passed between several small rooms. In one a kobold family kept vigil over an old, still form on a stone table. Winger got it then.


  Many of the races, and even some humans, prefer not to bury their dead. The reasons vary. For kobolds and some others burial supposedly leaves the dead the option of getting up and walking again. Or so they fear. For us humans expense is usually the major consideration. TunFaire is short on cemeteries. Burial ground is expensive.


  The kobold took us to the kiln room. He shouted in his own language. More kobolds, likely family, popped up, threw coal into the kiln's firebox, pumped bellows furiously. In seconds waves of heat beat at us.


  "You're going to burn it?" Winger asked.


  "Going to chuck it in there and cremate it. Won't be anything left but slag." It gets hot in those kilns. Has to, to reduce bone.


  The little folk shoveled coal and pumped. The whole place got toasty warm. Winger argued with herself. She wasn't much at hiding her thoughts. "Garrett . . . I got to go outside. I can't handle the smell." It was a bit thick in there but she just needed an excuse to remove herself from temptation. If she could stand herself, she could stand a crematorium.


  Soon enough the old kobold told me the kiln was ready. I wrestled with myself a little, finally managed to pin the dark side of me long enough. I tossed the bundle in onto the rack were they usually parked the bodies. I leaned my nose against a mica porthole and watched.


  Carla Lindo's pack burned quickly, exposing the book. First time I'd seen it. It was pretty much as described, big, thick, bound in leather that went fast. Its brass pages started to curl.


  I'm sure it was imagination. I don't know what else it might have been. But as those pages yielded to the fire I thought I heard tiny, distant screams. I thought I saw frantic shadows scurrying over the glowing coals.
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  I stepped out of the crematorium. "Well, that's the end of that. . . ." A young couple passing spared a wide-eyed look for a goof who carried on conversations with thin air. I clammed. Winger wasn't there. I hung around half a minute, probably looking as silly as I felt. Then I shrugged. What the hell? She had work to do, Chodo's plunder to pawn while the pawning was good.


  Now what?


  I figured my best bet was to go home and catch up on my sleep. So naturally I decided to punish myself a little by delaying gratification. I headed for the Tate compound.


  It would be just a quick stop, just a minute to see how Tinnie was doing. If I could weasel my way around the Tate at the gate. After last night they'd be less friendly than ever.


  But they did let me inside. I did see Tinnie. She was all better, full of vinegar. The old redhead again. She put on a big, wicked grin and threatened to try visiting again, as soon as I did a little recovering myself. "You might even try getting near some warm water, fella. I think your fleas have all died and started to ripen."


  I gave her a little peck on the lips, about ten minutes' worth, on account, and a grin for interest, and said, "I'll run all the way. Don't let me get too old before you. . . ."


  "You're already too old but I like you anyway. I'll probably give in to my baser nature. . . . You'd better scoot before Uncle Willard finds out you're here."


  I scooted. I didn't exactly run home, but I didn't waste much time. People tell me I was humming. I went straight to bed.


  Which is probably where I ought to stay, and say good-bye to running and redheads and whatever else. If I had the sense to stay in bed and keep my head under the covers, I wouldn't get into these crazy things.


  


  


  
    « ^
  


  


  


  


  ⇐ Old Tin Sorrows — Index — Red Iron Nights ⇒


  Red Iron Nights


  
    [image: ]
  


  Contents


  
    
      
        	
          


          
            1

            2

            3

            4

            5

            6

            7

            8

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            9

            10

            11

            12

            13

            14

            15

            16

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            17

            18

            19

            20

            21

            22

            23

            24

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            25

            26

            27

            28

            29

            30

            31

            32

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            33

            34

            35

            36

            37

            38

            39

            40

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            41

            42

            43

            44

            45

            46

            47

            48

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            49

            50

            51

            52

            53

            54

            55

            56

          

          

        

        	
          


          
            57

            58

            59

            60

            

            

            

            

          

          

        
      

    
  


  


  


  


  1


  
    ^ »
  


  


  


  When I shoved through the doorway of Morley's Joy House you'd have thought I was the old dude in black who lugs the sickle. The place went dead quiet. I stopped moving. I couldn't push uphill against the weight of all those stares. "Somebody sneak lemons into your salads?"


  Quick check of the talent. It looked like somebody with an ugly stick had gone berserk. That or those guys spent a lot of time diving into walls and shaving themselves with hatchets. I saw enough scars and bent noses to open me a sideshow.


  The Joy House boasts that kind of clientele.


  "Aw, damn! It's Garrett." That was my pal Puddle, safe behind the bar. "Here we go again, troops." Puddle goes two-eighty, maybe more. His skin is the hue of somebody who's been dead awhile. You ask me, rigor mortis set in above the neck twenty years back.


  Several dwarves, an ogre, miscellaneous elves, and a couple of guys of indeterminate ancestry chugged their sauerkraut cocktails and headed for the door. Guys I didn't even know. Guys who knew me did their damnedest to pretend they didn't. A murmur spread as the ones who didn't know me got clued in.


  What a charge for the ego. Call me Typhoid Garrett.


  "Hi, everybody," I chirped, going for cheerful. "Ain't it a grand night out?" It wasn't. It was raining cats and dogs and the critters were quarreling all the way to the ground. I had dents in my head from random volleys of hailstones, not being bright enough to wear a hat. On the plus side, flash floods might clear the garbage festering in the streets. Some of that was ready to get up and walk.


  The city ratmen get lazier every day.


  "Hey, Garrett! Come on over."


  Well. A friendly face. "Saucerhead, old buddy, old pal." I steered for the shadowy corner table Tharpe shared with another guy. I hadn't spotted him because of the gloom back there. Even close up I couldn't make much of Tharpe's companion. The guy wore heavy black robes, like some species of priest, complete with cowl. He exuded gloom like a miasma. He wasn't the kind you'd have over to liven up a party.


  "Drag up a chair," Tharpe said. I don't know why he's called Saucerhead. He don't like it much but ranks it higher than "Waldo," which a parent or two hung on him.


  I planted my behind. Tharpe's companion observed, "Seems you're less than welcome here. Are you diseased?" He wasn't just gloomy, he was forthright, a social handicap worse than bad breath.


  "Ha!" Saucerhead snorted. "Ha-ha-ha. That's good, Licks. Hell. This's Garrett. I told you about him."


  "The mist begins to clear." But not around him, it didn't.


  "I'm starting to feel a little hurt here," I said. "You're wrong." Louder, "You're all of you wrong. I'm not working. I'm not into anything. I just thought I'd drop in and catch up on my friends." They didn't believe me.


  At least nobody cracked wise about me not having any friends.


  Saucerhead said, "If you'd come around and socialize sometimes, instead of just when you're up to your crack in crocodiles, maybe folks would smile when they saw you."


  Grumble grumble. Hard to argue with that. "You're looking good, Garrett. Lean and mean. Still working out?"


  "Yeah." More grumbles. I don't much like work. Especially not workout-type work. I figure in any rational world a man will get all the exercise he needs catching his share of blonds, brunettes, and redheads. Got it so far? I'm Garrett, investigator and confidential agent, not animated by any overwhelming ambition, with a penchant for figures of a certain kind and a knack for stumbling into things friends and acquaintances don't find enthralling. I'm a young thirty, six-feet-two, ginger-haired and blue-eyed, and the dogs don't howl when I go by, though the hazards of my profession have left traces which give my face character. I say I'm charming. My friends disagree, say I just won't take life serious. Well, you do too much of that and you end up as dark as this friend of Saucerhead's.


  Puddle arrived with a huge tankard of my favorite food, that divine elixir that makes it necessary for me to work out. He'd drawn it from his private keg, hidden behind the bar. The Joy House doesn't serve anything but rabbit food and the squeezings thereof. Morley Dotes is a rabid vegetarian.


  I took a long drink of bitter beer. "You're a prince, Puddle." I fished out a silver mark.


  "Yeah. I'm in line for the throne." He didn't pretend to make change. A prince indeed. You could buy a pony keg wholesale for that, the price of silver being what it is. "How come you're in here instead of gamboling through acres of redheads?" My last big case involved whole squads of that delightful subspecies. Unfortunately, only one of the bunch turned out palatable. Redheads are that way. They're either devils or angels—and the angels are no angels. I think it's because they try living up to an image from an early age.


  "Gamboling, Puddle?" Where did Puddle pick up a word like "gamboling"? The man had trouble with his own name on account of it had more than one syllable. "You been going to school or something?"


  Puddle just grinned.


  I asked, "What is this, teak on Tommy Tucker night? With easygoing old Garrett playing Tommy?"


  Puddle's grin widened into an unappealing smear of rotten and missing teeth. He was one guy who should convert and become one of Morley's born-again vegetarians.


  Saucerhead said, "You make yourself a fat target."


  "I must. For everybody. You hear what Dean did?"


  Dean is the old boy who keeps house for me and my partner and cooks for me. He's about seventy. He'd make somebody a fine wife.


  While we jawed, Tharpe's tablemate filled and tamped, filled and tamped the biggest damn pipe I ever saw. It had a bowl like a bucket. Puddle snagged a brass coal bucket off the bar. Licks used copper tongs to transfer one small coal to his pipe. He puffed clouds of weed smoke potent enough to sky us all.


  "Musicians," Saucerhead muttered, as though that explained the ills of the world. "I didn't hear, Garrett. What's he done now? Found you another cat?" Dean was going through a stray-collecting spell. I'd had to get firm to keep from ending up up to my belt buckle in cat hair.


  "Worse. He says he's moving in. Like I don't get a vote. And he goes on about it like he's making some kind of supreme sacrifice."


  Saucerhead chuckled. "There goes your extra room. No place left to stash you a spare honey. Poor baby. Gots to make do with one at a time."


  Grumble grumble. "Ain't like I'm overstocked. I been doing with none at a time since Tinnie and Winger ran into each other on my front steps." Puddle laughed. Heathen.


  Tharpe asked, "What about Maya?"


  "I haven't seen her in six months. I think she left town. It's me and Eleanor now." Eleanor is a painting on my office wall. I love the gal but she has her limitations. Everybody thought my situation was hilarious—except Tharpe's friend. He wasn't hearing anybody but himself anymore. He started humming. I decided he couldn't be much of a musician. He couldn't carry a tune in a handcart.


  Puddle stopped snickering long enough to say, "I knew you was up to something. Not your usual, but you still looking to get bailed out."


  "Damnit, I just wanted out of the house. Dean is driving me buggo and the Dead Man won't take a nap on account of he's expecting Glory Mooncalled to do something and he don't want to miss the news. I defy anybody to put up with those two for half as long as I have."


  "Yeah, you do got a hard life." Saucerhead sneered. "My heart goes out. Tell you what. I'll trade you. I take your place, you take mine. I'll throw in Billie." Billie being his current flame, a little bit of a blond with temper enough for a platoon of redheads.


  "Do I detect a note of disenchantment?"


  "No. You detect the whole damned opera."


  "Thanks anyway. Maybe next time." Saucerhead's place was a one-room walk-up without furniture enough for company. I lived in places like that before I scored big enough to buy the house I share with the Dead Man.


  Saucerhead tucked his thumbs into his belt, leaned back, smirked and nodded, nodded and smirked. A smirk on his ugly face is a wonder to behold. He ever holds one too long the Crown might declare it a national park. He claims he's all human, but from his size and looks you've got to suspect he has a little troll or giant in him. "You ain't ready to deal, Garrett, I can't say I got a lot of sympathy for you."


  "I could've gone to some second-rate swillhouse and drowned my sorrows in ardent spirits, pouring my woes into the ears of sympathetic strangers, but no, I had to come down here. . . ."


  "That works for me," Puddle kicked in when I hit the part about ardent spirits. "Don't let us hold you up."


  I never did count him as a friend. He just came with my friend Morley—though Morley's friendship can be suspect enough. "You take the joy out of the Joy House, Puddle."


  "Hey, Garrett. The place was rocking till you walked in."


  Saucerhead's pal Licks wasn't even gurgling now, but he kept puffing like a volcano and grinning. I was getting the smoke secondhand but was ready to start humming myself. I lost track of what I was saying, started wondering why the place was called the Joy House, which made it sound a lot more exotic than the vegetarian hangout it is.


  Licks suddenly shot up like he'd been goosed. He headed for the door, sort of floating, as though his toes barely reached the floor. I'd never seen anyone do weed so heavy. I asked Tharpe, "Where'd you find him?"


  "Licks? He found me. Him and some other guys want to organize the musicians."


  "Say no more." I could imagine their interest in Saucerhead. Tharpe makes his living convincing people. His technique involves bending limbs in unnatural directions.


  Two or three Morleys descended the stair from the second floor, staring toward Licks as the musician hit the exit. Morley had heard about me. Puddle had warned him through the speaking tube to his office upstairs. Hard to tell through the smoke, but Dotes looked irked.


  Morley is a breed, part dark-elf, part human. The elf side dominates. He's short, trim, so handsome it's a sin. And sin he does, as often as he can with anybody's wife who'll hold still. He'd grown a little pencil-stroke mustache. He had his black hair slicked back. He was dressed to kill—though his type looks good in anything. He drifted our way, showing a lot of pointy teeth.


  "What's that thing living under your nose?"


  Saucerhead offered a crude suggestion. Morley ignored him. "You quit working, Garrett? You haven't been around."


  "Why work if I don't have to?" I tried looking smug—though my finances weren't comfortable. It costs to keep house.


  "You have something going?" He occupied the chair vacated by Licks, waved at persistent weed smoke.


  "Not hardly." I gave him my sad tale of woe. He laughed too.


  "Imaginative, Garrett. I almost believe you. I have to admit, when you make them up they sound like things that could happen. So what is it? Something hush-hush? I haven't heard about anything shaking. This town's getting dull."


  He talked that long only because I was stammering. "Damn! Not you too!"


  "You never come around except when you need muscle to hoist you out of a hole you've dug yourself."


  Not fair. Not true. I've even gone so far as to eat some of the cow chow his joint serves. Once I even paid for it. "You don't believe me? Then tell me this. Where's the woman?"


  "What woman?" Dotes and Saucerhead and Puddle all grinned like shiteating possums. Thought they had me on the run.


  "You claim I'm working. Where's the woman? I get into one of my weird cases, there's always a lovely around. Right? So you see a honey on my arm? Hell, my luck's so bad I'd almost go to work just to. . . . Huh?"


  They weren't paying attention. They were staring at something behind me.
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  She liked black. She wore a black raincloak over a black dress. She wore high-top black boots. Raindrops shimmered like diamonds in her raven hair. She wore black leather gloves. I imagined she'd lost a black hat and veil somewhere. Everything about her was black except her face. That was as pale as bone. She was about five-six. She was young. She was beautiful. She was frightened.


  I said, "I'm in love."


  Morley's sense of humor deserted him. He told me, "You don't want anything to do with her, Garrett. She'll get you dead."


  The woman's gaze, arrogant from amazing black eyes, passed over us as though we didn't exist. She chose to perch at a table isolated from those that were occupied. Some of Morley's patrons shivered as she passed, pretended they didn't see her.


  Interesting.


  I looked some more. She was about twenty. She wore lip paint so red it looked like fresh blood. That and her pallor gave me a chill. But no. No vampire would dare TunFaire's inhospitable streets.


  I was intrigued. Why was she afraid? Why did she scare those thugs? "Know her, Morley?"


  "No. I don't. But I know who she is."


  "So?"


  "She's the kingpin's kid. I saw her out there last month."


  "Chodo's daughter?" I was stunned. Also a lot less romantically inclined.


  Chodo Contague is TunFaire's emperor of crime. If it's on society's underbelly and there's a profit in it, Chodo has a piece of it.


  "Yes."


  "You went out there? You saw him?"


  "Yes." He sounded a little vague, there.


  "He's really alive, then." I'd heard but I'd had trouble believing it.


  See, my last case, the one with all the redheads, ended up with me and my friend Winger and Chodo's two top lifetakers going after the bastard. Winger and I took a powder before the dirty deed, figuring we'd be next if we hung around. When we left, Crask and Sadler had the old boy ready to go on the meathook. But it hadn't taken. Chodo was still boss wazoo. Crask and Sadler were still his top headcrushers, like they'd never had a thought of putting him to sleep.


  That worried me. Chodo had seen me plain enough. He wasn't the forgiving sort.


  "Chodo's daughter! What's she doing in a dump like this?"


  "What do you mean, a dump like this?" You can't even hint that the Joy House might be less than top of the mark without Morley gets his back up.


  "I mean, obviously she thinks she's a class act. Whatever you or I think, she's got to figure this's a dive. This isn't the Hill, Morley. It's the Safety Zone."


  That's Morley's neighborhood. The Safety Zone. It's an area where folks of disparate species get together for business reasons with a lessened risk of getting murdered. It's not your upper-crust part of town.


  All the time we're rattling our mouths, whispering, I'm trying to think of some good excuse for going over there and telling the girl she's made me her love slave. And all the time I'm doing that, my little voice is telling me: don't make a damned fool of yourself, any kid of Chodo's is going to be murder on the hoof.


  I must have twitched. Morley grabbed my arm. "You're getting desperate, hit the Tenderloin."


  Common sense. Don't stick your hand in a fire. I hung on to my ration of sense. I settled back. I had it under control. But I couldn't help staring.


  The front door exploded inward. Two very large Brunos brought half the storm in with them. They held the door open for a third man, who came in slow, like he was onstage. He was shorter by a couple of inches but no less muscular. Somebody had used his face to draw a map with a knife. One eye was half-shut permanently. His upper lip was drawn into a perpetual sneer. He radiated nasty. "Oh, boy," Morley said.


  "Know them?"


  "I know the type."


  Saucerhead said it for me. "Don't we all."


  The scar-faced guy looked around. He spotted the girl. He started moving. Somebody yelled, "Shut the goddamned door!" The two heavies there took their first good look around and got a read on what kind of people hang out in a place like the Joy House. They shut the door.


  I didn't blame them. Some very bad people hang out at Morley's place.


  Scarface didn't care. He approached the girl. She refused to see him. He bent, whispered something. She started, then looked him in the eye. She spat. Chodo's kid for sure.


  Scarface smiled. He was pleased. He had him an excuse.


  There wasn't a sound in the place when he yanked her out of the seat. She betrayed pain by expression but didn't make a sound.


  Morley said, "That's it." His voice was soft. Dangerous. You don't mess with his customers. Scarface must not have known where he was. He ignored Morley. Most times that's a fatal error. He was lucky, maybe.


  Morley moved. The thugs from the doorway got in his way.


  Dotes kicked one in the temple. The guy was twice his size but went down like he'd been whacked with a sledge. The other one made the mistake of grabbing Morley.


  Saucerhead and I started moving a second after Dotes did. We circled the action, chasing the scar-faced character. Morley didn't need help. And if he did, Puddle was behind the bar acquiring some engine of destruction.


  Rain hit me in the face, like to drove me back inside. It was worse than it had been when I'd arrived.


  "There," Saucerhead said, pointing. I spied the loom of a dark coach, figures struggling as Scarface tried to force the girl inside.


  We pranced over, me unlimbering my favorite oak headknocker as we went. I never leave home without it. Eighteen inches long, it has a pound of lead in its business end. Very effective, and it don't usually leave bodies littering the street.


  Saucerhead beat me there. He grabbed the scar-faced guy from behind, twirled him around, and threw him against the nearest building with a force that drowned the rattle of distant thunder. I slithered into the vacated space, grabbed the girl.


  Somebody was trying to drag her into the coach. I slipped my left arm around her waist, pulled, pushed my headknocker past her, figuring I'd pop a bad boy between the eyes.


  I saw eyes, all right. Eyes like out of some spook story, full of green fire, three times too big for the wizened little character who wore them. He had to be a hundred and ninety. But he was strong. He hung on to the girl's arm with hands like bird claws, pulled her in despite her and me both.


  I swished my billy around, trying to avoid seeing those eyes because they were poisonous. They scared hell out of me. Made me feel cold all the way down to my tail-bone. And I don't scare easy.


  I got him a good one upside the head. His grip weakened. That gave me a chance to line up another shot. I let him have it.


  His mouth opened wide, but instead of a scream, butterflies poured out. I mean like about a million and two butterflies, so many the coach was filled. They were all over me. I stumbled back, flailed around. I'd never been bitten by a butterfly, but who knew about the kind that come flapping out of some old geek's mouth?


  Saucerhead pulled the girl away from me, tossed me back like a rag doll, dived in there, and pulled that old guy out. You don't want to get in Saucerhead's way when he's riled. He breaks things.


  The old man's eyes had lost their fire. Saucerhead lifted him with one hand, said, "What the hell you think you're pulling, Gramps?" and tossed him over to ricochet off the same wall that had been Scarface's undoing. Then Tharpe went over and started kicking, one for this guy, one for that, no finesse. I heard ribs crack. I figured I ought to calm him down before he killed somebody, only I couldn't think how. I didn't want to get in his way when he was in that mood. And I still had a flock of soggy butterflies after me.


  Tharpe calmed himself down. He grabbed the old man by the scruff of the neck and pitched him into the coach. The old boy made a sound like a whipped puppy. Tharpe tossed Scarf ace in on top of him, then looked up. There wasn't anybody on the driver's seat, so he just whacked the nearest horse on the rump and yelled.


  The team took off.


  Hunching down against the rain, Tharpe turned to me. "Takes care of those clowns. Hey! What happened to the girl?"


  She was gone.


  "Damned ingrate. There's a broad for you. Hell." He looked up, let the rain fall into his face a moment, then said, "I'm going to get my stuff. Then what say you and me go get drunk and get in a fight?"


  "I thought we just had a fight."


  "Bah. Bunch of candyasses. Wimps. Come on."


  I had no intention of going trouble-hunting. But it did seem like a good idea to get in out of the rain, away from the butterflies. I told you I hadn't used up my ration of sense.


  One of the two thugs was blocking the water flow in the gutter in front of Morley's door. The second came flying out as we started in. "Hey!" Tharpe yelled. "Watch where you're throwing your trash."


  I looked around inside. The girl hadn't gone back in there. Morley and Puddle and I settled down to wonder what it was all about. Saucerhead went off looking for a real challenge.
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  I did my best to get my money's worth out of Puddle's keg while Morley and I dissected cabbages and kings and butterflies and the old days that never were that good—though I'd had me a moment now and then. We solved the ills of the world but decided there was nobody in authority with sense enough to implement our program. We were disinclined to take on the job ourselves.


  Women proved a topic of brief duration. Morley's recent luck undershone my own. It was too much to take, seeing that great blob Puddle tipped back in his chair, thumbs hooked in his belt, grinning smugly in regard to his own endeavors.


  The rain continued relentless. At last I had to face facts. I was going to get wet again. I was going to get a lot wet if Dean failed to respond to my pounding and whooping at the door. With set jaw and scant optimism I took my leave of Morley and his establishment. Dotes looked as smug as his man. He was home already.


  I hunched my chin down against my chest and wished I'd had the sense to wear a hat. I wear one so seldom it doesn't occur to me to top myself off when that would be wise. Right away rain started sneaking down the back of my neck.


  I paused where we'd rescued Chodo's mysterious daughter from her more mysterious assailants. There wasn't much light. The rain had swept away most of the evidence. I poked around and was on the verge of deciding half had been my imagination before I found one big bedraggled butterfly. I salvaged the cadaver and carried it as carefully as I could, cradled in my left palm.


  My place is an old red brick house in a once-prosperous stretch of Macunado Street, near Wizard's Reach. The middle-class types have all abandoned ship. Most of the neighboring places have been subdivided and rented to families with herds of kids. Usually when I approach my house I pause to inspect it and reflect on the good fortune that let me survive the case that paid me enough to buy it. But cold rain down the back of the neck has a way of sapping nostalgia.


  I scampered up the steps and gave the secret knock, bam-bam-bam, as hard as I could while bellowing, "Open up, Dean! I'm going to drown out here." A big flash of lightning. Thunder rattled my teeth in their sockets. The sky lords hadn't been feuding before, just tuning up for another Great Flood. Thunder and lightning suggested they were about to get serious. I pounded and yelled some more. The stoop isn't protected from the weather.


  Maybe my ears were still ringing. I thought I heard something like a kitten crying inside. I knew it couldn't be a cat. I'd given Dean the word about his strays. He wouldn't lapse.


  I heard shuffling and whispering inside. I did some more yelling. "Open this damned door, Dean. It's cold out here." I didn't threaten. Mom Garrett didn't raise no kids dumb enough to lay threats on somebody who could just go back to bed and leave me singing in the rain.


  The door creaked open after a symphony of curses and clanking bolts and rattling chains. Old Dean stood there eyeing me from beneath drooping lids. He looked about two hundred right then. He is around seventy. And real spry for a guy his age.


  If he wasn't going to get out of the way I was going to walk over him. I started moving. He slid aside. I told him, "The cat goes as soon as the rain stops." I tried to sound like it was him or the kitten.


  He started rattling bolts and chains. I stopped. All that hadn't been there before. "What's all the hardware?"


  "I don't feel comfortable living somewhere where all there is is one or two latches to keep the thieves out."


  We needed to have us a talk about assuming and presuming. I knew damned well he didn't buy that hardware out of his own pocket. But now wasn't the time. I wasn't at my best.


  "What's that you've got?"


  I'd forgotten the butterfly. "Drowned butterfly." I took it into my office, a shoe box of a room behind the last door to your left heading back to the kitchen. Dean hobbled after me, bringing a candle. He has decrepitude down to an art. It's amazing how incapacitated he gets when he has a scam running.


  I used his candle to light a lamp. "Go back to bed."


  He glanced at the closed door of the small front room, a door we shut only when there's somebody or something in there we don't want seen. Something was scratching its other side. Dean said, "I'm wide-awake now. I might as well get some work done." He didn't look wideawake. "You plan to be up long?"


  "No. I'm just going to study this bug, then kiss Eleanor good night." Eleanor was a beautiful, sad woman who lived once upon a time. Her portrait hangs behind my desk. I go on like we're into a relationship. That drives Dean buggy.


  I have to balance the scale somehow.


  I settled into my worn leather chair. Like everything else around my place, including the house, it was secondhand. It was just getting adjusted to a new butt. Just getting comfortable, I pushed my accounts aside, spread the butterfly on my desk.


  Dean waited in the doorway till he saw I wouldn't react to the accounts being out. Then he huffed off to the kitchen.


  I popped a quick peek at the last entry, made a face. That didn't look good. But go to work? Gah! Sufficient unto the day the evil thereof.


  Meantime, there was this raggedy old green butterfly. It could've been a beauty before, but now its wings were cracked and chipped and split, bent and washed out. A disaster. I suffered a moment of déjà vu.


  I'd seen its cousins in the islands while I was doing my five years in the Royal Marines. There're a lot in the swamps down there. There's every kind of bug the gods ever imagined, except maybe arctic roaches. Maybe creation was handled by a heavenly committee. In areas where departmental turfs overlapped, the divine functionaries went to competing. And they all for sure dumped their bug-production overruns in those tropical swamps.


  But the heck with the bad old days. I'm all growed-up now. What I had to ask was, what was I doing with the flutterbug in the first place?


  I was definitely, for sure, guaranteed, not even a little bit interested in anything involving dried-up old geezers with stomachs so sour they belched up butterflies. I'd done my good deed for the decade. I'd rescued the maiden fair. It was time to get on with things dearer my heart, like hustling Dean's latest fuzzball charity out my back door.


  I swept the bug cadaver into the trash bucket, leaned back, started thinking how nice it would be to put myself away in my nice soft bed.
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  "Hell!" Every time I forget my so-called partner. . . .


  The Dead Man hangs out in the larger front room that takes up the whole front side of the house opposite my office, an area as big as my office and the small front room together. A lot of space for a guy who hasn't moved since before TunFaire was called TunFaire. I'm thinking about putting him in the basement with the other junk that was here when I moved in.


  I went into his room. A lamp was burning there. That was a surprise. Dean doesn't like going in there. I glanced around suspiciously.


  The room contains only two chairs and two small tables, though the walls are hidden by shelves of books and maps and memorabilia. One chair is mine. The other has a permanent resident.


  If you walk in not knowing what to expect, the Dead Man can be a shock. First, there's just a whole hell of a lot of him. Four hundred and fifty pounds' worth. Second, he's not human, he's Loghyr. Since he's the only one of that tribe I've ever seen, I don't know if he'd set the Loghyr girls swooning, but by my standards he's one homely sucker. Like he was the practice dummy when the guy with the ugly stick was doing his apprenticeship.


  After fat you notice he's got a snoot like an elephant, fourteen inches long. Then you notice that the moths and mice have nibbled him over the years.


  The reason he's called the Dead Man is that he's dead. Somebody stuck a knife in him about four hundred years ago. But Loghyr just don't get in a hurry. His soul, or whatever, is still hanging around in his body.


  I gather you have had an adventure.


  Since he's dead, he can't talk, but he doesn't let that slow him down. He just thinks right into my head. He can also go rummaging around in there, amongst the clutter and spiders, if he wants. Mostly he's courteous enough to keep out unless he's invited.


  I took another look around. The place was too clean. Dean had even dusted the Dead Man.


  Something was up. Those two had gotten their heads together. That was a first. That was scary.


  I'm nothing if not cool. I covered my suspicion perfectly. Knowing it was going to be something I wouldn't like, I decided to get even first.


  The Dead Man made a big mistake when he taught me to remember every little detail of everything when I was working. I started talking about my evening.


  The theoretical basis of our association is I do the legwork and suffer the slings and arrows and thumps on the head and he takes whatever I learn and runs it through his self-proclaimed genius brains and tells me whodunit or where the body is buried or whatever it is I'm trying to find out. That's the theoretical basis. In practice, he's lazier than I am. I have to threaten to burn the house down just to wake him up.


  I was dwelling in lingering detail upon the charms of the strange Miss Contague when suspicion bit him. Garrett!


  He knows me too well. "Yes?" Sweetly.


  What are you doing?


  "Filling you in on some odd occurrences."


  Occurrences, incidentally, of but passing interest. Unless your passions have overcome your brain yet again. You could not possibly be considering involving yourself with those people, could you?


  I thought about lying just to rattle his chain. We do a lot of that, back and forth. It passes the time. But I said, "There are limits to how much I'll let a skirt override my good sense."


  Indeed? I am amazed and surprised. I had concluded that you have no sense at all, good or bad.


  We do get going. Usually it's play, wit and half-wit. It's up to you to guess who's who.


  "One point for you, Old Bones. I'm going to go put myself on the shelf for the night. If Dean explodes in another mad burst of energy and decides to dust you again, tell him he can wake me at noon." I have this thing about mornings. No sane man gets up then. They come too damned early in the day.


  Think about it. All those early birds out there, what do they get? Ulcers. Heart trouble. Caught by homeless cats. But not me. Not old Garrett. I'm going to lean back and relax and loaf my way to immortality.


  I wish you could sleep in. After your valiant rescue job and your heroic attempt to turn a profit off that Puddle creature, you deserve a reward.


  "Why do I get the feeling you're about to stick it to me? Why shouldn't I sleep in? I don't have anything else to do."


  You have to be at the gate of the Al-Khar at eight o'clock.


  "Say what?" The Al-Khar is the city prison. TunFaire is notoriously short on law enforcement and justice, but once in a while some clown is so clumsy he stumbles into the arms of the Watch. Once in a while some brain-damage case actually gets himself some time. "What the hell for? There's people up there don't like me."


  If you were to avoid every place where someone does not like you, you would have to leave town in order to find room to breathe. You will be there because you have to tail a man who is to be released at eight.


  I had it scoped out. Him and Dean had found me work on account of they were worried about our dwindling funds. The brass-bottomed nerve! They were both getting big-headed. But sometimes it helps to play dumb. I'm a past master at playing dumb. I'm so good I fool myself sometimes. "What would I want to do that for?"


  Three marks a day and expenses. It should take only a modicum of creativity to shift our household budget into the latter category.


  I got down and peered under his chair. There were still a couple little sacks down there. "We aren't broke yet." That's where we keep our cash. There's no place safer. Any thief who gets past the Dead Man is somebody so bad I don't want to mess with him anyway. "If I kick Dean and his cat out and cook for myself, that'd be beer money for months."


  Garrett.


  "Yeah. Yeah." It really was getting time to hustle up some money. Only I didn't like the idea of jobs being handed to me. I'm the senior partner in this chicken outfit. The boss. Har. "Tell me about it. And while you're doing that, put one of your spare brains to work thinking about who keeps a roof over whose ungrateful head."


  Phsaw! Do not be petty. This is the ideal job. A simple tail. The client simply wishes to trace the movements of the convict.


  "Right! So this clown makes me, leads me into an alley, practices the latest dance steps on my face. . . ."


  This man is not violent. Nor should he expect to be followed. It is easy money, Garrett. Take it.


  "If it's that easy, why me? Why not Saucerhead? He always needs work." I sent a lot his way.


  We need the money. Get some rest. You will be rising early.


  "Maybe." How come it's me that has to get out and do the hustling? "But first, how about you drop me one or two more hints here? Like maybe a description. Just in case more than one guy graduates from college tomorrow. Like maybe the initials of the guy who's hiring me. So I can practice my deducing and figure out who I'm supposed to report to."


  The client is one Bishoff Hullar. . . .


  "Oh, great. You got me working for a sleazy taxi-dance operator from the Tenderloin. Bring me down in the world, why don't you? I used to play with real villains, like Chodo and his boys. Who do I follow? Somebody who stiffed one of his girls? And why?"


  The target is one Barking Dog Amato. A colorful name. . . .


  "Gods! Barking Dog? You got to be kidding."


  You know him?


  "Not personally. I know who he is. I thought everybody over ten knew Barking Dog Amato."


  I do not get out much anymore.


  I resisted temptation. He'd want me to be his wheels. "Barking Dog Amato. aka Crackpot Amato. Given name, Kropotkin F. Amato. I don't know what the F stands for. Probably Fruitcake. The man's a total loony. Spends all his time hanging around the Chancery steps with a brass megaphone, yelling about how the powers that be swindled his ancestors. He's got a whole roadshow he hauls around, signs and banners and displays. He hands out broadsides to anybody who gets close enough to let him shove one at him. He's got conspiracy theories that boggle master conspiracy theorists. He can connect anything up with anything and produce a diabolical plot to rule the world or fleece Kropotkin Amato of his birthright. He's big on the Emperor being behind everything."


  The empire that preceded the Karentine state fell ages ago, but there's still an imperial family hanging around awaiting the call. Its only influence on today's world is it provides some small funding for the Bledsoe charity hospital. Nobody but Barking Dog could imagine them being secret masters of anything.


  Interesting.


  "Entertaining. In small doses. But if you get too close you'll get grabbed and told the whole story of how his noble family got defrauded of its title and estates. Hell. His father was a butcher down on Winterslight. His mother was some kind of breed out of the Bustee. The only conspiracy that victimized him was the one that got us all. Conscription and the war. He started his barking after they mustered him out."


  Then the man is harmless, a deluded fool?


  "That'd cover it. As harmless, deluded, and foolish as they come. One of our more entertaining street characters. Which is why they let him hang out with his megaphone."


  How did this harmless fool get himself thrown into jail? Why would anyone want him shadowed? Can he be more than he seems?


  I was working on that already.


  It had been a while since I'd seen the Barking Dog in action. But then, I hadn't been onto his turf.


  I hadn't missed him. He wasn't the sort anyone would miss if he disappeared. Maybe once in a while somebody would ask: whatever happened to that cacklehead what used to howl on the Chancery steps? He'd get a shrug and forget it. Nobody would get excited and go looking.


  I was sure Barking Dog would have inventive things to say about his prison time. Maybe devils from another world were after him now. He'd never rattled anybody from this world enough to get himself locked up. Maybe it was Venageti secret agents. Or the little people. Or the gods themselves. The god gang don't need excuses to turn malicious.


  "I'm going to bed, Chuckles." I got out before he could change my mind, muttering, "Three marks a day to tail Barking Dog Amato. It can't be true."


  The foot of the stairs is just a couple steps from the kitchen door. I leaned in to wish Dean a good night. "After you get rid of that cat, start thinking about the floor in the Dead Man's room, since you two are such good buddies now. It could use sanding and refinishing."


  He looked at me like he was seeing spooks.


  I chuckled, headed for bed. He pulled any more stunts, I'd have him in there for three months, sanding and polishing and painting and generally getting himself a good dose of employer vengeance.


  I hit my room, shucked my clothes, brooded about having to go to work for about as long as it took me to plop my head into my pillow. Insomnia isn't one of my shortcomings.
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  There are those, old Dean among them, whose major personality flaw is a compulsion to spring up with the first bird chirp. That's a dandy habit—if you've got to get to the worms first. Me, I swore off exotic chow when I parted ways with the Corps. I won't get into that situation again.


  Dean suffers from the delusion that sleeping till noon is a sin. I've tried and tried to show him the light, but his brain hardened along with his arteries. He flat won't admit the truth of my theories. No fool like an old fool.


  I made the error of observing that aloud.


  Hell, it was barely sunup. You expect me to think at that time of night?


  I got me a drizzle of ice water down my spine.


  I screamed. I cussed. I said stuff to set dear old mom spinning in her grave.


  I got up, to no avail. The old boy had him a head start.


  I sat on the edge of my bed, put my elbows on my knees and my forehead in my hands. I asked the gods, which I believe in once a week, what I'd done to deserve Dean. Hadn't I always been one of the good guys? Come on, fellows. Let's all play a prank on the universe and let true justice reign for a day. Get that old sucker.


  I blinked. Between the heels of my hands I glimpsed Dean peeking around the doorframe. "Time to get up, Mr. Garrett. You have to be outside the Al-Khar in two hours. I've started breakfast."


  My suggestion about breakfast reversed the traditional alimentary process. He wasn't impressed.


  He clumped downstairs. I groaned vigorously and stumbled to a window. There was barely enough light to see. The city ratmen were banging and clanging their trash carts while they pretended to do something useful. A herd of dwarves hustled past, carrying bundles bigger than they were. They were a sullen, surly, silent gang. See what getting up early does?


  Except for dwarves and street sweepers, the thoroughfare was barren. Sane folk were still in bed.


  Only impending poverty kept me from easing back into mine.


  What the hell? I could turn old Barking Dog into a career. Anybody dumb enough to have him tailed deserved to have his purse looted. Sure be safer than most jobs that come my way.


  I prettied myself up and moseyed downstairs. I paused outside the kitchen to put on a heavyweight scowl—though at that time of night, if my rest is disturbed, scowling comes naturally.


  Which did me no good. I stepped into the smells of spicy sausages, stewed apples, fresh hot tea, biscuits just out of the oven. I didn't have a chance.


  He won't cook like that when I'm not working. I'm just hanging around, it's maybe a bowl of cold porridge developing a crust. If I want fresh tea, I've got to put the pot on myself.


  What do you do with these work-ethic fanatics? I mean, I don't mind if he busts his butt working for me—which I've never noticed him doing. My problem is, he's one of those characters who want to redesign the rest of us. His ambition is to see me collapse from overwork, rich, before my thirty-first birthday. I'm going to fool him. That won't never come. I'm going to stay thirty forever.


  I ate. Too much. Dean hummed as he cleaned his pots. He was happy. I was employed. I felt abused, trivialized. Such a vast array of talents and skills wasted trailing a nut case. It was like using a rosewood four-by-four to swat flies.


  Dean was of such good cheer about my employment that he forgot to kvetch till I was halfway through my second helping of apples. "You go past the Tate compound to get to the Al-Khar don't you, Mr. Garrett?"


  Oh-oh. When he Misters me he knows I won't like what he's got to say. This time he was pretty transparent. "Not today." He was going to nudge me to make up with Tinnie. Which I wasn't going to do on account of I'd decided I was done apologizing to women for things I didn't do. "Tinnie wants to make up, she knows where to find me."


  "But. . . ."


  I got up. "Something you need to think about, Dean. Maybe while you're finding a home for that cat. And that's what you'll do if I suddenly find me a wife to manage the house." That would hold him.


  I headed for the front door. I didn't get there. The Dead Man's voice rang in my head. You are leaving without taking adequate precautions, Garrett.


  He meant I was leaving the house unarmed. I said, "I'm just going to follow a crazy man. I won't get into trouble." Without bothering to go into his room. He doesn't hear physically.


  You never plan to get into trouble. Yet each time you assume that attitude and go out unprepared, you end up wishing you had had the foresight to carry something. Is that not so?


  That was uncomfortably close to the truth. I wished it wasn't. I wished we lived in a more civilized age. But wishing never makes anything so.


  I went upstairs, to my closet of unpleasantries, where I keep the tools I use when the tools I prefer, my wits, fail me. I grumbled all the while. And wondered why I resisted good advice. I guess I resented the fact that I hadn't thought of it myself.


  Lessons you don't want to learn come hard.


  TunFaire is not a nice city.


  I hit the street in a black humor. I wasn't going to make the city any nicer.
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  Like most public buildings in this town, the Al-Khar is generations overdue for renovation. It looks like the prisoners could walk through the walls if they wanted.


  The Al-Khar was a bad idea from the beginning, a pork-barrel project making somebody rich through cost overruns and corner cutting. The builder used a pale yellow-green stone that absorbed grunge from the air, reacted with it, streaked, turned uglier by the hour, and did not stand up, being too soft. It chipped and flaked, dropping talus all around the prison, leaving the walls with a poxy appearance. In places there'd been mortar decay enough that stones were loose. Since the city hardly ever jailed anybody, there seemed to be no financial provision for prison maintenance.


  It was raining still, though now the fall was just a drizzle. Just enough to be a misery. I posted myself under a forlorn lime tree as down-and-out as any alley-dwelling ratman. It didn't know the season. But its sad branches offered the only shelter around. I recalled my Marine Corps training and faded into my surroundings. Garrett the chameleon. Right.


  I was early, not something that happens often. But since I started my exercises I move a little faster, with more energy. Maybe I should go for a mental workout too. Develop some energy and enthusiasm in that direction.


  The trouble with me is my work. Investigating exposes you to the slimy underbelly of the world. Being a weak character, I try to make things better, to strike the occasional spark in the darkness. I have a notion my reluctance to work springs from the knowledge that if I do I'll see more of the world's dark side, that I'll butt heads with the Truth, which is that people are cruel and selfish and thoughtless and even the best will sell their mothers at the right time.


  The big difference between good guys and bad is the good guys haven't yet had a fat chance for profiting from going bad.


  A bleak world view, unfortunately reinforced by events almost daily.


  A bleak view that's scary because it keeps on telling me my turn is coming.


  A bleak street, that dirty cobbled lane past the Al-Khar. Very little traffic. That was true even in good weather. I've felt less lonely, less touched by despair, alone in the woods.


  The street was a problem professionally as well as emotionally. I didn't blend in. People would start wondering and maybe remembering—though they wouldn't come outside. People in this town avoid trouble.


  Barking Dog came stomping out of prison, thumbs tucked into his belt. He paused, surveyed the world with a prisoner's eye.


  He was about five-feet-six, sixtyish, chunky, balding, had a brushy graying mustache and ferocious huge eyebrows. His skin was tanned from decades in the elements denouncing conspiracies. Prison hadn't faded him. His clothes were old and tattered and filthy, the same he'd worn when he'd gone inside. The Al-Khar doesn't offer uniforms. Barking Dog, so far as I knew, had no relatives to bring him anything.


  His gaze swept me. He didn't react. He raised his face, enjoyed the drizzle, then started moving. I gave him half a block before I followed.


  He had a unique way of walking. He was bowlegged. He had arthritis or something. He sort of rolled along, lifting one whole side of his body, swinging it forward, following with the other. I wondered if he hurt much. Prison wouldn't do wonders for arthritis.


  Barking Dog wasn't in a hurry. He ambled, savoring his freedom. I'd hang out in the rain myself, enjoying it, if I'd been locked up. But I wasn't terribly empathic at the moment. I muttered and sputtered and grumbled. Such thoughtlessness! Keeping a crack investigator out in the rain.


  Wasn't his fault, though, was it? I started plotting vengeance on the Dead Man.


  Always an interesting mental exercise, that. What sanctions can you exercise against somebody who's been murdered? Aren't many options left.


  Even us masters of the game get sloppy. It's easy when you don't feel threatened. I didn't feel threatened. Barking Dog wasn't the kind of street Bruno I run into ordinarily, somebody big as a house and half as smart and just as easy to shove around. Barking Dog was damned near a little old man. Little old men don't get violent. Or, if they do, they pay some big, stupid Bruno to do it for them.


  I strutted around a corner and—oooph! Right in the breadbasket. Lucky for me, Barking Dog was damned near a little old man and little old men don't get violent.


  I folded up, tried to prance away from his follow-up. Wonder of wonders, I made it. He was, after all, damned near a little old man. I gagged and hacked and got my breath back. Meantime, Barking Dog added things up and decided he hadn't gotten enough oomph on his punch and his best move now was to apply heels and toes vigorously to the cobblestones.


  Not unwise tactics, considering the mood I was in all of a sudden.


  I got me trundling after him. Lucky me, I'd been working out so I was in good enough shape to come back quickly. Before long I was keeping up, then I started gaining ground. Barking Dog looked back only once. He saved his energy for streaking away.


  Me, I started taking corners more carefully.


  It didn't take me long to catch up, grab him by the shoulder, block his futile blows, and force him to sit on somebody's steps. "What the hell was that for?" I demanded.


  He looked at me like I was a fool. Maybe he was right. I hadn't exercised a lot of wisdom so far. He didn't answer me.


  It didn't look like he was planning to make a break, so I sat me down beside him, far enough off so he couldn't cream me with a backhand. "That hurt, guy. How come?"


  That look again. "What you take me for, Bruno?"


  Oh. That hurt more than the whack in the gut. I'm an experienced investigator, not a street thug. "A crazy old man, ain't got sense enough to get in out of the rain."


  "I'm one with nature. You going to get to it?"


  "To what?"


  "The threats. The arm-twisting."


  Ha! My turn to do the looking.


  "You don't fool me with that dumb look. Somebody sent you to keep me from telling the truth."


  Craftily I asked, "What truth would that be?"


  Craftier, he told me, "If they didn't tell you, they don't want you to know. Wouldn't want to get you in as deep as I am."


  Crazy. And I was sitting there talking to him. In the rain. Downwind. They hadn't given him a scrubbing before they turned him loose. "No threats. I don't care what you do."


  He didn't understand. "Hows come you're dogging me?"


  "To see where you go." Get him with a new technique. Tell the truth. Confuse him all to hell.


  It worked. He was puzzled. "Why?"


  "Damned if I know. Guy paid my partner, who took the job without consulting me. Naturally, he's housebound. So I'm the one out here drowning."


  He believed me, probably because I wasn't twisting limbs. "Who'd want to know that?" He seemed lost. "Nobody takes me serious. Hardly nobody, anyway."


  I checked to see if we were drawing a crowd. Barking Dog had one voice level, loud. Like he'd been yelling so long, that was all he could do. Too, I wondered what they'd fed him in jail. He had breath like a buzzard. Not to mention he wasn't appetizing visually, what with his wild eyebrows, mustache, bulbous nose, and buggy eyes. At least he didn't try to handbill me or want me to sign a petition.


  Might as well push my experiment to the limit. "Guy called Bishoff Hullar."


  "Who? I don't know no Bishoff Hullar."


  "Runs a taxi-dance scam in the Tenderloin."


  He looked at me queer, sure I was lying or crazy. Then he frowned. "A nominee! Of course."


  "Say what?"


  "A nominee. A stand-in who hired you for somebody else." He began nodding, grinning. Somebody was out to get him. He liked that idea. After all these years, somebody was out to get him! Somebody was taking him seriously! He was about to be persecuted!


  "Probably so." I'd never spent much time wondering about Barking Dog. Occasionally I'd given thought to whether or not he believed what he said. It was common knowledge his claims about his family were exaggerated. None of his conspiracy claims had borne fruit, and that in a town where everybody who was somebody wanted scandal ammunition to use against other somebodies. Nobody tried to shut him up.


  "What did they nick you for?" What the hell. I wasn't going to get much wetter. And the damp was toning down the miasma around Amato.


  "Sixty days."


  A comedian. "What was the charge? It's a matter of record. Wouldn't take me an hour to get the story."


  He mumbled something.


  "What?"


  "Public nuisance." He didn't boom this time either.


  "They don't give you two months—"


  "Third complaint." His excitement over being persecuted had faded. Now he was embarrassed. He was a convicted public nuisance.


  "Even so, more than a few days seems excessive."


  "I kind of got carried away at my hearing. Fifty-five days were for contempt."


  Heavy time, even so. The magistrates I knew were pretty contemptible. They ran their courts like feeding time at the zoo. It would take some barking to aggravate any of them.


  I recalled outrageous claims I'd heard Amato make.


  Yep. He had run into somebody with no sense of humor, somebody who didn't know Barking Dog was a genuine loony, harmless in the extreme. Nobody else could get away with the stuff he said. "Maybe you were lucky," I told him. "You get somebody really pissed, they could toss you into the Bledsoe." Part of the charity hospital is a madhouse. You get stuffed in there, you won't get out unless somebody outside springs you. There are plenty of stories about people who have gone in and been forgotten for decades.


  Barking Dog went pale under his tan. That scared him. He started to leave.


  "Hang on, old-timer."


  He settled, resigned. He thought the threat had come. The Bledsoe. Just sitting there beside him, talking to him, I'd begun to feel like a candidate for the cackle factory. "You won't talk, eh?"


  "No."


  I shook my head. Water from my hair dribbled into my eyes. "I'm getting paid, which maybe ought to be enough, but I'd sure like a hint why I'm spending time with you."


  I suspected that, on reflection, he'd decided that he didn't know. A cold drizzle can be a great cure for a case of the fantasies.


  My thoughts flitted like drunken butterflies, trying to make sense of what was happening. The only answers I found were that this was a practical joke, or a mistake, or a sinister plot, or something. It couldn't be the job advertised.


  I heard the Dead Man: "Three marks a day and expenses." I hadn't thought to ask if we'd taken a retainer.


  "What're your plans?" I asked. "Right now."


  "You're going to get wet, son. First I'm going to go see if I still got me a place to live. If I do, then I'm going to go buy me a bottle and get drunk. You want to hang around, wait for me to sneak off and make contact with your boss's secret enemies, you just go ahead." He spoke with conviction when he mentioned getting drunk. That wouldn't be the first thing I'd go for after leaving jail, but he was maybe a little past catching honeys. As a second choice it didn't sound bad.


  "How about tomorrow?"


  "Tomorrow it's back to the old grind. Unless it's raining. Then I'll stay in and make the acquaintance of another bottle."


  I got up. "Let's walk over where you live, then. Get you tucked in. Then I'll see this Hullar clown, find out what's shaking." Nobody likes being made a fool—and I was developing the sneaking suspicion I'd done it to myself. I should've asked more questions when I was talking to the Dead Man.


  I decided to start with him, work my way back to Bishoff Hullar.
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  Dean let me in. "What in the world are you doing home?" He hoisted his nose at the dripping I did.


  "Need to consult the genius." I pushed past but hung a surprise left into the small front room. Huh. No cat. No sign of a cat. But I smelled it.


  Dean shuffled from foot to foot. I gave him my most evil look, pretended to twist a neck to the accompaniment of dramatic noises. I headed for the Dead Man's room.


  He was pretending to sleep.


  I knew he wasn't. He wouldn't nod off before he heard the latest from the Cantard. He was obsessed with Glory Mooncalled and expected news of the republican general's adventures momentarily.


  I went inside anyway. Dean hustled in with a raggedy blanket he tossed over my chair so it wouldn't get wet. I settled, stared at the Dead Man, said, "That's a pity, him drifting off just when we finally hear something from the war zone. Make me a quick cup of tea before I hit the street again."


  What news from the Cantard? . . . You are a treacherous beast, Garrett.


  "The treacherousest. As bad as the kind of guy who'd send you out to follow a nut case as a joke."


  Joke?


  "You can come clean. I won't hold a grudge. I'll even admit it was a good one. You had me out there for hours before I figured it out."


  I hate to disappoint you, Garrett, but the fact is we have been hired to report the movements of Barking Dog Amato. The client paid a fifty-mark retainer.


  "Come on. I admitted it was a good one. Let up."


  It is true, Garrett. Though now, seeing the thoughts and reservations and questions rambling across the surface of your mind, I grow curious myself. I wonder if I, too, have not been the victim of an elaborate hoax.


  "Somebody really paid fifty marks to have Amato watched?"


  There would be nothing under my chair otherwise.


  I was sure he wouldn't take a joke that far. "You didn't ask questions?"


  No. Not the questions you wish I had. Had I known what a Barking Dog Amato was, I would have asked them.


  Somebody had begun pounding on the front door. Dean, apparently, was too busy to be bothered. "Wait a minute."


  I looked through the peephole first. I'd learned the hard way. I saw two women. One was hugging herself, shivering. Neither seemed to enjoy the weather.


  I opened up. "Can I help you ladies?"


  I used "ladies" poetically. The younger had twenty years on me. Both were squeaky clean and wore their finest, but their finest was threadbare and years out of style. They were gaunt and threadbare themselves. One had a trace of nonhuman blood.


  Both put on nervous smiles, as though I'd startled them by being something they didn't expect. The younger screwed up her courage. "Are you saved, brother?"


  "Huh?"


  "Have you been born again? Have you accepted Mississa as your personal savior?"


  "Huh?" I didn't have the foggiest what the hell was going on. I didn't even realize they were talking religion. That doesn't play much part in my life. I ignore all the thousand gods whose cults plague TunFaire. So far I've seldom been disappointed in my hope that the gods will ignore me.


  Apparently my not slamming the door was great encouragement. Both women started chattering. Being a naturally polite sort of guy, I halfway listened till I got the drift. Then I grinned, inspired. "Come in! Come in!" I introduced myself. I shook their hands. I turned on the old Garrett charm. They became uneasy almost to the point of suspicion. I probed only deeply enough to make sure their brand of salvation wasn't limited to humans. Most of the cults are racist. Most of the nonhuman races hold to no gods at all.


  I confessed, "I'm not free to entertain a new system of beliefs myself, but I do know someone who should see you. My partner is the most ungodly sort you can imagine. He needs. . . . Let me caution you. He's stubborn in his wickedness. I've tried and tried. . . . You'll see. Please come with me. Would you like tea? My housekeeper just put the kettle on." They chattered steadily themselves. What I had to say mostly got shoved in in snatches.


  They followed me. I had a hell of a time keeping a straight face. I sicced them on the Dead Man. I didn't stay around to watch the fur fly.


  As I hit the rain I wondered if he'd ever speak to me again. But who needed spiritual guidance more? He was dead already, already headed down the path to heaven or hell.


  But the grin on my clock wasn't any smug celebration of my ingenuity. I'd had me another attack of inspiration. I knew how to turn the Barking Dog business into a scam that would make us both happy.


  The man could read and write. He did his own signs and broadsides. And he was harmless. And he needed money. I'd seen that where he lived. So why not have him keep track of himself? I could hand his journal over to my client, split my fee with Barking Dog, save myself hunking around in the weather.


  The more I thought about that, the more I liked it. And who'd know the difference?


  So the heck with Bishoff Hullar. I wouldn't press my luck there. I'd stay away except to collect. I chose a new destination.


  I went off to sell Barking Dog. I didn't anticipate any trouble. I would appeal to his sense of conspiracy.


  Some white knight, eh? Our hero, third-string con artist.


  I didn't suffer much guilt. The Bishoff Hullars of the world deserve what they get. Hell, before I got to Barking Dog's place I was chuckling.
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  Some of us take a notion we're what the world perceives us to be, so we create images the world feeds back. You see it especially with kids. You get some pathetic louse of a parent, always sniping at his kid, telling him he's no good and dumb, pretty soon he's got a dumb, no-good kid. That's your one-way version. I'm talking about creating yourself.


  I worked at it, not always consciously, when I wanted the world to think I was bad. I didn't make my bed. I changed my socks only once a week. I cleaned house once a year whether the place needed it or not. When I wanted to look real mean, I stopped brushing my teeth.


  Barking Dog must have lived in those same two rooms for about eleven thousand years without cleaning once. The place could become a museum where mothers showed their kids why they ought to pick up after themselves.


  The smell suggested it was the one place in TunFaire not infested by vermin. The smell was the smell of Barking Dog Amato, confined and reinforced by time and made heavier by oppressive humidity. Barking Dog had no handle on the principles of hygiene.


  Thank whatever gods he'd been out of there awhile.


  I'd never seen that much paper anywhere, not even in the offices of royal functionaries. Once Barking Dog muffed both sides of a handbill sheet, he flipped the cull over his shoulder. When he brought in food, its wrappings, paper or cornhusk, joined the rejected handbills. The broken cadavers of earthenware wine bottles lay everywhere. Unscathed survivors apparently were returned for the deposits.


  The entire history of Barking Dog Amato lay there, in sedimentary layers, ready to be excavated by a historical adventurer unencumbered by a sense of smell.


  I took that in at a glance after Amato invited me in. I wasted a second glance on his furniture. That amounted to an artist's easel where he painted posters and placards and a rickety table where he calligraphed handbills. A semiclear corner boasted a ragged blanket.


  Two steps inside, I saw that I'd leapt to an erroneous conclusion. Barking Dog did indeed clean house. There was a second room, with no door in its doorway, where he moved his trash whenever his primary got too deep.


  He didn't apologize. He seemed unaware that his housekeeping varied from the norm. He just asked, "What did you find out from that Hullar?"


  "I didn't go see him. What happened was, I had an idea."


  "You didn't strain nothing doing that?"


  It must be on my forehead in glowing letters that don't show up in a mirror. "You'll like it. Be good for both of us. Here's the plan." I told him how we could make a few marks. His eye developed a malicious twinkle.


  "Son, I'm maybe gonna like you after all. You ain't as dumb as you look."


  "It's my disguise," I grumped. "Want to do it?"


  "Why not? I can always use an extra mark. But don't you figure we ought to go fifty-fifty? When I got to take time out of my busy schedule to do all the work?"


  "I figure the split's fine at two for me and one for you. I have the contract. I'll have to rewrite whatever you give me. And I'll have to hike over to the Tenderloin to deliver it."


  Barking Dog shrugged. He didn't argue. "Found money," he muttered.


  "Speaking of money. How do you live? Not to mention pay for all that paper?" Even junk paper isn't cheap. Papermaking is a labor-intensive industry.


  "Maybe there's some with enough sense to see the truth and want to spread it." He glowered. He wasn't going to tell me squat.


  Could be a helpful believer. TunFaire boasts a fine crop of lunatics, with more ripening daily. Or maybe he was stealing paper. Or maybe he had a fortune stashed with the gnomish bankers. You never know. In this town, almost nobody is what he seems.


  I answered surliness with a shrug. "I'll catch you every couple days."


  "Yeah. Hey! Maybe you could give me a hand."


  Only at long range. His breath had taken on new freight, a heavy wine odor that combined with its previous fetor in a lethal gas. Maybe we could bottle it and send it to the Cantard. It could discourage entire Venageti brigades.


  "How?"


  "Some religious nut grabbed my spot while I was away."


  "Set up next to him, stick close, outlast him." The man's faith wouldn't outlast Barking Dog's aroma. "That don't work, then ask me."


  "All right." He was doubtful. He couldn't smell himself. His nostrils were corroded to the bone.


  "See you." I had to get out. My eyes were watering. My nose was running. My head was spinning.


  I didn't hurry home. I let the rain rinse the smell off me. I wondered if it would ever stop raining. Should I invest in a boat?


  The weather had a bright side. Flying thunder-lizards hadn't pestered TunFaire since the rains started.


  Everyone cheered when those monsters first appeared. They gobbled rats and cats and squirrels and, most especially, pigeons. Pigeons don't have many fans. But the thunder-lizards shared some of the pigeons' worst habits. The missiles they launched were both larger and more precisely targeted.


  There was talk of bounties. The monsters tended to be attracted by the Hill, where the rich and powerful live. They favor high places. The upper classes and thunder-lizards both. If the latter had had the sense to stick to the slums, there would have been no dangerous talk.
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  The only warning was Dean's smirk, filled with so much childish malice I knew something was going on.


  Garrett!


  Oh-oh. I'd forgotten I'd left him with those evangelists.


  I considered taking a powder. But, hell, it was my house. A man is king in his own castle. I stepped into the Dead Man's room. "Yeah?"


  Sit down.


  I sat, warily. He was too calm.


  Have you contemplated the state of your immortal soul?


  I believe I screeched. Next thing I knew, I was headed down the hall staring back at his closed door with bugged eyes. Somewhere a cat meowed. This couldn't be happening to me. It wasn't real. I was going crazy. If this kept up, I'd be out there howling at the sky alongside Barking Dog.


  It got worse. I ducked into the kitchen for a beer, found Dean at the table having tea with the religion women. One had a kitten in her lap. Dean seemed spellbound by the ropes of sand the other was spinning. The cat woman said, "Won't you join us, Mr. Garrett? We were just sharing the wonderful news with Dean. Won't you share the joy with us too?"


  Joy? She was as joyous as the piles. She didn't know the meaning of the word. The fraud. She was smiling, but that was a domino. Everything behind it was holier-than-thou sour. She would remain constipated as long as she suffered the suspicion that somebody, somewhere, was having a good time. "Sorry. Some other time. I'm just going to grab a biscuit and run." I knew her kind. A Barking Dog with a bath, only her fantasy contained a harsh, metallic flavor of violence. Barking Dog was determined to expose imaginary devils. She wanted to scourge them with fire and sword. Yet she was painfully formal and polite. If I stopped moving for a second, she would pin me and soon drive me over the edge. She wouldn't let go till I'd gotten so damned rude I'd be embarrassed for a month.


  I grabbed my biscuit and fled to my office. I asked Eleanor, "You haven't gone gaga on me too, have you?"


  She gave me her best enigmatic look.


  I settled behind my desk. Things were falling apart around me. I had to take charge before chaos conquered all. I had to get this storm-tossed ship back on a steady keel.


  It was my own damn fault, trying to pull a fast one on the Dead Man.
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  I groaned. I'd just gotten comfortable, and now somebody was pounding on the front door. Nobody ever comes around except to see me. Nobody ever wants to see me unless they want me to work. Nobody ever wants me to work except when I've just gotten comfortable. Then my attitude improved. Maybe it was more evangelists. I could turn the new bunch loose on the pack already infesting the place. They could go to the theological mattresses right here. I could have a ringside seat while they fought it out, toe to illogical toe.


  See. I'm an optimist. Whoever said I always look on the dark side? I did? Right. Well, when you do that, your life fills with pleasant surprises, and seldom are you disappointed.


  Answering the door provided one of the disappointments.


  I did peep through the peephole first. I did know I wouldn't be happy once I opened up. But I didn't have much choice.


  His name was Westman Block. He was the law. Such as the law is in TunFaire. He was a captain of that same Watch that couldn't catch anyone more dangerous than Barking Dog Amato. I knew him slightly, which was too well. He knew me. We didn't like each other. But I respected him more than I did most Watchmen. When he took a bribe, he stayed bought. He wasn't too greedy.


  I opened up. "Captain. I nearly didn't recognize you out of uniform." Polite. I can manage it sometimes. I glanced around. He was alone. Amazing. His bunch run in crowds. That's one of their survival skills.


  "Can we talk?" He was a small, thin character with short brown hair graying around the edges. There was nothing remarkable about him except that he seemed worried. And he was almost polite. He'd never been polite to me before. I was suspicious immediately.


  A healthy dose of paranoia never hurts when you deal with the Westman Blocks.


  "I have company, Captain."


  "Let's walk, then. And don't call me Captain, please. I don't want anyone guessing who I am." Damn, he was working hard. Usually he talked like a longshoreman.


  "It's raining out there."


  "Can't put anything past you, can they? No wonder you have that reputation."


  See? Just not my day. I pulled the door shut without bothering to holler to Dean. What did I have to worry about? I had a heavenly host on guard. "Why don't we scare up a beer, then? I feel the need." For about a keg, taken in one big gulp.


  "Be quicker if we just walk." His little blue eyes were chips of ice. He didn't like me but he was working hard not to offend me. He wanted something bad. I noted that he'd acquired a little mustache like Morley's. Must be something going around.


  "All right. I'm a civic-minded kind of guy. But maybe you could drop me one little hint?"


  "You figured it already, Garrett, I know you. I need a favor I hate to ask for. A big favor. I got a problem. Whether I like it or not, you're probably the only guy I know of can solve it."


  I think that was a compliment. "Really?" I swelled with newfound power. It almost matched the growth of my paranoia. I'm the kind of guy gets really nervous when my enemies start making nice on me.


  "Yeah." He grumbled something that must have been in a foreign language, because no gentleman would use words like the words I thought I heard. Watch officers are all gentlemen. Just ask them. They'll clue you in good while they pick your pocket.


  "What?"


  "I'd better just show you. It isn't far."


  I touched myself here and there, making sure I was still carrying.


  After a block, during which he muttered to himself, Block said, "We got a power struggle shaping up up top, Garrett."


  "What else is new?" We haven't had a big shake-up or a king bite the dust for a couple years but, overall, we change rulers more often than Barking Dog changes clothes.


  "There's a reform faction forming."


  "I see." Bad news for his bunch. "Grim."


  "You see what I mean?"


  "Yeah." I'd heard grumblings myself. But those were there all the time. Down here in the real world we don't take them seriously. All part of politics. Nobody really wants change. Too many people have too much to lose.


  "Glad you do. Because we got something come up that gots to be tooken care of. Fast. We got the word. Else it's going to be our balls in a vise." See? He even talked like a gentleman.


  "Where do I come in?"


  "I hate to admit it, but there ain't none of us knows what to do." Damn! He was in trouble. He was scared. They must have showed him a vise heated red hot, with ground glass in its jaws. "I put in some time thinking. You was the only answer. You know what to do and you're straight enough to do it. If I can get you to."


  I didn't say anything. I knew I wasn't going to like what I was about to hear. Keeping my mouth shut kept my options open. Marvelous, the restraint I showed in my old age.


  "You help us out with this, Garrett, you won't be sorry. We'll see you're taken care of fee-wise. And you'll be covered with the Watch from here on in."


  Well, now. That would be useful. I've had my troubles with the Watch. One time they laid siege to my house. It took some doing to work that one out.


  "Right. So what is it?" I had a creepy feeling.


  Didn't take a genius to figure it would be something big and nasty.


  "I better just show you," he insisted.


  Despite his fine-sounding offer I was liking this less and less.
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  We walked only a mile but that mile took us over the edge of the world into another reality, into the antechamber of hell, the Bustee. Now I understood why he was out of uniform.


  TunFaire boasts peoples of almost every intelligent race. Mostly they clump like with like in closed neighborhoods. Likewise with humans not of the ethnic majority. Breeds fall into the cracks, live in between, catch as catch can, often welcome nowhere. Two-thirds of the city is ghetto slum. Poverty is the norm.


  But the Bustee is to those slums as the slums are to the Hill. People there live in tents made of rags or in shanties put together from sticks and mud and trash scavenged before the ratmen could collect it. Or they cram in a hundred to the building meant for five or ten two hundred years ago, when the structure had windows and doors and flooring that hadn't yet been torn up to burn for heat during the winter. They lived in doorways and on the street, some so poor they didn't have a grass mat for a mattress. They lived amidst unimaginable filth. The ratmen wouldn't go in there without protection. The soldiers wouldn't go in less than company-strong—if at all. Too many soldiers had come out of there and wouldn't go back even to visit.


  The Bustee is the bottom. You can't roll downhill any farther. You roll that far, chances are you'll never climb back. Not till the dead wagons come.


  Only the deathmen are safe in the Bustee. Each day they come with their wagons, wearing their long gray robes with the veils that conceal their faces, to collect the dead from the streets and alleys. They chant, "Bring out your dead! Bring out your dead!" as they work. They won't leave the streets to collect. They load their wagons and make their deliveries to the city crematoriums. They work from dawn to dusk, but every day they get a little farther behind.


  Death in the Bustee is as ugly as life.


  In the Bustee there is no commodity cheaper than life.


  In the Bustee there is only one commodity of any value at all. Young men. Hard young men who have survived the streets. These fellows are the only real beneficiaries of the Cantard war. They enlist as soon as they're able and use their bonuses to get whoever they can out of hell. Then, despite their hard and undisciplined youths, they work hard at being good soldiers. If they're good soldiers they can make enough to keep their families out. They go down to the Cantard and die like flies to keep their families out.


  That such love should flourish, let alone survive, in the Bustee is ever an amazement to me. Frankly, I don't understand how it does. In the more affluent slums, youth seems to victimize those closest to it first.


  Another world, the Bustee. They do things differently there.


  Block stopped walking. I halted. He seemed to be having trouble getting his bearings. I looked around nervously. We looked too prosperous. But the streets were deserted.


  Maybe it was the rain. But I doubted that. There was something in the air.


  "This way," Block said. I followed, ever more alert. We saw no one till I spotted a pair of obvious Watchmen, though out of uniform, peeking from a narrow passageway between two buildings that might have been important back at the dawn of time. They were as big as they get in the Bustee. The men faded back into the passageway.


  My nerves worsened. I was supposed to go back in there with a guy loved me the way Block did? But he didn't dislike me that much. Not enough to bring me down here for that kind of fun.


  I stepped into the passage—and almost tripped over an old man. He couldn't have weighed more than seventy pounds. He was a skeleton with skin on it. He had just enough strength to shake. The deathmen would collect him before long.


  "All the way back," Block said.


  I didn't want to go. But I went. And wished I hadn't.


  I like to think I developed a solid set of emotional calluses in the Marines, but that's only because my imagination can't encompass horrors worse than those I saw and survived in the war. I keep thinking there's no devil's work that can surprise me anymore.


  I keep on being wrong.


  There was a little open area where porters had made deliveries in a bygone age. Several Watchmen were there. They had torches to break the gloom. They looked like they hoped the rain would drown the torches.


  I didn't blame them.


  The girl had been about twenty. She was naked. She was dead. None of that was remarkable. It happens.


  But not the way this had happened.


  Somebody had tied her hand and foot, then hung her from a beam, head down. Then they had cut her throat and bled her and gutted her like a game animal. There was no blood around, though the human body is filled with an amazing amount. I muttered, "They caught the blood and took it away." My meals for the month wanted to desert me.


  Block nodded. He was having his troubles too. So were his boys. And they were angry besides. Hell, I was angry, but my anger hadn't had time to ripen.


  No telling why she'd been gutted. Maybe for some of her organs. Her insides had been dumped on the ground but were gone now, carried off by dogs. They had been at the body too, some, but hadn't done much damage. Their squabbling had brought about the discovery of the corpse.


  Block told me, "This is the fifth one, Garrett. All of them like this."


  "All in the Bustee?"


  "This's the first one down here. That we know of."


  Yeah. This could happen here every day. . . . I looked at her again. No. Even in the Bustee there are limits to the sickness they'll tolerate. They don't kill for sport or ritual, they kill for passion or because killing will, directly or indirectly, put food in their mouths. This girl had been killed by somebody insane.


  I said, "She came from outside." She was too healthy, too pretty.


  "None have been Bustee women, Garrett. They've turned up all over town."


  "I haven't heard about anything like this." I hadn't been out listening, though.


  "We been trying to keep it quiet, but word's starting to get around. Which is why we're about to go in the vise. The powers that be want this lunatic and they want him sudden."


  On reflection, I said, "Captain Block, sir, I don't believe you're being entirely forthright. Maybe if there'd been fifteen or twenty of them and people were getting panicky, they'd bestir themselves up there. But you're not going to convince me they give one rat's ass what happens to four or five street girls."


  "They don't care, Garrett. But these ain't street girls. They was all from top families. All of them gave some perfectly good, even trivial reason for going out the days they were killed. Extended errands. Visits to friends. Everything perfectly safe."


  "Yeah? There's no such thing as perfectly safe in TunFaire. And that kind of woman doesn't go anywhere without armed guards. It's a status thing. So what about their guards?"


  "Most of them don't got no idea what happened. They delivered their charges to friends' houses, went on about their rat-killing. There's something going on, but the guards aren't it. Though maybe their memories would improve some on the rack. Only we ain't been authorized to go that far. Yet."


  "Any leads at all?"


  "Diddly. Nobody's seen or heard nothing."


  That's the standard state of affairs throughout TunFaire. Nobody sees anything.


  I made a sick grunting noise and forced myself to look at the victim yet again. She'd been a beauty, slim, with long black hair. Unpleasant as the truth may be, you feel it more when they waste the pretty ones. Block looked at me like he expected some blast of wisdom. "So what do you want from me?" As if I didn't know.


  "Find out who did this. Give us a name. We'll take it from there."


  I didn't have to ask what was in it for me. He'd told me. His word was good. Like I said, he stayed bought. "What else do you know?"


  "That's it. That's all we have."


  "Bullshit. Come on, Block."


  "What?"


  "That right there tells you a bunch just by being what it is. Especially if the others were like it."


  "They were."


  "All right. They gutted them. They took their blood. That stinks of dark religion or black sorcery. But if it's a cult, it can't have a base, else the bodies would have been disposed of there."


  "Unless they wanted them found."


  "There's the weakness in my thinking. Maybe we're supposed to think it's ritual when it's just crazy. Or maybe crazy when it's ritual. Though it's crazy for sure. Nobody sane would do that."


  "You keep saying ‘they.' You figure on more than one?"


  I thought about it. It'd been a gut reaction. "Yeah. Somebody had to get her away from her bodyguards. Somebody had to bring her here. Somebody had to strip her and tie her and string her up and do that. I don't think a solo crazy could manage."


  I flashed on a kidnapping I'd helped break up one rainy evening, went stiff and cold. Any connection seemed unlikely, but. . . . "These girls got anything in common besides being high-class? They know each other? They all the same physical type?" This one couldn't have been confused with Chodo's brat, but she did have a similar build, black hair, and dark eyes.


  "Age range is seventeen to twenty-two. All with dark hair and eyes except for one blond. All between five-four and five-eight. Built pretty much alike, near as I could tell, seeing them this way."


  "Five of them."


  "That we know about."


  There was that. In TunFaire there might be that many more not yet found or reported. "You have yourself a blue-assed bitch of a problem, Captain. These things are hard to untangle because there's nothing to grab hold of that makes any sense to anybody who isn't crazy. If you get many more, the thing will turn into a circus."


  "I know that, Garrett. Goddamnit, that's why I came to you. Look, you want me to beg, I'll beg. Only—"


  "No, Block. I don't want you to beg." That had its appeal, but I couldn't stomach it. "I want you to calm down. I want you to come walk with me in the rain and tell me everything you know. And I mean everything. Whatever little thing you hold back, to keep from embarrassing somebody important, might be the key."


  I hadn't decided to get involved. Not yet. I wanted to distract him long enough to walk him over to my place so he could have a sit-down with the Dead Man. The Dead Man could sort everything stashed in his feeble mind and, probably, hand him what he needed to solve his case. Thus would I satisfy my civic obligation. I could feel smug without having to stick my neck out.


  Only thing was, going back out that narrow passage, Block's boys went with us, carrying their torches. Those spat and sputtered in the drizzle and gave me more light than I'd had coming in. Which meant there was enough light for me to spot the butterflies.


  There were three of them. They weren't anything special. Just little green butterflies. But how come there were butterflies dead in an alley in the Bustee?


  I stopped when we reached the narrow street. "Take that old man somewhere and feed him. Get a doctor to look after him. Do whatever you have to do to get him well enough to tell us what he saw. If he saw anything."


  Block told his men, "Do it."


  I headed for home, Block hustling along beside me, telling me anything he thought might help. I didn't listen as closely as I could have. Besides being horrified, I was bemused by the fact that I might hold the fate of the Watch in my hands. I could destroy the useless bastards. Or maybe even force them to become some small percentage of what they were supposed to be. Hell, people will do anything to keep their jobs. Sometimes even do their jobs.


  I wasn't used to that kind of power. Maybe I'd have to have Dean follow me around whispering in my ear to remind me I was mortal.


  Dean had noticed that the door was unlocked. He'd locked it. I whooped and pounded till he tore himself away from his evangelists. When he opened up, he had a gleam in his eye that had nothing to do with salvation.


  "You rogue, you." He pretended he didn't understand what I meant. Hell, a fling would be good for him and them both. If it didn't kill him.


  I'd never let Westman Block enter my house before. He did so warily, like a soldier visiting an enemy stronghold.


  The Dead Man is no secret. Anyone interested in such things would know he lives with me. But hardly anyone has seen him. They go into his room with all sorts of wild prejudices, then find out the real thing is worse than anything they imagined.


  I told Block, "You take the chair. I need to pace."


  He couldn't stop staring. "What're we doing here?"


  "Old Bones there is a genius. You don't believe me, ask him. I thought we'd lay it out for him. He'll find connections, tell you where to start looking." Old Bones wasn't talking. I couldn't tell if that was a good sign or bad. I did know that if he cooperated he would bring more than genius to bear here. He'd been around a long time. Something from yesteryear might be the key to today's horror. It had happened before.


  There are horrors that recur in long cycles, like locust plagues, but separated by generations. If these murders were cultist, they might fit one of those cycles.


  The Dead Man wasn't talking but he was listening. He was poking around. He's damned subtle, but when he starts prying, I can tell. If I'm paying close enough attention.


  Garrett. Shall we set all sham aside? Shall we abandon all childish efforts to abrade one another's nerves? I will not yet admit that we must pursue this monster, but I will stipulate that we owe the situation a close look.


  "You grow up, I'll grow up."


  Block gave me a strange look. He hadn't heard the Dead Man's end. The Dead Man can do that if he wants. It makes some of our conversations spooky.


  Excellent. I will set my concern for your soul in abeyance for the moment.


  Oh, boy. He wasn't going to let me off. Those women had offended his sense of rationality. He hates people who won't examine beliefs critically. Most of the time he hides it when he deals with me, but he holds the majority of humankind in contempt. Of the gods-know-how-many sentient species in the world, we humans are the only ones who insist on fervent belief in things logic and our senses demonstrate to be implausible. Amongst other races those who stumble into never-never-lands of wishful thinking are considered insane and are dealt with about the way we deal with Barking Dog. Or more harshly. Other races don't make priests out of their nuts, then give them money and follow them wherever they lead.


  "I take it you're going to handle this, Garrett," Block said. He was nervous as hell. Most people are around the Dead Man. He has a considerable reputation, all of it deserved. He's done some amazing things since I've known him.


  "We're considering it." I was fighting myself. Laziness and the desire not to get involved in another bizarre case warred with outrage. Outrage was ahead by a nose. The white knight had been on the shelf too long, his only chance to strut his stuff his rescue of Chodo's spooky daughter. But the white knight has his weaknesses. While he doesn't mind charging full tilt against a visible villain, rusty sword flailing, he hates having to hunt the villain down. Legwork buries his resolve faster than anything the hard boys can do by way of threat or violence. And this thing would be solved by legwork.


  Relax, Garrett. It should not be so bad as you anticipate. I saw Block jump, so knew the Dead Man had included him in this time. Captain Block. I sense that you have a great deal hanging upon the outcome of the investigation you propose.


  Block turned pale, took on kind of a green tinge around the edges. Having somebody talk right into your head is not a reassuring experience. Not the first time. And especially so when you're a guy who has a whole encyclopedia of corruption stashed and doesn't want it out where the world can see. I guess you'd say it was a measure of his distress and determination that he coped so well. He bounced back quickly. "Yes. There's a lot of heat from the top of the Hill. It'll get hotter every time some dizzy bitch gets herself offed."


  You are certain there will be more?


  "Damn straight. What do you think?"


  I think you are correct. The Dead Man was all business now. The killings will continue and will come more and more rapidly until the people responsible are destroyed. I think we are up against something like nothing any of us has seen before. The evidence I glean from your minds tells me this is the work of a compulsive killer who cannot help doing what he is doing and who will have to do it again, ever more often, to appease the devil that drives him. But it also tells me he is not doing this without help.


  I asked, "You figure there's a connection with—?" With what had happened at Morley's place. Only he cut me short.


  Yes. We had something he didn't want handed to Block. Garrett, I see you shrinking from the legwork this will entail. You are correct in your estimate. This will require talking extensively with everyone even remotely involved. The families of the dead women. Their guards. The people who found them, and the Watchmen who followed up. People in the neighborhoods where the bodies were found.


  He knows how to beat a guy down. I shrank with every word. I was the size of a mouse. I looked for a hole in the baseboard so I could scoot off and hide. He was talking about the rest of my life.


  I do legwork because it's what I do; talk to people and talk to people and poke and prod until things start to happen. But I don't like it, partly because I'm lazy, but mostly because of the people. I never cease to be amazed and appalled by the sheer scope of human wickedness.


  You are not considering our resources, Garrett.


  Right. I was busy feeling sorry for myself.


  We have the Watch. A thousand men for legwork. Is that not so, Captain? Will not every man of the Watch throw himself into this with the greatest vigor?


  "It's our asses if we don't. They're already hinting. We have another five murders, I figure the Watch is out of business."


  Break my heart.


  I saw what the Dead Man meant. I'd been too involved in myself. The Watchmen would do anything to cover their asses. Maybe even their jobs. We just had to grab them by their instinct for self-preservation.


  Then do as I tell you. I want to interview the bodyguards and the parents myself. Also those who found the corpses. Your men will canvass the neighborhoods where the women were found. Also the areas where they were seized. I doubt you will gain much cooperation, but cooperation is unnecessary. Even you Watchmen will have developed a rudimentary sense for when someone is not being forthcoming. Bring any such persons to me. I will open them up.


  I marveled. The Dead Man makes me look hyper. Usually I have to threaten mayhem just to get his attention when there's work to do. He was jumping into this one headlong. I hadn't agreed to do anything yet. His enthusiasm suggested a secret agenda. Or he knew something he wasn't sharing. I eyed him narrowly as he continued with Block, telling him what times he wanted whom to come be interviewed.


  Suspicion and paranoia become habits in this business. You take fits where you don't even trust yourself.


  When the Dead Man takes a notion to snooze, he can hang in there for months. And when he's awake, he can go around the clock for days. He had that in mind. Poor old Dean was going to die answering the door.


  Block had to borrow pen and paper to remember all his instructions. It took him half an hour to write them down. I paced and worried and wondered. Then the Dead Man dismissed the Watchman. I walked him to the front door.


  "You'll never regret this, Garrett. I guarantee. We clean this up, you got a free pass for life."


  "Sure." I know how long gratitude lasts. About as long as it takes for the bill to come due. Especially in TunFaire. The only guy I know who sticks to that kind of promise is Chodo Contague. He used to drive me crazy repaying imaginary debts.


  That gave me a shiver. Old Chodo always paid his debts. And he owed me a big one.


  I closed the door behind Block, put Chodo out of mind, went charging back to find out what the hell old Chuckles thought he was doing.


  


  


  


  12


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Not yet, Garrett. Dean! The Dead Man did not often extend his mindtouch beyond his room. That was a courtesy he extended us. Get rid of those harridans. Commend them to your nieces. We have a commission.


  "His nieces?" I hurried into his room. "You want to create monsters?" Dean had a platoon of spinster nieces, all front-runners for Miss Homely TunFaire. They drove him to despair. Which was why he had conscripted himself as a full-time member of my household. He couldn't take it anymore. "Can you imagine that pack in pursuit of a mission from God?"


  Dean has sense enough to avoid that eventuality. While we await him, I will tell you what to do. Backtrack from events at Mr. Dotes's place. But first bring Mr. Dotes and Mr. Tharpe to see me. We will want their help.


  " ‘We' might want it, but how are ‘we' going to afford it? My share of what I'm getting to watch Barking Dog won't—"


  Captain Block will assume expenses. You should pay closer attention. I quoted an exorbitant fee. He was desperate enough not to quibble.


  "If they're as scared as he puts on, they could put up enough from bribe money to pay anything."


  Exactly. We have been handed an unprecedented opportunity. Where he's concerned, money has no provenance. It's never dirty, only the people who handle it are. I intend to pursue it with vigor.


  With my vigor, he meant. "That's the reason you're jumping on this?" I didn't believe it.


  Let us say that I find my mind growing as flabby and slothful as you allowed your body to become. I must get into shape before it is too late. I am not yet prepared to slide into oblivion.


  Oblivion. I put that away where I could find it next time he started in on the condition of my immortal soul.


  What he said sounded good. I didn't believe it. And he knew that. But he didn't let me press. There is no time to waste. Get Mr. Tharpe and Mr. Dotes.


  

  


  


  Mr. Tharpe didn't want to get got. He'd gotten rid of Billie and had replaced her with a little blond who could have been her sister. The new hadn't worn off enough for him to see that. He wanted to stay home and play.


  "Anyway, it ain't even dark out yet, Garrett."


  "You only work at night now?"


  "Getting in the habit, doing these odd jobs for Licks."


  "So sunlight for me. Talk to the Dead Man. You don't want the work, no harm done. I'll get somebody else. Won't be as good, but I'll make do." Never hurts to butter him up.


  "What's shaking?"


  "A serial killer. A real psycho. His Nibs can fill you in. I don't know why he wants you. He just started spouting orders like a fountain."


  "Okay. I'll talk to him." He looked at his friend. She scorched me with a lethal stare.


  I said, "I got to see Morley," and got out of there before the woman carved their initials in my trunk.


  

  


  


  Morley's place was sparsely populated. It had just opened. His customers are like the stars, seldom seen before dark. Those in there then were early bats trying to get a jump on their competition.


  Nobody got excited when I walked in. Nobody knew me. The guy behind the counter was new. He was a skinny little half-elf like Morley, handsome as hell but barely old enough to think about taking advantage of that. He was trying to grow a mustache.


  It was catching. "I need to see Morley," I told him. "Name's Garrett. Tell him it is business and there's a shitpot in it."


  The kid looked me straight in the eye. "Morley? Who the hell is Morley? I don't know any Morley."


  One of those. "Kid, I'll take into account the fact that you're new. I'll take into account the fact that you're young and dumb, and figure you got to be a wiseass. When I'm done accounting, I just might pull you over the bar and pound away till Morley comes down to see about all the screaming. Get on the tube."


  The audience wasn't much, but it did exist. The kid thought he had to show me. Quick as an eyeblink he showed me a razor. Elves have a love affair with sharp steel, especially the young ones. He was so predictable I was there with my headknocker as fast as he was with the blade. I popped his knuckles. He yowled like a stomped cat. The razor flew down the counter. The audience gave us a hand. And a mountain of a man lumbered out of the kitchen.


  "Garrett. What you doing?" This was Sarge, another of Morley's old hands. He came out of the same production batch as Puddle.


  "I asked to see Morley. Kid pulled a razor."


  Sarge shook his head sadly. "What you want to go do that for, Spud? Man wants to see Morley, give Morley a howl. Morley wants to have him friends like this, that's his lookout."


  "Spud?" I asked. What kind of name was Spud? Not even a dwarf would tag his kid Spud.


  "What we call him, Garrett. Name's really Narcisio. Morley's nephew. His sister's kid. Got to be more than she could handle. Morley brought him down here so he could straighten him out."


  Meantime, the kid talked to the voice tube that connected to Morley's office.


  I shook my head. Morley Dotes going to set somebody's feet on the straight and narrow? Morley, whose real career is cutting throats and breaking bones and running an occasional con or even a straight ripoff if the stakes are big enough? My pal Morley?


  Sarge put on a big grin. "I know what you're thinking. But you know Morley."


  I knew Morley. He could believe mutually contradictory things at the same time, with religious fervor. His whole life was a tangle of contradictions. He lived them all with passion. He could sell you anything, because he believed every word he said when he said it. That was why he did well with the ladies. And no matter that he might take up a completely new passion five minutes hence. He was completely committed now.


  Morley had done some good where Spud was concerned. The kid wasn't happy about being shown up, but he put it away from him. He told me, "Morley will be down in a few minutes. You want something while you're waiting?"


  "Puddle still got his keg back there? Tap me one off it. He owes me a couple gallons."


  Sarge chuckled. "Whyn't you finish the whole thing? I love to watch him puff up like a big old toady frog when he comes in and finds out somebody's been at his keg."


  "I'll do my best. Company?" I jerked a thumb skyward.


  "Yeah. His luck's coming back."


  "Glad somebody's is."


  Sarge chuckled again. "You shoulda married that Maya when she asked. She was all right." He patted Spud's shoulder, said, "You done all right. Just don't be so fast with that razor. Next guy might not be nice like Garrett." He headed for the kitchen. I wondered what he was doing back there. I wouldn't trust him anywhere near food in preparation. Not even the horse fodder they serve at Morley's place.


  I figured the kid's ego needed a boost so I sort of sideways apologized for being so hardass. The audience had lost interest, so he could halfway apologize too. "I only been here a couple days, Mr. Garrett." He recognized the name now. "Always somebody coming in here to pester my uncle. You looked like an unhappy husband."


  I laughed. "Not a husband, just unhappy." Morley isn't satisfied unless he's taking needless risks. Like refusing to fool around with a woman if she isn't married. He used to have a bad gambling problem too, but he got over that.


  Morley came downstairs looking smug. Without saying so, he wanted me to know his life was going great. Way better than mine. I couldn't argue. Lots of people's lives were going better than mine.


  "What's going on, Garrett?"


  "Need some privacy to talk."


  "You on a job?"


  "This time. Dead Man says we might need to subcontract. Also, he wants to pick your brain."


  "Take the table in the corner."


  I picked up the beer Spud had drawn off Puddle's keg. "You have so many of them up there you can't hide them all?" Usually we went to his office to discuss business.


  "No. Place is just a mess. Got a little carried away."


  That one he didn't make me believe. Maybe it wasn't a woman. Maybe they wanted me to think it was a woman because it had to do with his real business.


  I didn't ask. I just went to the table and sat, then told him what there was to tell. He listened well. He can do that when he wants.


  "You think there's a connection with what happened the other night?"


  "I don't know. The Dead Man thinks so. And he knows how to handicap."


  "Interesting."


  "You'd say something else if you'd seen that girl."


  "I expect so. I don't approve of killing people who don't ask for it. I mean, I find interesting the idea of taking money from the Watch for once, instead of seeing it go their way."


  I raised an eyebrow. It's one of my finest skills.


  He said, "That's the way it works, Garrett. I'm not under Chodo's protection. I don't want to be part of the outfit. There's always a price for independence."


  Made sense when I considered it. There were a thousand Watchmen and only a handful of guys in his bunch. As long as the Watch didn't get greedy, it would be easier for him to pay than fight. Not that he would like it. But he was very much the pragmatist.


  The Watch wouldn't bother Chodo, of course. A lot of people are beholden to him. And he wouldn't take kindly to any attempt to muscle his operations.


  Morley thought about what I'd told him. "Let me finish up upstairs. I'll walk over to your place with you."


  I watched him climb the stairs. What did he have going? He'd set it up so he'd be sure he was with me when I left. So I wouldn't hang around outside to see who left after he did? That didn't make sense. If I wanted to know, I could ask the Dead Man after Morley talked to him. If I let the Dead Man know I wanted him to peek.


  Ah, paranoia.
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  Saucerhead opened the door. "A butler," Morley cracked. "You're coming up in the world, Garrett."


  Saucerhead didn't crack a frown. "Who shall I say is calling, sir?" He filled the doorway. A charging bull couldn't have moved him. Morley didn't when he started inside.


  "Hey! What gives? Check it out, big guy. It's raining out here."


  I said, "I'm thinking about getting into the boat business. Might be the coming thing."


  Saucerhead cocked his big ugly phiz like he was listening. He was waiting for the Dead Man's go-ahead. Even on us. Which meant Old Bones had convinced him anything could happen. Saucerhead was the type to make damn sure it didn't while he was on the job.


  The Dead Man had him not trusting his own eyes? What was this? What did he suspect?


  Saucerhead finally grunted, stepped aside. Like he didn't think it was such a hot idea. Morley shot me a puzzled look, headed down the hall. He ducked into the Dead Man's room. "Garrett says there's something sinister about what happened at my place last night."


  For twenty minutes I felt like an orphan. "Five of them?" Morley said. "They're keeping a good wrap on it, then. I only heard about one, last month, down at the Landing."


  I jumped in. "That was the one before the one before the one they found this morning. This nut is on a shrinking time cycle. After the first one he waited six weeks. Then four weeks for the one in the Landing. Then three weeks, then a couple days over two weeks to get this last one."


  "Unless there's some in there we don't know about."


  "They'd be hard to miss, all of them strung up with their throats cut and the guts gone. And the Watch hasn't had any reports of daughters missing from the Hill."


  "The guy doing this has got to be doing some homework up front. He's not just hanging out on the corner waiting for the right rich girl. He's picking his targets and he's working several at the same time."


  "What makes you think that?"


  "He blew the snatch on Chodo's kid but grabbed another woman in time to have her hung up this morning."


  Crazy don't mean stupid, my old mom used to say. I've seen that proved often enough. The man doing this was doing a lot of planning. He'd be aware that his fun would cause a stir. He'd be real careful.


  "Morley, the guy made a real dumb move last night. Maybe double dumb. He did it in front of witnesses. And he went for Chodo's kid. He'd get less heat going after the King's sister."


  "You remember she was scared when she came in. I have a notion the snatch was blown once already and somebody was desperate to cover his tracks. Far as going after Chodo's kid. . . . What you have to do with this character—and I can't myself—is put yourself inside his head. Try to think like he does. He's a genius and knows it. He's been messed up and playing out psychotic dramas since he was a kid and he keeps getting away with it. Maybe he doesn't quite see the rest of us as real anymore. Maybe we're just things, like the bugs and rats he started out on. Maybe he thinks there can't be any kickbacks as long as he's careful. In his mind Chodo might not be a worry any bigger than Dean is."


  I understood but wasn't sure Morley's ideas held any water. I didn't know what to think. TunFaire has killers by the battalion, but none like this. Muckers and coldblooded pros were the multiple murderers I knew. This monster was a hybrid, a mutant.


  "Last night is the only starting place we have," Morley said. "We have to talk to the girl."


  I made an ugly noise.


  "I know. Means the outfit gets in on the hunt."


  I was surprised they weren't already. I said so.


  Morley observed, "Means she didn't mention it when she got home. Maybe she was doing something her father wouldn't approve." He wore a frown, though, like he thought that couldn't be quite right.


  "Boyfriend?"


  "She's human."


  I backed off inside and considered, bitten by sudden suspicion. She'd run into Morley's place when she was in trouble. She'd shown no sign of knowing him, but. . . . No. He wouldn't. His need to take risks wouldn't push him that far. Would it?


  The Dead Man intervened. Gentlemen, I sense the approach of persons I must interview. I will be at that all night. Garrett. I suggest you rest till morning. I may have suggestions for you then. Apparently he'd shuffled through Morley's head and had gotten what he wanted. If there'd been anything there.


  Sometimes that was arguable.


  I was wound up more than I realized. "I could start—" Like I was eager to get to work.


  If I calculate accurately, we have eleven or twelve days before the killer acts again. That should be ample time. The wheels of the law and Mr. Contague's organization will grind every clue fine by then. There is no need to rush and risk doing ourselves harm.


  What? He was going to stamp his approval on my loafing? I'm no fool. I hustled Morley out the front door, brought in the couple I ran into there, introduced them to the Dead Man as the parents of the first victim, then headed upstairs.
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  As soon as I was flat on my back I thought of fifty things I should have discussed with Morley. Like did he have any idea who those Brunos were who stormed into his place after Chodo's brat? He would have tried to find out. I knew him. After he'd brooded awhile he'd have decided that booting them around and chucking them out in the rain wasn't good enough. He'd want a whack at the guy who'd sent them.


  He might be miles ahead of me.


  I let my thoughts drift back to what had happened, went over it, seeking a clue.


  Nothing that special about the three men. If you had the money, you could recruit a thousand like them. Only thing remarkable was that they'd dared invade a place owned by Morley Dotes. Local professionals knew better. Those three hadn't had out-of-town accents. Therefore, they weren't professionals. Not streetside, anyhow. I didn't doubt they were professional thugs.


  Which led me off blue-skying. Who had thugs on staff who wouldn't get into the streets much? Only priests and people on the Hill. The priest angle was so juicy I set it aside to look at the other first.


  Off the Hill? A lunatic up there would be in a fine position to observe the movements of prospective victims. I tried to recall the appearance of the old geek with butterfly indigestion. That didn't match any Hill people I knew.


  What about the coach? I recalled it, though details were getting vague. Big, black, and fancy. A custom four-horse job. Silver brightwork. The killer had money.


  Couldn't be many coaches like it.


  I fought it for fifteen minutes but it was a struggle foredoomed. Eventually I swung my legs off the bed, got up, and hunked downstairs. So much for good intentions. I donned a cloak and, marvel of marvels, a hat. The hat was Dean's. I didn't think he'd miss it.


  Saucerhead came to see what I was up to. "I'm going out for a while. Shouldn't be long." I scowled at the closed door to the small front room. "Tell Dean that if that cat's still here when I get back, they both go out in the rain."


  

  


  


  I went to see a friend. His name was Playmate. He was nine feet tall and black as coal, big enough to make Saucerhead nervous. But he was as gentle as a lamb and religious to boot. He was in the stable business. He owed me. Early in both our careers I'd saved him from human sharks.


  He never ceased to amaze me. No matter what time I showed, no matter how inconvenient my appearance, he was always glad to see me. This time was no exception. "Garrett!" he boomed when I strolled into his stable. He dropped a curry comb and bounded toward me, swept me up in a ferocious hug. He turned me loose only after I started squawking like a bagpipe.


  "Damn, Playmate, sometimes I wish you was a woman. Nobody else is excited to see me."


  "Your own fault. Come around more often. Maybe you wear out your welcome."


  "Yeah. It's been a rough year. I've been neglecting my friends."


  " 'Specially that little bit, Maya."


  I forgot my mission momentarily. "You've seen Maya? I thought she left town."


  "Been a while, come to think. She used to come around, help out some, just 'cause she liked the horses."


  "I knew there had to be something wrong with her."


  The look he gave me told me more than he could have said in words. Maya had cried on his shoulder. I couldn't really look him in the eye. He said, "You've been having troubles all the way around, I hear. Miss Tinnie. Somebody named Winger."


  He was implying it, so I said it. "Yeah. I have a way with the girls. The wrong way."


  "Come over here and sit. I have a pony keg I've been nursing. Should be a sip or two left."


  Which was all right by me, except it would be warm brew. Playmate liked his beer warm. I prefer mine just about ready to turn to chunks. But he was offering beer. Right then I had an inclination to surround several gallons. I settled on an old saddle, accepted a big pewter mug. Playmate plopped his behind on a sawhorse.


  "Trouble is," he told me, "those gals all been growing up, getting interested in something besides fun."


  "I know." It's hell, getting older.


  "Don't mind me. It's the preacher getting out."


  I knew that too. Back when I saved his bacon, he'd been thinking of getting into the religion racket on his own. He'd have done good but wouldn't have gotten very big. TunFaire has a thousand cults. Always there are plenty of disenchanted would-be believers eager to sign on with the thousand-and-oneth. Playmate had taken a look around, decided that he was insufficiently cynical and dishonest to make a real go of it. He may be religious personally, but he's practical.


  "The preacher is right, Playmate. And it's maybe him I need to talk to."


  "Problem?"


  "Yeah."


  "Thought so, soon as I saw you."


  What a genius. With Playmate I commit the same sin as with Morley. I don't go around unless I need help.


  I resolved to do better in the future.


  Right, Garrett. Duck! Here comes a low-flying pig.


  I laid it out for Playmate. I didn't hold back. My story upset him so badly I was sorry I hadn't softened it some. "Who'd want to go and do something like that, Garrett? Killing little girls."


  They hadn't been little, but that was beside the point. "I don't know. I mean to find out. That's where I thought you might help. That coach outside Morley's wasn't any junker or rental. I don't think there's another like it. Nearest I've ever seen is Chodo Contague's coach. And it didn't have the gaudy silver brightwork."


  Playmate frowned at every mention of Morley Dotes. He didn't approve of Morley. He frowned again when I mentioned Chodo. If Playmate was the kind to keep a little list, the first name on his would be Chodo Contague. He sees Chodo as a cause of social ills rather than as an effect.


  "Custom coach?"


  "I'd guess so."


  "And similar to Chodo Contague's."


  "A little bigger and even fancier. Silver trim and a lot of carving. Tell you anything? Know whose it is?"


  "Don't know that, but I can make a good guess who built it. If it was built in TunFaire."


  Bingo! I almost let out a whoop. Maybe I did let out a whoop. Playmate looked at me oddly for a moment, then grinned shyly. "Helped some?"


  "As soon as you tell me that coachmaker's name."


  "Atwood. Linden Atwood."


  That name meant nothing to me. At my income level I don't buy many custom-built coaches. I don't hang out with those who do. "Where would I find Mr. Linden Atwood, coachmaker?"


  "Tinkery Row."


  Excellent. That narrowed it right down to a whole neighborhood where potters potted, tinkers tinked, and at least one wainwright wrighted wains. The neighborhood lies south of the Tenderloin and north of the brewery district, stretching east to west beginning a few blocks in from the river, and parallels a street called Tinker's Lane. That is one of the oldest parts of town. Some artisan families have been established there for centuries.


  Playmate glanced toward the stable door. "Going to be getting dark soon. You figure on going down there right away?"


  "Yes."


  "That's not a nighttime neighborhood. Pretty soon they'll all close up, have supper, then the menfolk will head for the corner tavern."


  "So it's late. It's already too late for five women. The Dead Man thinks this guy won't kill again for another eleven or twelve days, but I don't count on it."


  Playmate nodded, conceding the point. "I'll walk with you."


  "You don't need to do that. Just tell me where—"


  "Trouble follows you. I better go with you. Takes a certain touch to deal with Atwood, anyway."


  "You've done enough." I didn't want to put Playmate at risk. He didn't deserve it. "My job is dealing with people."


  "Your style is maybe a touch too direct and forceful for Atwood. I'll walk you down."


  Arguing with Playmate is like arguing with a horse. Don't get you anywhere and just irritates the horse.


  Maybe if he would get into another line I'd visit more often. Any line where there weren't so many horses around. I don't get along with those monsters. Their whole tribe is out to get me.


  "I'll get my hat and cloak," he said, knowing he'd won before I conceded. I looked around, wondering where he'd hidden the circus tent he'd wear. I spied a horse eyeballing me. It looked like it was thinking about kicking its stall down so it could trot over and dance a flamenco on my tired bones.


  "Don't waste time. The devils have spotted me. They're cooking something up."


  Playmate chuckled. He has one big blind spot. He thinks my problem with horses is a joke. Boy, do they have him fooled.
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  We stopped to have supper, my treat. Which strained my budget severely. Playmate ate like a horse, but not cheap hay. "You're on expenses, Garrett."


  "I was just figuring on cleaning the Watch out of pocket change, not driving them into bankruptcy."


  He got a good laugh out of that one. Simple pleasures for simple minds.


  Tinkery Row is all light industry, single-family operations that produce goods without producing much smoke. The nastier stuff is down south, the nastiest across the river. The air gets chunky and takes on flavor when the wind is from the east, past the smelters and mills. Their stench can make you long for the heavy wood and coal smoke of winter or the rotten garbage of summer.


  Tinkery Row is four blocks wide and eight blocks long, approximately, measuring by normal city blocks. There aren't many of those in TunFaire. There never has been any planning applied to the city's growth. Maybe we need a good fire to burn it all down so we can start over and do it right.


  Playmate insisted on sticking with me. He said he knew the neighborhood and knew Linden Atwood. I gave up. I needed to spend some time with somebody who wasn't going to give me a lot of hassle.


  I let him lead but insisted on setting the pace myself. My legs weren't long enough to match his prodigious stride. He strolled. I scampered. Once we got into Tinkery Row he chatted up people who still had their doors open hoping for a late sale. I huffed and puffed. Tinkery Row is a safe neighborhood. The villains stay away because the natives have this habit of ganging up. Justice is quick and informal and applied with considerable enthusiasm.


  Everyone seemed to know Playmate. Nobody knew me, but my feelings weren't hurt. That's a plus in my line. I puffed out, "You spend a lot of time down here?"


  "Grew up here. One street over. Pop made tack." Which explained the interest in horses, maybe. "But I changed in the war. Came back too nervous, just couldn't fit in. Kind of slow and timeless around here. People don't change. Get fixed in their ways. I could probably tell you who is where doing what right now, though I haven't been around for months. Right now Linden Atwood is having supper with his missus at home. His sons are having supper with their families, and his apprentices are eating bread and cheese while they clean the shop. About a half-hour from now they'll start drifting into the Bicks and Kittle. Each one will buy a pint of dark. They'll all go into a corner and nurse their pints for an hour, then somebody will say he'd better get on home and get to bed 'cause he has to make an early start in the morning. Old Linden will tell him to stay, have another on him, and he'll buy the round. They'll all sit another hour, find the bottoms of their mugs at the same time, then they'll get up and go home."


  A thrill a minute, life in Tinkery Row.


  It was the longest speech I'd ever heard from Playmate. While he made it he led me to and into the corner tavern with the name I found unfathomable. Most taverns do have odd names, like Rose and Dolphin, but that's because most people can't read. A sign with a couple of symbols will hang over the door, serving as both name and address. Bicks and Kittle didn't have a sign, and when I finally asked Playmate about the name, he told me those were the families who ran the place.


  Some mysteries just aren't worth unraveling.


  Playmate studied the layout. The place wasn't crowded. He held me back while he chose a table. "We don't want to trespass on the regulars." Apparently they became disturbed when casual trade usurped their traditional tables. Playmate chose a small one in the middle of the small room. It appeared less shopworn than most.


  Playmate ordered but I paid. He asked for the dark beer. "You can get any beer you want as long as you're willing to go down the street for your pale or lager."


  "Real set in their ways." I do like the occasional dark beer, though. And this proved to be a fine brew with a strong malt flavor. I like to taste the malt more than the hops.


  "Hardheaded. Atwood comes in, let me pick the time and do the talking."


  I nodded. Made sense.


  The place began filling. Young and old, they were all cut from one bolt. I wondered if there would be a problem, what with Playmate's being the only dark face in the place. Nope. Soon guys started dropping by to exchange a few words of greeting while eyeing me sidelong, curiously, but with manners too steady to express that curiosity aloud.


  Playmate identified the apprentice coachmakers when they arrived. "Atwood never took apprentices till a few years ago. The war's fault. He lost a couple sons, then none of his grandsons made it back. Has three still doing their five years, though. Maybe they'll get lucky."


  The apprentices were old for that. Middle twenties. "In Atwood's place I'd take kids, educate them so they could avoid the line units. Supply outfits always need wainwrights."


  Playmate looked at me like I'd missed the point of everything he'd said tonight. "Where would he find kids? Any Tinkery family with kids would bring them up in the family trade."


  All right. I did miss that, sort of.


  The surviving sons appeared, then Linden Atwood himself. Linden Atwood was that rare creature, a man who fitted his name and looked like a coachmaker. In my preconceptions. He was a skinny little dink, old, with leathery skin, all his own hair, intelligent eyes, and plenty of bounce. His hands were hands that still did their share of work. He stood like he had a board nailed to his back, seemed confident of his place in the world. He and his crew were one big happy family. He was no aloof patriarch. He, his three sons, and four apprentices got into a spirited argument about whether or not the King's Rules were turning TunFaire's football players into gangs of whining candyassed wimps.


  Now there was something worth arguing about. King's Rules went into effect before I was born.


  Karentine football, or rugger, is so rough now I wouldn't want my enemies playing. In Old Style football I think the only rule was: no edged weapons.


  "I take it football is popular down here."


  "Serious business. Best players come out of Tinkery. Every block has a team. Kids start out as soon as they can walk."


  Not only hardheaded but not very bright. But I kept that thought to myself. "Not very tolerant" goes along with the other two, most places.


  "Played some myself when I was younger," Playmate told me.


  "Why am I not surprised?" He'd have made a team all by himself.


  Playmate was slick. He managed to insinuate an opinion into an argument so old it was obvious ritual, elicited a response because, apparently, in his olden days he'd been a star. Before I understood what was happening, he and I were part of Atwood's crowd. I pursued Playmate's advice diligently. The Dead Man would have been impressed by how long I kept my mouth shut.


  In time the Atwoods veered from the tried and true long enough to betray polite curiosity concerning Playmate's presence. Playmate gave them a big grin, like he was mocking himself for taking anything seriously. "My pal Garrett and me, we're on sort of a crusade."


  Those guys understood a crusade. They were religious. Real salt of the earth and backbone of the nation. Hadn't had an original thought in generations.


  Pardon. I do get overly critical at times.


  Curiosity levels rose. Playmate played with them a minute, then said, "I better let Garrett tell it. He's the one been closest to it. I'm just trying to lend a hand."


  I pictured Block exploding if he heard I was hanging out his dirty laundry all over town, grinned, told the story of the dead girls. The Atwoods were properly horrified. I played to that, noted the old man paying closer attention than the others, who just wanted to be entertained.


  I said, "So right now it looks like the only way to trace this monster is through his coach."


  Everybody got it then. The whole gang got quiet and grim. All eyes turned to the old man. He considered me neutrally. "You suspect that coach came from my shop, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I have no idea, Mr. Atwood. Playmate says you're the premier coachmaker in TunFaire. If it was built here, according to him, you're the only man with the talent to have built it."


  "I expect so. Describe it again."


  I did, recalling every possible detail.


  The sons were less skilled than he at concealing their thoughts. I knew that coach had been built by Linden Atwood. The question was, would the man expose his buyer?


  He would. "We delivered that coach, built to strict and exacting specifications, about three years back, Mr. Garrett. I do not believe in false humility. It was the finest coach ever built in TunFaire. I will accept responsibility for that, but I refuse any blame."


  "Excuse me?"


  One son muttered, "Damn thing's jinxed."


  The old man glared. "Madame Tallia Lethe, wife and mother of the Icemasters Direfear, commissioned it. Three months after she took delivery, there was an accident. She fell. A wheel rolled over her head."


  Oh, boy. "I knew we could get some big-time sorcerers into this." Karentine wizards mainly belong to the Elemental Schools: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. The Windmasters and Stormwardens of the Air school are common, Firelords more so. There may be Earth schoolers elsewhere in Karenta, but none in TunFaire. Water-school types are almost as rare. "I didn't know we had any Icemasters here."


  "We don't," the old man said. "The woman lived here. The Icemasters are dead, anyway. Crossbones Bight."


  Ah. The big naval battle of the War. We got our Karentine asses kicked. Unfortunately for the Venageti, a naval triumph hadn't meant much strategically. "I see," I said, not seeing at all.


  "Madame had no heirs. The estate passed to the Crown. The Crown agents auctioned everything. Lord Hellsbreath bought the coach."


  There was a name to conjure nightmares.


  The only Hellsbreath I recalled was no healthier than Madame Lethe. "He had some bad luck himself, right?"


  "He was murdered. The assassin got away."


  "He was in the coach when it happened," a son volunteered.


  "Crossbow bolt right in the eye," another said. He demonstrated with enthusiastic gestures and sound effects.


  "Then who got the coach?"


  "Duchess of Suhnerkhan. Lady Hamilton."


  I knew that one. "Does seem like it was unlucky." The King's great-aunt, Lady Hamilton, had decided to visit the family estate at Okcok. She hadn't bothered with an escort, though there'd been a full moon out. Werewolves had given her a fatal set of hickeys.


  Linden Atwood grunted but conceded nothing.


  "That was a year and a half ago. I guess it's changed hands a few more times?"


  "No. Crown Prince Rupert brought it back to town and stored it in the coachhouse behind Lady Hamilton's town house. Far as I know, it hasn't been out since." The old man produced a pipe and pipeweed. He filled up, lit up, leaned back, closed his eyes, puffed, and thought. The clan waited quietly. I followed their lead. Playmate signaled for another round of the dark. On me, naturally.


  The beer's arrival wakened Atwood. He tilted forward, drained half his mug, wiped foam with the back of a hand, belched, said, "I don't put no stock in this jinx stuff, Garrett." We were pals now. I'd bought him a beer. "But was I you, I'd be careful. Seems like everybody that gets near that coach gets dead." He frowned.


  He didn't like that at all. What if word got out? What if people started thinking it was the coachmaker's fault?


  "I'm not much on haunts and jinxes," I told him. "But if that coach is jinxed, you got any notion how come?"


  "Beats the shit out of me." He guzzled the other half of his beer. "Shit happens. Sometimes it don't make no sense."


  Playmate horned in. "Thanks, Mr. Atwood. Sure was good of you to talk to us." He nudged me with a knee, got up. I wondered why he was in a hurry, but I'd promised to follow his lead. I piled on my share of thanks and excused myself, followed Playmate into the rain.


  "What was that? How come the run-out?"


  "Atwood was getting glassy-eyed. In about a minute he was going to start in on his boys that didn't make it home from the Cantard. I thought you might want to get some sleep tonight."


  "Oh."


  "Yeah. You got to feel sorry for the guy. But that don't mean you got to go live in his hell with him. He's got to lay his own ghosts himself."


  True. But I was surprised that Playmate thought so. I pulled my cloak tighter. There was enough wind to make the night cold.


  "Past my bedtime, Garrett. Hope all that helped."


  "You hope? Hell, it cracked the thing. All I need now is to find out who's been using that coach." And how hard could that be? I mean, the Crown Prince's duties included running Karentine internal security. The TunFaire Watch were one obscure arm of the many he oversaw. And if what Block said was true, the heat on the Watch had good old Rupert behind it.


  "Come around more often, Garrett," Playmate said. "At least soon enough to let me know how this comes out." He strode off like he was late for a date with one of his mares. I stood absorbing some rain for a moment, startled, then shrugged. Playmate did these things. He didn't know he was being rude and unsociable.


  What now?
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  Morley's place, that's what now.


  It wasn't that far out of my way. I dropped by. My reception was no more charming than before. Maybe not as good. More people departed. The others seemed edgy, except for Saucerhead's pal Licks, who was at the same shadowed corner table stoned out of this world.


  Puddle gave me a huge scowl, glanced down at his keg. I told him, "That rat Sarge said he was going to blame it on me. Morley here?"


  Puddle already had a finger pointed skyward and an eyebrow up. I nodded to make sure he understood that I wanted to see Morley as well as to know if he was home. With Puddle you have to take it by the numbers. He don't fill in the gaps so good.


  He was the kind of guy who thought if you couldn't solve a problem with a right cross or a club, then it wasn't a problem in the first place and therefore didn't need solving. Ignore it and it would go away.


  Puddle grunted, growled at the speaking tube, fluttered a hand to indicate that I should go on up. Apparently Morley didn't have company.


  I climbed the stairs, tiptoed to Morley's door, listened before I knocked. I didn't hear anything. Usually there was scurrying as somebody's wife headed for cover. All I heard was Morley telling me to come in.


  I opened the door. Something zipped past the end of my nose. Morley was behind his desk, his feet up, leaning back, tossing darts. I didn't recognize the painted face serving as his target. "You doing the hoodoo voodoo on somebody?"


  "Not really. Found all that in a junk shop. Velvet painting of a guy who looks like my sister's husband." Zip. Wham. Another eye put out. "What's up?"


  "No company tonight?"


  "Too wet out there these days. Nobody's going to be seeing much company as long as this weather keeps up." Zip. Wham. Right in the end of the nose. "Want to get those darts for me?"


  "You're a bundle of ambition tonight."


  "Yeah. Long as you're doing my legwork, you see that creep Licks downstairs? So I don't have to go look for myself?"


  "He's there. Unconscious, I think. The smoke was pretty thick."


  He snagged his speaking tube. "Puddle. Toss that creep Licks out now. Don't leave him where he'll get run over." Morley put the tube down, looked at me. "I hope he gets pneumonia."


  "You have a problem with the man?"


  "Yes. I don't like him."


  "So bar him."


  "His money's as good as yours. Maybe better. He spends it here." That didn't get a rise, so he asked, "What's up? You look like you can't wait to get something off your chest."


  "I got a line on the coach."


  "Coach? What coach."


  "The one out front that they tried to drag Chodo's kid into. I found the man who built it. He told me where I can find it." I explained.


  Morley sighed, took his feet down. "Isn't that just like you? Here I am, having the time of my life, and you have to walk in and mess it up." He got up, opened a closet, dug out a raincloak and fancy hat that must have set him back a dozen broken bones.


  "What you doing?"


  "Let's go check it out."


  "Huh?"


  "Way I see it, that beats hell out of trying to get to see Chodo. You carrying?"


  "Here and there."


  "Finally started to learn, eh?"


  "I guess. What's the problem with Chodo? I thought you were tight. It's me that's on his list."


  "I don't know. I sent word I needed to talk. That it was important. I never got an answer. That's never happened before. Then comes a roundabout kind of hint that nobody out there wants to hear from me and if I'm smart I won't bother them ever again."


  "Odd." I couldn't figure that. Morley was an important independent contractor. Chodo owed him a listen.


  "Been odd ever since you and Winger went out there. And getting odder every day." We were headed downstairs now.


  I asked, "What's with the mustaches? That the coming thing?"


  "Huh?"


  "I'm seeing them all over. On you it don't look bad. On Spud it would look good if he could grow one. But on Puddle it looks like some damn buzzard built its nest on his lip."


  "He doesn't take care of it." Morley darted to the counter, spoke to Puddle briefly. I noted Licks's absence and Puddle's wet shoulders. Licks remained with us in spirit. The smoke was thick enough to slice.
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  When it rains and the wind blows, it gets real dark in TunFaire. Streetlamps won't stay lighted, though those lamps exist only in neighborhoods like the Hill and the Tenderloin, where the wraths of our lords temporal and lords criminal encourage thieves and vandals to practice their crafts elsewhere. Tonight the Hill was darker than a priest's secret heart. I didn't like it. Given my choice, I want to see trouble coming.


  Morley was as excited as a kid planning to tumble an outhouse. I asked, "What's your thinking on this?" I looked around nervously. We'd approached Lady Hamilton's place unchallenged, which made me just that much more anxious.


  I don't believe in good luck. I do believe in cumulative misfortune, in bad luck just lying back piling up interest till it dumps on you in one big load.


  "We climb over the wall, see if the coach is there."


  "You could give Glory Mooncalled lessons in innovative tactics." I didn't like his idea. We could get ourselves arrested. We could get ourselves hurt. We could get ourselves fatally unhealthy. The private guards on the Hill are a lot less inhibited than their public-payroll counterparts.


  "Don't get all worked up, Garrett. Won't be anything to it."


  "That's what you said the time you conned me into helping deliver that vampire to the old kingpin."


  "That time you didn't know what you were doing."


  True. But where would he get the idea I knew what I was doing now? "You're too optimistic to live."


  "Comes of living right."


  "Comes of eating horse fodder till you have the sense of a mule."


  "You could do with more horse fodder yourself, Garrett. Meat is filled with the juices of things that died terrified. They make you timid yourself."


  "I have to admit I never heard anybody call a cabbage a coward."


  "There they go. All clear."


  There who go? Were we hanging around soaking because he'd seen someone? Why didn't he tell me these things?


  He did have better night vision. One of the advantages of his elvish blood. The disadvantages, of course, started with a conviction of personal immortality. It isn't true, what you hear about elves being immortal. They just think they are. Only an arrow through the heart will talk them out of the idea.


  Morley took off toward the Hamilton place. I followed, watching everywhere but where I was going. I heard a sound, looked for its source as I jumped ten feet high, walked right into the Hamilton wall.


  "You must have been some Marine," Morley grumbled, and continued muttering about no wonder Karenta couldn't win in the Cantard if I represented the kingdom's best and brightest.


  "Probably a hundred thousand guys down there would be happy to let you show them how to do it." Morley wasn't a veteran. Breeds don't have to go. The nonhuman peoples all have treaties exempting people up to one-eighth blood. The nonhumans you see in the Cantard are natives or mercenaries, and usually both. And agents of Glory Mooncalled besides. Except for the vampires and werewolves and unicorn packs, who are out to get everybody.


  The Cantard is a lot of fun.


  Morley squatted, cupped his hands. "I'll give you a boost." The wall was nine feet high.


  "You're lighter." I could toss him right over.


  "That's why you go first. I can climb up there without help."


  A point. Not one that fired me up to go first, but a point. This business was more in his line than mine. He wouldn't buy my plan which was to go pound on the front gate and ask to see the deadly coach. That was too prosaic for his sense of adventure.


  I shrugged, stepped into his cupped hands, heaved my reluctant bones upward, grabbed the top of the wall in expectation of getting my fingers ripped to hamburger by broken glass. Broken glass is an old trick for discouraging uninvited company.


  Oh, my. Now I was really disheartened. There was no broken glass. I pulled my chin up level with the top, peeked. Where was the trap? They had to have something really special planned if they didn't use broken glass.


  Morley whacked me on the sole. "Better move your ass, Garrett. They're coming back."


  I didn't know who "they" were but I heard their footsteps. I took a poll. Opinion was unanimous. I didn't want to find out who they were. Up and over I went. I landed in a small garden, gently, failing even to turn an ankle. Morley landed beside me. I said, "This's too easy."


  "Come on, Garrett. What do you want? You have a closed house here. Who's going to guard that?"


  "Exactly what I want to know."


  "You ever begin to sound optimistic, I'm going to flee the country. Come on. Sooner we do it, the sooner you're out of here."


  I grunted agreement. "Looks like the coach house there." I don't like sneaking, much. I still thought we should have tried the front way.


  Morley scooted to a door in the side of the coach house. I let him lead. I noted how carefully he moved, for all he did so quickly. Whatever he said, he wasn't taking chances.


  In his line you didn't get old taking anything for granted. My line either, for that matter.


  Neither of us had brought a lantern. You do dumb things when you rush. Still, there was light enough leaking from nearby homes to let Morley see a little. He told me, "Somebody was here before us. They jimmied the lock." He tried the door. It opened.


  I looked over his shoulder. It was blacker than the inside of a buzzard's belly in there, and about as inviting. Something made noises and shuffled around. Something breathed. Something a lot bigger than me. Always a courteous kind of guy, I offered, "After you, sir."


  Morley wasn't that sure he was immortal. "We need a light."


  "Now he notices. This the kind of planning you're going to do when you take over in the Cantard?"


  "I'll be back in five minutes." He vanished before I could argue.
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  Five minutes? It was more like twenty. The longest twenty I ever lived, excepting maybe a few dozen times in the islands when I was in the Corps, dancing the death dance with Venageti soldiers.


  He wasn't gone ten of those five minutes when, from my lurking place under a crippled lime tree—where I was trying to drown less speedily—I noted a light moving past a downstairs window inside the Hamilton house. Probably a candle. It had a ghostly effect, casting a huge, only vaguely humanoid shadow on a drawn shade.


  I gulped air.


  Damn me if my luck didn't hold. Somebody came outside and headed straight for the coach house. I heard muttering, then realized that there were two of them. The guy with the candle was leading.


  Closer. It was my old buddy with the bad stomach. He didn't look like much now, a sawed-off runt in clothes that had been out of style since my dad was a pup. He wore the kind of hat they call a deerstalker. I'd never seen one outside a painting before. He was bent and slow and shaky and a damned near perfect match for my notion of what a pederast ought to look like.


  Hunking along behind, having trouble navigating, was Scarface, the guy Saucerhead had bounced around so thoroughly. He moved slower than the old guy, like he'd aged a hundred years overnight. Saucerhead hadn't broken much but he'd left both of them with plenty of pain.


  Now what? Jump in and make a citizen's arrest? Accuse somebody of something and maybe get my own bones rearranged? Maybe cause the geezer another attack of dyspepsia and have him belch carnivorous butterflies all over me? Maybe just end up in court for assault? My mind wanders at such times, examining the dark side. I wish I had Saucerhead's capacity for lack of doubt.


  There are advantages to being simple.


  While I tried to decide and wondered where the hell Morley was with the light, those two dragged their bruise collections inside the coach house. Light flowed through cracks as they lit lamps or lanterns. Talk continued, but I could distinguish no words.


  I crept to the doorway, still could make out nothing. I heard a horse snort, jumped. Boy, was I glad I hadn't gone in there before. They would've ambushed me for sure.


  It sounded like they were fixing to harness a team. The cussing level suggested that was difficult when you were all bruised up. Sounded like some impressive descriptive work being done in there. I wanted to hear more. I need to expand my vocabulary.


  I slipped my fingers into the gap between the door and its frame, pulled outward slowly till I had a crack through which to peek. So I could spy on a whole lot of horse stalls and tack racks doing a whole lot of nothing. Pretty dull stuff. I had the wrong angle.


  Someone had the right angle to see the door move inward. I heard one voice say something soft but startled. Heavy footsteps lumbered my way, like a stomping troll wearing stone boots. I thought about doing a fast fade but thought too long. I barely had time to duck aside before the door flew open.


  I couldn't run, so I did the next best thing. I bopped Scarface over the head with my listen stick. His conk thunked like a thumped watermelon. He sagged, looked at me like I wasn't playing fair. Well, why should I? That's dumb with his kind. I'd get hurt if I tried. I thumped him again to make my point.


  I bounced over Scarface, popped inside, charged the little character with the sour stomach and antique clothes. Don't ask me why. Seems plenty dumb in retrospect. Just say it seemed like a good idea at the time.


  He was trying to get the street doors open. I can't imagine why. His team were still in their stalls. He wasn't going to drive away. And he wasn't going to outrun anybody on foot either. But there he went, heaving away and spitting green moths.


  He heard me coming and spun around. For him a spin was a slow turn. His one hand dropped to a kind of frayed rope that served him as a belt, hitched his pants. His eyes started glowing green. I got there with my stick.


  One of his moths bit me. Stung like hell. And distracted me so the old boy could slide aside enough for me to whap his shoulder instead of the top of his gourd. He howled. I bellowed and flailed at bugs. His eyes flared and his mouth opened wide. I avoided his gaze and the one big green butterfly that flew from his maw. I flailed crosswise, catching him alongside the jaw.


  I put too much on it. Bone cracked. He folded like a dropped suit of clothes.


  My juices were flowing. I bounced around looking for more trouble, so cranked the horses just backed up in their stalls and waited for me to go away. I checked Scarface. He was snoring, getting soggier by the second. I darted back to the old man. . . .


  Who wasn't snoring. He was making funny noises that said he wouldn't be breathing at all pretty soon. I'd broken more than his jaw.


  A green giant butterfly crept halfway out from between his lips, got stuck. He held on to his crude rope belt with both hands, like he didn't want to lose his pants, and started shaking.


  I'm not in the habit of croaking people. I've done it, sure, but never really by choice and never because I wanted to.


  Now I was wound up. This was the Hill. Up here the guardians of the peace were no half-blind, unambitious Watchmen interested only in collecting their pay. If I was caught anywhere near a dead man. . . .


  "What the hell is this?"


  I didn't quite leap into the hayloft. Just maybe ten feet. Not even a record for the standing broad jump. But I was out the door the old man had wanted to use, thirty feet into the wet, before I recognized Morley's voice.


  Still shaking, I went back and told him what had happened. The presence of a dying man didn't rattle him at all. He observed, "You're learning."


  "Huh?"


  "Case solved and wrapped in a day. You dig up your buddy Block, tell him where to find his villain, end up with your pockets stuffed with gold. You still have the luck."


  "Yeah." But I didn't feel lucky. I didn't know that that little old man had gotten his thrills carving on pretty girls.


  Morley closed the yard door, eased toward the street door. I said, "Hold it. I have to take a look around in the house."


  "Why?" He said that sharply, like he didn't want me going that way.


  "In case there's any evidence. I need to know."


  He gave me the fisheye, shook his head, shrugged. The notion of a conscience was alien to him. "If you have to, you have to."


  "I have to."
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  I tripped over the old man's sidekick as I stepped into the garden. Well! Another mystery. Some wicked soul had come along and stabbed him in his sleep.


  I scowled at Morley. Morley wasn't abashed. "Didn't need him, Garrett. And now you won't need to keep looking back." Just because the guy had caused a scene at the Joy House.


  I didn't argue. We'd had the argument more times than I liked to recall. Morley knew neither pity nor remorse, only practicality. Which, he had a habit of reminding me, was why I turned to him so often.


  Maybe. But I think I go to him because I trust him to cover my back.


  I'd grabbed the old man's lantern. It was out now, after my spill. I pushed it aside, dragged the body into the coach house, closed the door, and headed for the big house by the light of the lantern Morley carried. I snagged the extinguished lantern as I went.


  The house wasn't locked. It took us only moments to get inside and find something.


  We entered through a dusty kitchen. We needed go on no farther. Seconds after we entered, Morley said, "Check this, Garrett."


  "This" was a three-gallon wooden bucket. A tribe of flies had made it a place of worship. Their startled buzz and the smell told me that it was no water pail. Rusty cakes of dried blood adorned it.


  "They had to use something to carry the blood away." I shone my light around, spotted a set of knives on a drainboard. They were not ordinary kitchen knives. They were decorated with fancy symbols. They were decorated with dried blood too.


  Morley observed, "They didn't take good care of their tools."


  "You didn't see the way they moved. After they'd danced with Saucerhead they probably didn't feel much like doing housework."


  "You satisfied now?"


  I had to be. "Yeah." No point lollygagging around, maybe getting ourselves hanged with all that evidence.


  Morley grinned. "You really are learning, Garrett. I figure maybe another hundred years and you can get by without a baby-sitter."


  I wondered if maybe he wasn't a little too optimistic.


  

  


  


  Being no fool, Morley went his own way. I found Captain Block the last place I expected, at the bachelor officers' quarters at the barracks the Watch shares with the local army garrison. Those troops are less use than the Watch, coming out for nothing but ceremonies and to stand guard at various royal edifices.


  I got the usual runaround trying to reach Block, but it had no heart in it. Maybe he'd left word a certain battered old Marine might want to get hold of him sometime.


  He was dressing when I walked in and started dripping on his carpet. "I take it you've got something, Garrett." For the life of me I couldn't figure why he wasn't thrilled to see me, just because it was after midnight.


  "I found your man."


  "Huh?" Dumbstruck is really amazing on a naturally dumbfounded face.


  "That villain you wanted found? The fellow who entertained himself by whittling on pretty girls? If you want him, I've got him."


  "Uh . . . yeah?" He didn't believe me yet.


  "Put your slicker on, Cap. I've had me a long, hard day and I want to get on home."


  "You found him?"


  Ta-da! First thing you knew, he'd figure it out. "Yep. But you'd better get rolling if you want to cash in."


  "Yeah. Sure." He was in a daze. He couldn't believe this. For a moment I entertained suspicions. They didn't get too rowdy. "But how? I had a thousand men looking. They never caught a whiff."


  "Didn't know where to sniff. You get the nose when you have to make your living at it."


  "Sounds like you plain got lucky."


  "Luck helps."


  "Should I bring some men?"


  "You won't need them. They won't give you any trouble."


  Must have been an edge to my voice. He looked me askance but was too shocked still to pursue it. He shrugged into an army overcloak, jammed a waterproof hat onto his head. "You don't know how much we appreciate this, Garrett."


  "I have my suspicions. Just show me by making sure you don't forget to drop my fee off at my place."


  "What?" He managed to look affronted. Somebody had the audacity to question the integrity of the Watch? "You think we'd screw you?"


  "The gods forfend. Me? Think a thing like that about our brave Watchmen? Surely you jest, Captain."


  He heard the sarcasm and didn't like it, but had become too excited to take offense. Hell, he took off like the proverbial bat, dashing boldly into the night and rain—till he realized he didn't know where the hell he was headed.


  "I'm moving as fast as I can, Captain," I told him. And I was. I did want to get home. I had big ambitions in the night lumber trade. "I put in about two thousand miles of legwork today, tracking these monsters down."


  "Monsters? There's more than one?"


  The man didn't listen. I shook my head. He fell into step beside me, as bouncy as a five-year-old.


  "One more than one, Captain. The big villain was a guy about a thousand years old who was some kind of wizard. The other was your basic street Bruno, middle thirties."


  "Was?" Now he sounded nervous, even wary. "You keep saying ‘was.' "


  "You'll see."
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  He saw. He was less than thrilled. "Did you have to kill them?" He stared at the old man like he hoped the crazy bastard would rise from the dead.


  "No. I could've let them kill me. But then you'd still be looking, wouldn't you?" I stared at the old man, rattled. Block didn't notice.


  First, the old boy had crawled to the garden door before he'd checked out. Then he'd gotten naked. What there was of him was so dried up it looked like something had sucked out everything inside his skin. That skin was dead white. I wondered if maybe he wouldn't rise from the dead. If he hadn't already, a time or two. Then I shook off the fit of superstition and concentrated on a problem that was real and immediate.


  Someone had been into the coach house in my absence. Somebody who had stripped the dead man and had ripped off a crazy miscellany from the tack and tool racks. That smelled of a crime of opportunity committed by some down-and-out amateur. By someone who had seen a door open, had darted in for a nervous peek, had taken what he could use, and had grabbed everything else he could carry that looked like it might sell for enough to make a down payment on a bottle of cheap red wine. Was I to go a-hunting this thief, I'd keep an eye peeled for a short, skinny wino all cocked up in a new suit of old clothes, complete with one of those absurd deerstalker hats.


  Block complained, "Would've had a lot more impact if I'd been able to bring them to trial."


  "I don't doubt it a bit. It would've been a circus. The show of the year. I would've loved to have seen it. But he was belching butterflies and staring green fire and getting ready to lay some serious sorcery on me. I couldn't talk him out of it. Come on. Let me show you some evidence."


  I led him to the kitchen, showed him the bucket. I wanted to show him the knives but they weren't where I'd seen them last. That damned Morley, collecting souvenirs. I felt more comfortable in the house now that I had an officer of the law along to explain to the local custodians. I took time to look around more carefully. I didn't see anything new. "You satisfied?"


  "I expect." He held up a big glass jar Morley and I had overlooked. It contained a human heart in a clear fluid. "I'll have my people come take the place apart."


  "You know who owns it?"


  "I know. Ironic coincidence. There won't be any problems, though. The Prince is determined. He'll just be doubly pissed because somebody dared. He'll breathe fire."


  I chuckled. "You're welcome to collect the kudos, Captain. I don't want his kind noticing me. Just see that I get paid. Then you're happy, I'm happy, and TunFaire is happy soon as word gets out. Now, unless you insist on my help, I'm dragging my weary ass home and putting it to bed."


  "Go ahead," he said distractedly. "And, Garrett?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Thanks. You'll get your money. And I'll still owe you for this miracle."


  "There you go." I got me out of there while the getting was good.


  

  


  


  The Dead Man was still doing interviews when I got home. There were people in with him and people waiting in the small front room. Dean was doing a shift on the door. I gave him my most malicious smile and sneered. "Now you know what it feels like to be up at an absurd hour." I made a quick sally into the small front room in search of feline game but did not find my prey. Dean eyed me nervously and kept his mouth shut.


  Excellent, I thought as I trudged upstairs. First thing in the morning we'd have a talk about that cat.
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  First thing in the morning, I didn't talk to Dean at all. About cats, anyway. He rolled me out at some absurd hour before noon, told me, "His Nibs wants you in his room. I'll bring your breakfast there."


  I groaned and rolled over.


  Dean didn't bother with the usual roust. That should have warned me. But it was morning. Who thinks in the morning? I just grumped some ill-placed gratitude in the general direction of heaven and burrowed into my pillow.


  Bugs started chewing on me.


  Felt like bugs biting, anyway. When I started flopping and swatting and cussing and digging around, I couldn't find a thing. But the nibbling kept on keeping on.


  It was morning. It took me a while to figure it. Old Dean hadn't salted my bed with insects. The Dead Man was prodding me.


  Still cussing and dancing and swatting, I pried myself out of bed. That part of my mind that was working duly noted the discovery of a hitherto unsuspected aspect of my partner. He would persecute his allies as readily as his enemies.


  Though my eyes only pretended to be open and my legs rebelled at every step, I made it downstairs without suffering any disaster. I stumbled into the Dead Man's room and dropped into my chair, weakly looking around for something I could use to start a fire as soon as I got the ambition.


  Good morning, Garrett. You wouldn't think you'd get much expression out of his style of communication, but he sure managed to sound as happy as a clam that didn't know it was being fattened up for a chowder. I am so pleased you could join me.


  The sentiments I expressed were less sociable. "What the hell you bubbling about? What the hell did you drag me down here for? The sun ain't even up yet." Which wasn't strictly true. Somewhere out there, above the rain clouds, there was a sun that had been up for hours. It just hadn't been up for enough hours.


  I could contain my curiosity no longer. The gentlemen of the City Watch came round to pay their respects and debts this morning. They were generous beyond belief.


  "Don't mean much. Them showing up with one sceat makes them generous beyond belief. How much?"


  The full one thousand marks. Moreover—


  "Only a thousand?" I grumped. Naturally, I grumped. A thousand was a major score, but I'd have grumped if they'd brought money around by the wagonload. "You could've waited till a decent hour."


  Moreover, he continued, ignoring me completely, they brought the latest news from the Cantard. My theories have been vindicated at last. The expected collapse of Glory Mooncalled's revolution, indicated by all those defections and desertions, has proved chimerical. He was just biding his time against the ripe moment.


  "Aw, hell." Now I understood why he'd dragged me out. Didn't have a thing to do with money. He'd gotten his big chance to crow—with me in no condition to fight back.


  I'd figured Mooncalled was on his last legs. The evidence was there. Defections and desertions had been strong indicators that the rebellion was about to fold. Hell, there were refugees from the Cantard scattered all over Karenta now. I'd seen plenty right here in TunFaire.


  I didn't bother asking how Mooncalled had conjured another miracle. The man did these things. I went to work on the breakfast Dean brought and waited on the Dead Man. He would want to rub it in. He loves it when I lose an argument completely.


  He let me have it blow by blow, the uneconomical way. The way I do him when I want to yank his beard.


  He claimed most of the defections and desertions hadn't been genuine. Furthermore, Mooncalled had just been lying low, staying ahead of the various armies, occasionally encouraging the Venageti forces or Karentine to come to blows while he awaited one of those rare but exceedingly violent storms that sweep into the Cantard from the gulf. I saw a few of those while I was down there. All you can do is take cover and hope the cover stands up to the wind and rain.


  While his enemies were paralyzed, Mooncalled had struck. In both directions. One force attacked Full Harbor, Karenta's biggest bridgehead in the Cantard. He'd tried before and had failed. This time he'd succeeded, taking Full Harbor with all its supplies and munitions.


  Another force attacked Quarache, Venageta's logistical bastion in the southern Cantard. Quarache is bigger and far more important than Full Harbor. It surrounds the only big, reliable oasis in that part of the desert. The Venageti war effort hinges on continued control of Quarache. Without it they wouldn't be able to project their power far enough to threaten the silver mines.


  Losing Full Harbor would hurt the Karentine effort but not cripple it. Karenta has other bases along the coast. Venageta doesn't.


  I tried a weak sally. "Your boy is in deep shit now, Chuckles. They'll send the Marines to take the Harbor back. He's never gone up against Marines."


  Except for a sly touch of amusement he ignored me. He continued his story.


  Quarache didn't go the way of Full Harbor. Mooncalled hadn't had the strength to carry it completely. Fighting continued as the Venageti rushed reinforcements in from everywhere, were reclaiming Quarache in prolonged, desperate, expensive house-to-house combat.


  Like most ordinary Karentines, I've developed an affection for Glory Mooncalled. Not that I want my kingdom to lose a war. But when you spend your whole life a witness to the corruption, incompetence, and greed shown by our overlords, you can't help but admire a guy who makes rude noises in their faces and brassily dares them to do their worst—then dances around mocking them while they stumble over their own feet. Too, I think a lot of us nurture the secret hope that Mooncalled's antics will compel an end to the endless war.


  "This is really why you dragged me out of bed?"


  This and the fact that I wish to hear details of what happened last night. And he did seem intensely interested. I recalled that he had been from the beginning, like he'd suspected something he didn't want to share. How was it that you managed to conclude the thing so quickly?


  "Ah? I think I detect a hint of jealousy. A note of disbelief."


  The law of averages suggests you should be capable of stumbling through unaided occasionally. It is true that I remain amazed at your ability to flout that law so frequently.


  Yes. He was piqued. He'd put all that time into all those interviews, which we hadn't yet discussed, expecting to dazzle one and all with a startling indictment. Then I'd had to go spoil his game by tracking down that jinxed coach. Garrett the Killjoy, that's me. "You want to tell me what you thought was going on when Block first told us about the women?"


  Somebody pounded on the door, timing it as though the Dead Man had had him waiting in the wings.


  That will be Mr. Tharpe. I allowed him to return home last evening. He had personal matters to settle. Stay seated. Dean will handle the door.


  I yelled, "Dean, throw that cat out when you let Saucerhead in." I waited till Tharpe came in before I started my story.


  "You got lucky," Saucerhead said when I finished.


  "Lucky, hell. That was a prime piece of deducting and detecting."


  Tharpe grunted, unconvinced.


  "I didn't see anybody else thinking about attacking it by looking for the coach."


  "I still say you lucked out, Garrett. How about if the old geezer used some regular coach? How about if he walked?"


  "But he didn't. And that's the point. And that's what cost him. He decided to break in on a closed house and use it for his base, and found him a spiffy, neato coach there and just couldn't resist going in style. And it cost him." For a second I wondered if the jinx had gotten old butterfly-breath. But I didn't care. I wasn't much bothered by having croaked him, now. I hadn't run into many people who'd needed killing more. I couldn't feel bad about doing the world a favor.


  "You lucked out," Saucerhead insisted. And wouldn't be swayed. Neither would the Dead Man.


  Mr. Tharpe, I have an errand for you, should you care to extend your employment.


  "You pay, I play." Saucerhead liked the Dead Man for some reason.


  This building has become suspiciously free of vermin. That was because I'd burned a dozen sulfur candles one day while he was taking one of his six-week naps. I thought I'd do him a favor. Bugs like to snack on him. I am accustomed to employing large numbers of insects when I examine the various permutations of action available to the forces operating in the Cantard. I cannot indulge my curiosity without them.


  "You already heard what Glory Mooncalled done, then?"


  Yes. I am excited. I need a few thousand insects with which to evolve through the options available to the surviving combatants.


  He had a habit of lining bugs up on the wall, like soldiers, and running them through maneuvers. A disgusting vice.


  "Now, wait a minute," I protested. "I just got this place deinfested." Bugs and mice are the Dead Man's worst enemies. Left unchecked, they would devour him in no time.


  So. You are the villain responsible.


  He knew darned well I was, he just hadn't brought it up before.


  "I am he," said I. "I'm also the guy what owns this dump. I'm also the guy what's feeling damned put upon on account of I've got a housekeeper who's moved in uninvited and figures it's his duty to drag in every stray cat he can find. I'm also the guy what don't like the floor crunching under his tootsies whenever he starts looking for the chamber pot in the dark. Never mind about the bugs, Saucerhead. Let him use his imagination."


  The Dead Man sent me an exaggerated mental sigh. So be it. I fear, then, Mr. Tharpe, that we have no further need for your services.


  I gave the Dead Man a narrow-eyed look. He'd given up too easily. "He's right. What do we owe you?"


  "Not enough so I don't got to go back to raising knots on heads for that creep Licks."


  A sad story. Nobody liked Licks. Including me, and I didn't know him. "Guy has to make a living, I guess." I counted out a few coins, not much. Tharpe seemed satisfied. He hadn't done anything but answer the door.


  "You might maybe add a little tip on account of personal hardship, Garrett."


  "Personal hardship?"


  "I had to be here instead of home. Though maybe from what I hear, you done forgot about women."


  "Not quite. Not yet. But it's fading fast."


  "So be cynical and self-serving. Go apologize to Tinnie." He liked Tinnie. Hell, I liked her. I just couldn't get along with her redheaded temper. For now. The songs you sing do change. Abstinence does make the heart grow fonder.


  Saucerhead seemed in no hurry to leave. He and the Dead Man were wondering what might have snapped inside the butterfly man's head and left him wanting to carve up women. I figured this was my chance. I gathered my breakfast leavings, took them to the kitchen. Once I disposed of the evidence, I'd slide upstairs and catch me forty winks.


  Somebody banged on the door.
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  What was this? I'd worked so hard to discourage customers that I didn't get this many visitors in a week anymore. Dean made like he was too snowed in cleaning up, so I took care of it myself.


  Hoping for some randy sex goddess, I got Barking Dog Amato. I'd forgotten him completely.


  "You forgot all about me, Garrett," he accused, pushing inside, forcing me back with his personal chemistry.


  "No," I lied. "I figured you hadn't had time to get anything ready yet."


  "Been raining. Not much else to do. Making signs and handbills gets old."


  You'd think a drenching would wash the grunge away. Not so. Water just brought it to life. I considered propping the door open, maybe opening a few windows so the wind could blow through. If I'd lived on the Hill, I might have tried it. In my neighborhood you wouldn't dare. Even during a typhoon there would be some opportunist ready to accept the challenge. Besides, I only had one downstairs window.


  Once past me, Amato halted, dripped, reeked, looked around. "You got that thing, that whatsit they call the Dead Man. I'd sure like to take a gander at that, you know what I mean?"


  I tried shallow breaths. I don't know why we bother. It never helps. "Why not? You're a man he ought to meet." I wished Old Bones had him a working sniffer. I'd lock them in together till Amato sold him his whole zany conspiracy collection.


  I opened the Dead Man's door, held it for Amato. Saucerhead, in my chair, half-turned, saw Barking Dog.


  His face scrunched up into a world-class frown. He didn't ask, though.


  He got a whiff, that's why. He gasped, "I see you got a client I'd better go good-bye," all in one long exhalation. He slid out the door almost before I got through. He tossed me a look that told me he wanted to hear all about it. Later. A lot later, after the miasma cleared.


  I winked. "Make sure the front door is closed."


  Barking Dog said, "My God, it's an ugly sucker. Got a hooter like a mammoth, don't it?"


  Another missionary, Garrett?


  "This is Kropotkin Amato. You recall the arrangement we made."


  You know what I mean. You still intend to harass me? You will recall that your previous effort met with a singular lack of success.


  "Me? No. . . ."


  Nor did you bother mentioning any arrangement, though I discern the details in your mind. We did not contract to have the man watch himself.


  "We didn't contract anything, Smiley."


  Barking Dog looked baffled. I would have too, hearing only half the conversation. I changed subjects. "You can understand why I did it." I didn't want to bruise Amato's feelings. The Dead Man could peek inside his head, see why we didn't have to mount a major campaign.


  You are correct, Garrett. This time. However unlikely, he believes his theories. Which, you will understand, make them the reality in which he lives. I suggest you do meet our principal, try to ascertain why he deems it worthwhile to keep tabs on Mr. Amato.


  Good morning, Mr. Amato. I have been anxious to make your acquaintance since Mr. Garrett first undertook to trace your movements.


  The rat was going to lay it off on me.


  "Uh . . . hi." Barking Dog was at a loss for words. Maybe I ought to check to see if this was really him.


  One breath and I knew I didn't have to check. "Look here, Chuckles, don't you go—"


  Mr. Amato and I have a great deal to discuss, Garrett. I suggest you visit Mr. Hullar and see if you cannot unearth a reason for his interest.


  "Yeah, Garrett. What you been doing, anyhow? You was supposed to. . . ."


  I fled, defeated. Would Barking Dog care that I'd neglected him only to save TunFaire from a vicious serial killer? He would be sure they had bought me off. Even though he was the subject I was supposed to investigate for them.


  I gave the stairway one longing look, then got into my rain gear. I checked my pockets to see how much cash I had. Maybe I could rent me a room and catch a few winks.


  I made a sudden sally into the small front room before I left, thinking I'd snatch Dean's cat and drag it along. But the cat wasn't in evidence, only the scratches it had left on my furniture.


  Then I realized that I had nothing to report to Hullar. I trudged back and pried Barking Dog's report away from him. He and the Dead Man were weaving drunken spiderwebs of conspiracy theory already.
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  The Tenderloin is that part of town which caters to the side of people they keep hidden. Any vice can be found there, any sin committed, almost any need fulfilled. The hookers and the drug dens and gambling pits are just the surface, the glamour. At least, those aspects of those things that can be glamorous when seen from the street.


  It's a glitzy street. Or streets, really. The area is bigger than Tinkery Row. And more successful. Nothing sells like sin. After the Hill it's the most prosperous, cleanest, safest, and most orderly part of the city. Some very unpleasant people make sure it stays that way.


  It all belongs, directly or indirectly, to Chodo Contague's empire.


  Bishoff Hullar's taxi-dance place is as tame a dive as you can find there. That's all the girls do, dance and talk to lonely fellows and try to get them to buy drinks. Maybe a few make personal arrangements, but there are no facilities on the premises. The place is as shabby as they're allowed to get down there. Frankly, I don't see how Hullar stays in business, competing with neighbors who offer so much more.


  The place wasn't jumping when I arrived, but it was just after noon then. A couple of sad-looking sailors sat at a table talking to a sad-looking girl who sipped colored water and didn't pretend very hard that she gave a damn about what the sailors were saying. A doddering ratman mopped around the other tables. All those had chairs piled atop them. There was nobody on the dance floor, though a couple more girls were loafing by the bandstand, where three worn-out old musicians weren't trying very hard to stay awake. Both girls glanced at me, wondering if I was worth the effort of making so long a trek. One, who looked like she might break out in a case of puberty any day, lazily packed a pipe with weed.


  The guy behind the bar had to be the world's oldest dwarf. He wore the full costume, complete with a pheasant's feather in a peaked little cap. He had a beard that should have kept the floor swept of debris. "What's it going to be, Ace?" He wiped the bar in front of me with the same rag he'd been using to polish mugs.


  "Beer."


  "Pint?"


  "Yeah."


  "Light? Dark?"


  "Light."


  "Lager? Pilsner? . . . "


  "Just draw one. Surprise me. Weider's, if you got it." I figured I owed Old Man Weider a little commercial loyalty, what with him having had me on retainer so long.


  "Hasty. Always hasty." He drew me a pint. "Wet enough for you out there?"


  Oh, my. A talkative bartender. "Wet enough. Hullar around?"


  "Who wants to know?" Suddenly he was completely alert.


  "Name's Garrett. I'm supposed to be doing something for him."


  "Yeah?" He wiped the bar next to me while he thought about that. After a moment he said, "I'll check." Off he trundled. I rose onto my toes, watched, wondering if he'd stumble over his beard.


  "Hi. I'm Brenda." The pipe smoker had puffed up enough ambition to hike all the way over. I glanced at her, resumed studying the wasteland behind the bar. The woman was less interesting.


  Up close it was obvious she wasn't a child, that that was just her hook. The gamine had gone a long time ago, probably before she was old enough to become a gamine. I said, "I'm just here to see Hullar. Business."


  "Oh." Her voice had had little life before. Now it was dead.


  I glanced at the musicians. "I could part with a few coppers, though, if you could explain why those band guys are here at this time of day." I didn't know Hullar's place well, but didn't think there was any music during the day.


  "Somebody kicked the shit out of them last night after work. They're waiting to talk to some guy about it."


  Licks? Coming in to put the arm on them?


  "You're in, Ace. The man says come on back."


  I dropped a half-dozen coppers into the woman's hand. She made an effort to find a smile but had trouble remembering where she'd left it. I wanted to say something to waken her spirit but couldn't think of a thing. So I just said, "Thanks," and hurried after the dwarf. If I let him get too big a head start I'd miss out when he tripped over his beard.


  

  


  


  Bishoff Hullar was five feet tall, three feet wide, bald as an egg, in his sixties, ugly as sin itself. The width wasn't fat. I'd heard he was a strongman in his younger days and that he kept up in case there was a call for his talents. "Sit, Garrett." He indicated a rickety antediluvian chair. He had a voice like rocks tumbling around inside an iron drum. Somebody had done the lead-pipe thing on his throat in his once-upon-a-time. "You got anything for me?"


  I gave him Barking Dog's report. He took it, started reading. I said, "I have some questions." I glanced around his workplace. You couldn't call it an office. He sat behind a table with some writing tools on it, but also makeup pots, which suggested the girls used the place for a dressing room. Overall, it was as tacky as the rest of the place.


  "Huh?" He looked up, piggy little gray eyes narrowed.


  "Basic stuff my partner never got around to asking because he thought this job would be a good joke on me."


  Hullar's eyes got narrower. "Joke?"


  "Barking Dog Amato. Nobody in the world is going to pay somebody to spy on a lunatic. Least of all a guy who runs a place like this down here. I can't see you even knowing Barking Dog."


  "I don't. Wouldn't know him if he walked in and sank his fangs in me. What's it to you? You're getting paid."


  "I'm the guy what takes his butt onto the street amongst the slings and arrows, Hullar. I kind of like to know why I'm doing that, and who for. That way I have a notion what direction to expect trouble from when it comes."


  "You're not going to see no trouble."


  "They all tell me that. If there wasn't trouble, though, they wouldn't come to me in the first place. I don't play blindfolded, Hullar."


  He put the report down, looked at me like he was making up his mind whether to kick my butt or not. Not won the toss.


  "You got a good rep, Garrett. Why I picked you. I'll take a chance."


  I waited. He brooded. The dwarf bartender waited at the door, maybe to see if the boss would need help. There wasn't much tension, though. I didn't feel threatened.


  "I ain't got much here, Garrett. We ain't got much. But we're like family. We take care of each other on account of we're all we've got. This here is like the last ledge before the fall into the pit."


  I couldn't argue that. I kept my opinion to myself. My old mom used to suggest strongly that I just might learn something if I could manage to keep my mouth shut long enough to listen. Mom was right, but I didn't get the message for years—and I still forget it far too often.


  "Somebody works for me comes to me with their trouble, usually I try to lend a hand. If I can. I do that, maybe they give me a little help when I need it. Right?"


  "Makes sense." Only in the real world it doesn't work that way very often. "One of your people wants Barking Dog watched?"


  He eyed me, still taking my measure. "You're a cynic. You don't believe in much. Especially not people. Maybe that's a good thing in your line, kind of folks you probably have to deal with."


  "Yeah." I was proud of me. I kept a straight face.


  He glanced at the dwarf, got a response I didn't catch.


  "All right. Here's the way it is, Garrett. Amato's kid works for me. When he got himself tossed in the Al-Khar, she—"


  "He's got a daughter?" You've heard that one about knocking a guy over with a feather? That feather would have smashed me like a bug.


  "Yeah. This Amato, he's a loony. But harmless. You know that. I know that. Only he's got a habit of naming names. She's scared maybe he named the wrong one, some Hill-type asshole what don't got a sense of humor. Maybe the old man is about to get his ass in deep shit. Girl's a little light-headed herself, if you get my drift. But she's family here, and when my people worry, I try to fix it so they don't. So what I want from you is you should keep an eye on the old nut, let me know if he's about to step in it so I can yank him out of the way before he gets run over. Understand?"


  Yes. And no. Barking Dog with a daughter? How did he ever manage that? "A bit hard to buy."


  "Yeah? Something about it you don't like? You just say you're out. I'll get somebody else. I picked you on account of they say you're almost honest. But I can live without you."


  "It's just a big chunk to swallow. You don't know Barking Dog. You did, you'd know why. I can't figure him for having a kid."


  "Crunch. Tell Sas to bring us a couple of beers."


  The dwarf left. We didn't talk. After a while a woman came with two beers, light for me and dark for Hullar. I'd seen her with the gamine, muttering with the musicians. I hadn't noticed then, but up close the resemblance to Amato was there. She even had those spooky eyes that looked like they were seeing things hidden from the rest of us. She pretended not to study me while I pretended not to study her.


  "Thanks, Sas."


  "Sure, Bish." She left.


  "Sure looks like him," I admitted.


  "There you go. Any problems now?"


  "Not really." I wondered if she'd studied me because the dwarf had told her who I was. Probably. Maybe he'd sent her back more to give her a look than to give me one. "This supposed to be a secret?"


  "Secret?"


  "I'll tell my partner, of course. He won't kick it around. But is it supposed to be a secret from the rest of the world?"


  "Probably wouldn't hurt. The guy maybe does have an enemy or three."


  "Suppose he catches on that I'm watching? Am I allowed to tell him why?"


  "I don't figure that would do Sas no good. Look, I know this ain't in your usual line. Pretty tame, you being used to mixing it up with sorcerers and gangsters and Hill folk, but it means something to us. You don't got to make a career out of it. I ain't paying that much. But we'd all appreciate it if you'd let us in on it should he get his ass into something he can't handle. Right?"


  I rose. "Good enough." I believed him because I wanted to believe him. You don't much see people do nice things for people. "One of your girls said your musicians are having problems."


  "You don't need to worry about that. Tooken care of." For a moment he looked like the evil thing I'd pictured him to be. "Or will be, real soon. How about you take my mug back out to Crunch?"


  I took both mugs.
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  The dwarf grunted when I made my delivery. For an old guy—especially for an old dwarf—Crunch was astonishingly polite.


  As I headed for the street, I glanced at the bandbox. And almost tripped over my feet.


  A man had joined the musicians. He was one guy I'd hoped I wouldn't ever see again. He stared at me. I stared back.


  He had nothing on me in height and only a little in weight, but size didn't make this man. He reeked menace the way Barking Dog Amato reeked uninspired personal hygiene. He scared you just by being around, even when he smiled. His name was Crask. He was one of Chodo Contague's top cats. He hurt people for a living. He enjoyed his work.


  I realized I'd stopped to stare. He kept staring too. Each of us was wondering what the hell the other was doing there. When my brain unfroze again I had no trouble figuring him. He was there because of the battered musicians.


  Old Licks didn't have a license from the outfit. Him and his buddies would be in deep shit if Crask caught up. Especially deep for picking on musicians in the Tenderloin. The Tenderloin was Chodo's. Even the King doesn't mess around down there.


  I almost made it to the door before I got stunned again.


  The girl blew in as I reached for the latch. I dodged, gaped. For all she reacted, I was a ghost.


  She was the one those villains had dragged out of Morley's place. The one Morley claimed was the kingpin's daughter. I turned, stared, maybe panted some, as she strode toward Crunch.


  Crask's face went as cold as death. My heart jumped. But it wasn't me he was watching.


  The girl glanced his way, stopped, made a little sound of surprise, whirled, and sprinted for the street. She ricocheted off me as she went. I purred. Whip me, beat me. . . .


  Crask came pounding up behind me as I stepped into the rain to watch her fly away. He halted beside me. "What the hell was that?" I asked.


  "What you doing here, Garrett?" He sounded suspicious. Nasty suspicious. Like getting-ready-to-break-arms-and-legs suspicious.


  "What are you doing here? I thought you were too big-time for legwork."


  "She come here to meet you?"


  "Huh?" That was a surprise notion. "Uh-uh. No touch. I'll break things." Crask was scary, but I wasn't afraid of him in any head-butting contest. I figured our chances were equal if we got to prancing around pounding on each other. He was scary because he was a killer and a smart one. If he decided to send you over, you might as well start counting your beads.


  "You stay away, Garrett. Or they'll find parts of you all over town."


  "I didn't know you had a woman. Who is she?" Fact was, I thought he and his sidekick Sadler had a thing.


  "Huh?"


  "I'm going to tell you this once, Crask. I don't know the girl. I have seen her before. Once. She walked into Morley Dotes's place night before last. Two minutes later a bunch of guys roared in and tried to kidnap her. Me and Morley and Saucerhead showed them what we think of guys who pick up their girls the rough way. She disappeared before we finished. Beginning and end of story. Now it's your go. Who is she? How come you got your balls in an uproar?"


  "You don't need to know." The girl was out of sight now. Crask frowned after her, as much puzzled as angry. He'd bought my story, probably because I'd not lied to him much in the past. "What was she doing at Dotes's place?"


  "You got me. Never said a word. Just came in looking scared, sat by herself, then three guys blew in and dragged her out."


  He grunted. "I didn't know about that. Thanks, Garrett. I'll give you one back. Tell Tharpe it ain't going to be healthy hanging around with those guys trying to mess with the musicians."


  "I was going to suggest that anyway after I saw you in there." I started moving, planning to put some distance between us before it occurred to him to bring up old business.


  "Garrett."


  Damn. "What?"


  "You see the girl around again, pass the word. We'd like to know."


  "Sure. But why? Who is she?"


  "Just do it." He went inside without turning his back.


  I hustled away, breathing hard. It had been an encounter I'd dreaded more than necessary. Maybe. Maybe the street in front of Hullar's place didn't strike him as the best stage for my demise.
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  Peace and harmony broke out all over. I had nothing to do but loaf, deliver the occasional report to Hullar, and keep an eye on Dean's crowd whenever he had them over for one of his rehab parties. You wouldn't believe how rowdy old men can get.


  There weren't any cats around, and except for his barbs about me not working, Dean wasn't a nuisance. The Dead Man went to sleep, visions of Glory Mooncalled dancing in his head. Saucerhead resigned from the musician-organizing racket just before Morley reported that he was no longer obliged to endure the custom of that human smudgepot Licks. I got out and visited, bought a few rounds for friends, reforged contacts, even dropped by the brewery and spent a few days checking employee theft for Weider. As always, he wanted me to take the job full-time. As always, I couldn't overcome my horror of holding down a real job.


  Nobody's life stays on that high and relaxed a level. Especially not mine. The gods have a special Garrett harassment squad dedicated solely to my persecution.


  So I should have known the good times were over the morning I went out to run and found that the rains had returned.


  

  


  


  I was in my office busting my skull trying to fake up numbers that would impress the tax thugs with the depths of my destitution. Somebody hammered on the door. I groaned. It was nearly suppertime and Dean was fixing a standing rib roast that would be bloody rare and would melt in my mouth, with all the extras. Smelling the odors from the kitchen had me drooling already.


  Dean asked, "Shall I ignore it?"


  "No. It's probably Saucerhead." Tharpe had been around a lot lately. His flame had walked. His luck hadn't been good since. "There enough to feed him too?"


  "Barely." Saucerhead does put it away. "There won't be anything left over."


  I shrugged. "I'll get even with him someday."


  "You just want to get away from what you're doing." He tottered down the hall to the accompaniment of renewed pounding. Somebody was awfully anxious.


  Dean was right. I did want to get away. I hate the whole idea of taxes. What have I ever gotten from the Crown? A pack and a collection of weapons and a five-year adventure in the war zone. I had to give back the pack and weapons. They just wanted to rip me off so they could give some other kid a chance to see the acne on the ass of the world.


  I got out of having to be creative, but, all things considered, I'd rather I'd stayed with the taxes.


  It wasn't Saucerhead. It was a guy I'd hoped never to see again, Captain Block. Dean showed Block into my office. Block looked frazzled.


  I couldn't help myself. "Now what?"


  Block planted his behind, settled his elbows on his knees, buried his face in his hands. "Same as before. You'll have to see it."


  "Look, I bailed you out once. Isn't that enough? Dean's cooking supper. It'll be ready in half an hour."


  "So he told me. Also told me you were busy doing taxes."


  "Yeah."


  "You wouldn't be the kind of guy who'd forget to report a fat cash payment from the Watch, would you?"


  Damned right I would be. "Why?"


  "One mission of the Watch is to investigate alleged tax fraud. We don't do much of that, but when there's a report, we have to act to cover our butts."


  "I'll find my hat. How far do we have to go?"


  "Not far." He smiled weakly. "I knew I could count on you. And I'm sure your purse won't get hurt this time, either."


  No happiness came through his smile. He looked more stressed than last time. What had him by the short hairs now?


  Something that would be politically painful, surely. By getting out, tapping the wind of rumor whispering through the streets, I knew Block had turned catching old bug-breath into a big score. Suddenly there was a lot of stuff going on in the shadows. Prince Rupert was getting behind Westman Block. Block had hidden irons in the fire. It all had the knights of the street feeling nervous.


  I made sure I was equipped for trouble, just because of the company I'd be keeping. Trouble followed Block.


  We talked about the Cantard as we walked. Glory Mooncalled had abandoned his effort to capture Quarache but had hamstrung the Venageti ability to project their power far into the desert. I'd also been on the mark about the Marines getting the job of retaking Full Harbor. That operation had begun. I had mixed feelings. They brag that when they turn you into a Marine they make you a Marine forever.


  The more we talked, the more I realized that Block was thoroughly spooked. Whatever his problem, it was going to be something I wouldn't like.
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  "Identical," I said, staring at the gutted, naked girl. She hung in an alleyway behind abandoned tenements on the near south side. Those tenements had been occupied by ratmen squatters until a few hours ago. They were long gone now.


  In the rain and poor light the dead girl was a ringer for the one Block had shown me in the Bustee. "This can't be, Block. I got them." I had to believe I'd gotten them. I'm not made to shake off killing the wrong villains.


  Block wasn't so scared for his behind that he couldn't see what was bothering me. "You got the right guy, Garrett. Don't doubt that for a minute. After we got the Prince's go-ahead, we took that place apart. You wouldn't believe what we found. They'd been in there a long time. They kept pieces of all their victims. There were bodies in the cellar, girls, but not the type. My guess is they used them for practice before they went after the real thing."


  I stared at the new corpse, listened to the flies sing. "There was one thing. . . ." I told him about that missing clothing and knives. I'd discovered that Morley hadn't taken away any souvenirs. I didn't mention Morley's name. It wouldn't appeal to Block.


  "You didn't mention any of this before."


  "I thought everything was wrapped up before. But—"


  "Yeah. But. Elvis!"


  A nondescript Watchman hurried over. "Captain?"


  "Show Mr. Garrett what you found."


  Elvis had a folded scrap of paper tucked into a pocket inside his rain cape. Inside it were three green butterflies. I shivered as though the rain had turned to sleet. "How long since the last murder?"


  "Twelve days. This one was right on schedule."


  "I was afraid you'd say that." I'd been confident he would. I don't know why I asked. Maybe I hoped he'd show me I was wrong.


  "The killer is dead but the killing goes on. How can that be, Garrett?" Now I understood why Block was so rattled. This wasn't just a matter of his career being in jeopardy.


  "I don't know. What happened to the old man's body?"


  "It was cremated. I saw them both go into the ovens."


  "What did you do with the old man from the Bustee? Did you get anything out of him?"


  Block looked embarrassed. "He died."


  "Huh?"


  "We tried too hard. Gave him too much of everything. He overdid himself to death."


  I just shook my head. It could only happen around me. "You recheck the Hamilton place since you found this?"


  "Got the report before I came after you. Nothing there. No connection."


  "What about the coach?"


  "Hasn't moved. The wheels are chained so it can't be. And the horses were sold. They didn't belong there. They were squatters too."


  "Know who this girl is yet?"


  "No. But it won't be long before we do. She'll be somebody."


  He meant she'd be related to somebody. None of the dead girls had been important in their own right yet, but they'd all come off the Hill. "If the pattern holds." I was scared and confused. I told Block I was scared and confused and didn't know what to do now, except, "We'd better talk it over with the Dead Man before we do anything. He did interview all those people."


  Block brightened. "Yeah. If there's anything to start on, he ought to have it."


  I recalled my roast. That wonderful, expensive roast that had had me drooling for hours.


  I wasn't hungry anymore.


  "It probably don't mean a thing now," I said, "but did you ever find out who we caught?"


  "The old guy?"


  No, dipshit. The lead horse in the team in. . . . "Yes."


  Block glanced around, then whispered, "Idraca Matiston."


  "Whoa! Scares me. Who the hell is . . . was . . . Idraca Matiston."


  "Keep it down, will you?"


  "Somebody, I take it, that was enough of a somebody that you don't want word getting around."


  Whisper. "Idraca Matiston, Viscount Nettles. Lady Hamilton's lover. Had a bit of a bizarre reputation to begin, which is why we wrapped it fast and quiet and other quarters let it out he'd passed on from complications. He was in and out of the Hamilton house all the time and nobody thought anything of it because he'd always been. Now I know what I know, I'd go back and take a closer look at Lady Hamilton's mishap if the Prince would let me."


  "I still don't know who you're talking about. I don't keep up with the ruling class's scandals. Guess it doesn't matter now, anyway."


  "No, it doesn't. We're under orders to forget that episode."


  I was willing to forget everything except when I looked at the young woman without her entrails. I shut up, did not press Block, but I did wonder about a woman who would take an antique like old butterfly-breath for her lover.


  


  


  


  27


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  "Your dream came true," I told Dean when he let us in. "I'm employed. You'd better be more careful what you wish for."


  "Is it that bad?"


  "Worse. Go wake up the Dead Man."


  "What about supper? Everything is overdone now." He almost whined. He's proud of his cooking.


  "If you'd seen what I did, you wouldn't want to eat either."


  "Oh. Then I'll have to get everything off the stove and put away right away." Thus he evaded having to deal with the Dead Man. He has a real talent for getting out of things by having something else to do that has to get done first.


  I told Block, "We may have to light a fire under him. I think he's only been asleep about a week. Sometimes these spells last for months. Dean. Since you don't want to handle His Nibs, you get to go get Morley." That would fix him. He was less comfortable at Morley's place than in the Dead Man's room.


  The brave Captain Block endured our juvenile maneuvers without comment. Maybe there was a human being in there. Maybe I could grow to like the guy, incompetence and all.


  I led the way, storming the ramparts. Or whatever.


  I hadn't been into the Dead Man's room since well before his nap began. Things had changed.


  "Gods!" Block swore.


  I made an inarticulate sound something like a squeal.


  The place was full of bugs. Big bugs, little bugs, enough bugs to carry the Dead Man away if they got into teamwork. And I knew who was to blame.


  The fat stiff had worked a deal with Saucerhead behind my back. The real question was, how had he worked it so the creepy-crawlies hadn't gotten into the rest of the house to give his scheme away? I muttered, "I hope you're enjoying your dreams about the Cantard." Despite my efforts, chitin crunched underfoot.


  "What is this?" Block asked.


  "He collects bugs. Believe it or not. And doesn't bother to get rid of them when he's done playing with them. Now I'll have to use sulfur candles again. I hate it when I have to do that." I wondered if Dean had been in on the deal. Probably. That would explain the absence of the cat. He'd know I'd start exterminating as soon as I found out. No cat would survive a thorough sulfur-candle job.


  

  


  


  I started considering doing a sulfur-candle job on myself. It had been half an hour.


  "He dead?" Block asked. "Like for good?" His Nibs hadn't twitched a mental muscle.


  "No. Just napping. Really. He picks his times for when it's most inopportune."


  "How come?"


  I shrugged. "These things happen to me."


  "What do you do?"


  "Fuss and fume and threaten to light a fire under him. Scream and yell and run in circles."


  "What if that don't work?"


  "Then I muddle through on my own." I started loosening up to do my screaming and circling. I'd exhausted fuss and fume and threaten.


  Block started wadding scrap paper from a trash box nobody had emptied in an epoch. He tossed the wads under the Dead Man's chair. I got attentive. "What're you doing?" My money was under there. I hoped he hadn't noticed.


  "Going to start that fire you mentioned."


  "Hell, you got balls after all." I talked about it but never seriously considered doing it. I leaned against the doorframe, watched. This could get interesting.


  The bugs started getting excited—more excited than they usually do when someone is stomping around. I began to suspect that my partner wasn't as far away as he'd like me to think.


  Block grabbed a lamp.


  Damn. He was going to go for it. All the way. I wouldn't interfere in it for anything. Grinning, I observed, "I figure the fire will get his attention before it's big enough to be a threat to the house. After four hundred years he's pretty dried out. Ever hear about how when the Dewife invaded Polkta they couldn't find enough wood to heat their stills—no trees in Polkta—so they dragged old mummies out of the ancient Polktan tombs and burned them instead?"


  Block paused. "Really?" He had a big dopey frown on.


  "Really. A body dries out for a few hundred years, it'll burn. Not great, but good enough so you don't have to do without your liquor."


  "Oh." Block didn't care about curiosa. In fact, he was baffled. What did this have to do with a bunch of drunken barbarian tomb robbers in a faraway land a hundred years ago?


  I had to wonder about the man. And my cherished notions about the Watch. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they weren't all bone-lazy and graft-bitten. Maybe some were well-meaning—like Block most of the time—but were too stupid to handle their jobs.


  Block squatted to shove the lamp under the Dead Man's chair.


  Call him off, Garrett.


  "It lives! Hang in there, Captain. I'm starting to get something."


  Garrett!


  "Take a peek inside a head or two, Old Bones. We've got a problem."


  Block froze, flame a foot from the wastepaper, eyes a hair too high to spot my stash.


  I have called you a curse upon my waning years, Garrett. I have been too kind. Many a time have I been tempted to terminate our association. I should have yielded. You are rude, pushy, thoughtless, uncouth. Only a certain crude charm shields you.


  "My mother loved me. But what did she know, eh?"


  I could spend hours cataloging your shortcomings. But this is not the time.


  "You've done it often enough that I know them by heart anyway."


  Excellent. You do have your redeeming virtues.


  First time I'd heard that from him. Tinnie and Maya and one or twelve other ladies had mentioned an occasional virtue and a more-than-occasional failing, but—


  Including an all-consuming laziness. However, this once, you were correct to disturb me.


  "Gods, you can carry me away. I've seen it all now."


  Your manners are deplorable. You might have found a more civil means of obtaining my attention. But your assessment is correct. You cannot handle this without my assistance.


  Smug character, eh? I signaled Block to back off. "He's awake." I breathed easier with the Watchman away from the household fortune.


  I feared it would come to this. The hints were there. But I allowed your success on the Hill, come so swift and with such apparent finality, to deceive me. Because I wanted it to be true. Yes. Even master realists such as myself may, in a lifetime, succumb occasionally to wishful thinking. The mind and the heart naturally eschew horror.


  Brag about your failures loudly, longly, humbly, and you can make a virtue of them. Make it look like you're a regular guy. I asked, "How come I get the feeling you weren't asleep at all, you were just rehearsing? Cut the aw-shucks comedy, Chuckles. Girls are dying right on schedule. They shouldn't be. You talked to everybody who had anything to do with the others. Did you get anything? Give us an angle. Tell us how to stop this thing for good."


  That may not be possible. Not in the sense you mean. If it is what I feared at first glimpse. Captain Block, I need to know about that man you took from the Bustee. Garrett, I want to know about those ritual knives.


  I felt him digging into my mind, deeper than usual. Presumably he was doing the same to Block at the same time. Block's eyes got huge. In my case I felt him digging after things I hadn't noticed noticing at the site of the most recent murder.


  It's neither fun nor comfortable having somebody prowl through your head. I hate it. You'd hate it too. There are things in there that nobody ought to know. But I didn't shut him out.


  I can do that—if I work at it hard enough.


  He surprised me. Butterflies?


  "Yes. So?"


  Three times now, butterflies. This is a new twist. Though no one has mentioned butterflies in connection with any of the victims you did not see yourself, I feel that we are dealing with a single killer.


  "No shit?" I couldn't see there being a bunch of guys all getting the same idea: hey, wouldn't it be neat if I found me a pretty young brunette and strung her up and bled her and cut her guts out?


  Indeed, Garrett. Absolutely. One particularly interesting fact that emerged from my interview series was that the blond young lady, Tania Fahkien, was not a natural blond. In fact, the state of blondness had befallen her only hours before her demise.


  "Are any of them natural blonds? Not many, in my experience."


  Just so. The point is, the coloring of the victims is worth pursuit.


  Even Block had gotten that far. I said so.


  Of course. But we forgot that in our excitement over having brought the killer to ruin. Correct?


  "The details do seem inconsequential when you've got your bad guy nailed down and everything wrapped. You said you feared this. Did you have some idea what was going on before I spoiled everything by getting lucky but not as lucky as I thought?"


  Yes. As you suspect, these sorts of murders have come around before. I know of three previous series, though without any direct knowledge of the first two outbreaks. Those occurred while I was still among the ambulatory, surrounded by a people whose foibles and tribulations were, at best, of marginal and academic interest. The victim types and killing methods were similar, but insofar as I recall, there were no butterflies.


  "So maybe nobody noticed. You don't see what you're not looking for." But Block's one man had.


  Perhaps. There was no reason to look for butterflies. Though, as I noted, I was not that interested in those outbreaks—other than as behavioral curiosities amongst the unwashed and ignorant latecoming barbarian, a creature capable of firing his distilleries with the remains of his dead.


  He does like to get his needles in. "All right. You know something. You said you feared this. How about you get to the point before all the brunettes in town are lost to us? I confess to a personal penchant for redheads, but brunettes are a valuable resource in their own right."


  Horrors out of olden times, Garrett.


  "It's happened before. Right? Surprise me a surprise. Fact me a fact."


  I was never involved with those prior cycles. Yet they were dramatic enough to stick in mind, though with few useful details.


  "I can see that." I was getting exasperated. And he was enjoying that. "How about remembering what you can remember?"


  He sighed mentally but forged boldly into new territory by ignoring my impatience. Then, as now, the victims fell into a narrow range of physical characteristics. They were female, young, brunette, attractive by human standards, with very similar features. In fact, facial similarities seemed more important that height or weight.


  The faces of many women flickered through my mind, as he had reconstructed them from his interviews and ancient recollections. None were related, but all could have passed as sisters. All had faces much like that of Chodo's daughter—if not as pale—and wore their hair as she had when I'd run into her at Hullar's. . . .


  Hey. For the first time I realized that she'd worn her hair differently there. That she'd had a full head of hair, hanging long, not the helmet I'd seen at Morley's place.


  Hairstyle could be a key. The Dead Man produced several notions of styles from olden times. The faces and figures remained vague, but the hairstyles were identical with that worn by Chodo's daughter at Hullar's. All the recently departed had had bushels of hair.


  "So maybe we got us an unhappy hairdresser," Block said. "Stalking down the corridors of history, eliminating the gauche and passé." The man had a sense of humor after all. Weird, but he had one.


  I said, "This mess is getting kind of spooky, Smiley." And I wasn't alone in thinking so. Despite his flirtation with levity, Block was green around the gills.


  There is sorcery in it, Garrett. Grim, gruesome, ancient, and evil sorcery. Necromancy of the darkest form. Dead men who have gone to the crematorium do not rise up and resume their atrocities.


  "Really?" What genius. "Hell, I figured that out." I'm not a detective for nothing. Deductive reasoning. Or was it inductive? I can never keep those two straight.


  There is a curse at work. If this outbreak is indeed connected with those that went before, it is a very potent curse. In those cases, when the guilty parties were apprehended and executed, the killings stopped.


  "But did start up again later."


  Eventually. Apparently. After generations.


  "They started up again right away this time," Block said.


  This was the first time the guilty party was caught quickly. This was the first time without a trial and execution. This was the first time the guilty party was cremated.


  "What's that got to do with anything?" Block demanded. He was into the thing now. In fact, he was back over by that lamp looking like he was thinking about starting a fire just to make the Dead Man get on with it.


  He wasn't as dumb as he pretended.


  As I recollect, the earlier killers were caught, tried, convicted, and hanged. Two were hanged. I believe the first was beheaded. Beheading was the punishment in fashion then. In each case the remains went into unmarked graves.


  Executed criminals still go into unmarked graves. That's part of the punishment. "And?" I asked.


  "So?" from Block.


  Garrett, Garrett, must you be so determinedly thick of wit? I have given you everything you need. Use your brain for something more than landfill that keeps your ears from clacking together.


  The same old challenge. Use my gods-given mind and talents to figure it out for myself. He's no fun at all. But he thinks he's bringing me up right.


  Block grabbed the lamp and headed for the Dead Man's chair.


  I waved him off. "He's right. Sort of. He's given us what we need. Anyway, if you bully him, he gets stubborn. It's a pride thing. He'll let you burn him and the house both before he'll give you a straighter answer."


  Block eyeballed me a moment before he decided I was telling it straight. "A goddamned oracle, eh?" He put the lamp back where it belonged. "So what's he talking about? Where's our point of attack?"


  I didn't have the foggiest. All I knew was that the Dead Man had seen some fog, and if he had, then it was right there in front of my face.


  Of course, you not being in the middle of it, stressed out and confused and still smelling the stink of a girl who died in terror, you have it all scoped out and you're telling yourself that Garrett, he's too dumb to be believed.
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  I nearly had it. I started to get a eureka grin. My unconscious was hinting that it might pay off if I was a good boy. But then somebody went to hammering on the door. The front door is the curse of my life. Could I brick it up? Slide in and out the back way? It some pest found himself facing nothing but rough brick, would he persist in trying to inflict himself on me?


  I lost whatever was about to surface. I glanced at Block. He looked like he was having trouble figuring out how to spell his own name. No help there. I trudged to the door, glanced through the peephole. I saw Morley and Dean staring back. I was tempted to leave them there. But Morley was the kind of guy who would chew his way through a door if he thought you were letting him cool his heels. Anyway, he didn't deserve to be left out in the rain. And I didn't see how I could let him in without admitting Dean too, so I opened up and let the whole crowd stamp in with their ingrate comments about how long it ought to take to unlock a door.


  It occurred to me, not for the first time, that I could sell my place for a lot more than I paid for the wreck it was when I bought it. I could move on somewhere where no one knew me. I could get me a real job, put in my ten or twelve hours a day, and suffer no hassles the rest of the time. Whoever bought my place could enjoy what I left behind. I could make the sale more attractive by offering the house's contents at no extra cost. Caveat emptor. So long, Dean. Good-bye, Dead Man.


  "You got me over here, you'd better catch my attention fast," Morley told me. Not even a query about my health. But what are friends for, if not to make us feel little and unloved? "I've got a date—"


  "Indeed." I tried my Dead Man impression. "You will recall a certain corpse in a certain coach house on a certain Hill, not so long ago? Relating to a certain series of distinctly unpleasant murders?"


  "As in the waste of high-grade dalliance talent?"


  "Probably for someone far less deserving than you or I, but yes. The one we came across during our evening constitutional one night." Why were we doing this? I'd started it and I didn't know—except that Dean was there to witness whatever we said. But why should I care what Dean thought? The guy liked cats. There's something fundamentally wrong with a guy who likes cats. Why should his opinion concern me?


  "What about it?"


  "This about it. The gentleman who got his deserts that night, despite having found his way into a city crematorium, hasn't given up his hobby."


  "Say what?" Morley couldn't stay with the game.


  "There's been another murder. Just like the others. Right on schedule. We don't know who she was yet, but we will soon." I gave a jerk of the head toward the Dead Man's room. "Official company. The Dead Man tells us there's a curse involved. Sorcery."


  "No! Really?"


  "You don't have to take that tone. Dean! You have work to do. You want to hang out here twenty-six hours a day, you damned well better. . . ."


  He might be in his seventies, but he didn't let the years slow him a bit. He stuck his tongue out like he was six. Then he headed for the kitchen fast as a glacier, smoke boiling around his heels. As he fled I told Morley about my plan to sell the place, as is, to anybody who had a few marks to invest. He didn't jump at the opportunity. Dean wasn't impressed with the threat. I had to spend more time on the streets, had to learn how to be nasty again.


  Dean beat the seven-year locusts to the kitchen. I celebrated the new age by nudging Morley into my office, explaining the situation here. Being Morley, part elf and familiar with things sorcerous and eldritch, he cut straight to the heart of it, immediately finding the thing that had been nagging me since the Dead Man had told me he'd given me enough to go on.


  "The man you skragged was naked when you brought the Watch captain. The men buried in the old days would have gone into the ground wearing whatever they had on when they were executed. Which would have been what they were wearing when they were caught. The clothes must be the key. Or something the old boy had on him. An amulet. Jewelry. Something that whoever got into the coach house took when he stripped the corpse."


  "Cut it." By that point I'd gotten the point, if you follow me. It wasn't the man that was cursed, it was something that went with the man. Like maybe some knives.


  I shuddered. I shivered. I went cold all over. This was grim.


  I would have to do some legwork. One hell of a lot of legwork. I would have to dig out records that went back to imperial times to see what the villains had in common. What piece of apparel, decoration, or whatnot, that might carry a curse compelling a man to waste ladies who ought to be conserved for fates sometimes known as worse than death.


  Is it really worse, girls?
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  The case had developed a certain rhythm. I should have expected what happened next, as I was about to rejoin Block and the Dead Man. It was guaranteed.


  Somebody pounded on the door. "Three guys with knives," I muttered as I headed that way, Dean having proclaimed himself incapacitated before the pounding stopped.


  I peeped through the peephole. "I wish it was three guys with knives." I considered pretending nobody was home. But Barking Dog knew better. He had come around often enough to know our dark secret. Somebody was always home.


  I opened up. "Uhm?"


  "Been more than a week, Garrett. You ain't been over to get my papers." He bulled in behind the usual aromatic advance guard, dripping. He produced his latest report.


  "You writing the history of the world?"


  "What else I got to do? It don't stop raining. I don't like getting wet."


  "I noticed."


  "Huh?"


  "Nothing. Nothing. Cabin fever's making me cranky. Maybe you ought to polish your speeches. It can't rain forever."


  "No. Only all day every day. You noticed that? It's mostly just raining during the daytime? How did the weather get so screwed up, Garrett?"


  I thought about tossing him something flip about the Cantard and stormwardens but feared he'd go off the deep end with some wild new theory.


  "You'd think the gods themselves don't want me spreading the truth."


  "Them probably more than most mortals." I left it at that, mostly because I didn't get a chance to say anything more, Barking Dog froze. His eyes got huge, his breathing ragged. He threw one hand up, fingers twisting into the sign against the evil eye. He said, "Gah! Gah! Gah!" in a high squeak, retreated toward the door. "It's him!" he croaked. "Garrett! It's him!"


  Him was Captain Block, who stood in the doorway to the Dead Man's room, gaping. When I turned back to Amato, I saw nothing but the door closing behind him.


  "Gah! Gah!" I said, making the horns. "What was that?"


  Block asked, "What was Amato doing here?"


  "Him and the Dead Man are buddies. They get together to make up stories about the secret masters. It's amazing how they get along. What's your story? How do you know Barking Dog?"


  Block's cheek twitched. He looked like he wasn't sure where he stood. "In the course of my labors as a minion of the hidden manipulators, the puppet masters who pull the strings on marionette judges and functionaries, I was forced to circumscribe Mr. Amato's freedom."


  I laughed. "You arrested him?"


  "I didn't arrest him, Garrett. Whatever he claims. I just asked him to come talk to a man who was put out about something he said. He'd have been fine if he could've kept his mouth shut for five minutes. But he just couldn't resist tearing into the best audience he ever had. One thing led to another. I had to take him in front of a magistrate for a formal warning about libel. He couldn't stop running his mouth. Donner doesn't have a sense of humor. He doesn't find Barking Dog an amusing street character. The more he bore down, the more Amato jacked his jaw. So he got pissed, gave Amato fifty-five days for contempt. And all of that is this running dog's fault. You never heard such carrying on as when we were walking him over to the Al-Khar. Hell, if he could've kept his mouth shut then, I'd probably have screwed up and let him get away. But he pissed me off."


  "A different view of events," I said. "Though his version isn't much different. He said it was his own fault."


  Block chuckled, but grimly. "I wish all our rebels were as harmless."


  "Huh?"


  "One of the reasons the Prince wants to get serious is, he thinks we're on the brink of chaos. The way he puts it, if the Crown can't demonstrate its willingness to fulfill its social contract with the Karentine people, in an obvious and popular fashion, we'll head into a period of increasing instability. The first sign will be the appearance of neighborhood vigilante groups."


  "We already have those, some places."


  "I know. He thinks they'll get stronger and become politicized. Fast, if Glory Mooncalled stays lucky. Each time he makes fools of us, more movers and shakers head down there to help tame him. The more that go, the fewer there are to keep the peace here.


  "He thinks the vigilantes may connect up, form private militias. Then different groups that don't agree politically will go to knocking each other's heads."


  "Got it. Some might even take a notion to get rid of the folks running things now."


  "The Crown could end up as one more gang on the streets."


  Good boy me, I didn't say a word about that.


  Overall, we Karentine rabble are unpolitical. All we want is to be left alone. We avoid what taxes we can, but do pay some as protection money. You pay a little here and there, the tax goons don't grab everything. Near as I can tell, that's the common man's traditional relationship with the state—unless he's a state thug himself.


  I said, "I might have to take a closer look at this prince—if he really thinks the Crown is something besides a mechanism for squeezing out cash to benefit the privileged classes." I buttered too much sneer onto my remarks. Block didn't understand that I was being cynical and sarcastic instead of seditious. He gave me a thoroughly dirty look.


  I said, "Maybe I should pay more attention to the fable about Barking Dog's running mouth."


  "Maybe, Garrett."


  "What did you do down there?"


  That's a question every veteran understands. And every human male adult in TunFaire who can stand on his hind legs, and plenty who can't anymore, are veterans. The one thing the Crown does very well indeed is find every man eligible for conscription.


  "Army. Combat infantry to begin, then long-range recon. After I was wounded they moved me into military police. I saved a baronet's ass once, which is how I came to get this job."


  A hero. But that didn't mean squat. Most everyone who lives long enough to get out does something heroic sometime. Even some downright nasty scum, like Crask, have medals they trot out. It's a different world in the Cantard. It's a different reality. Regardless of where they stand, heroes or villains, the men with the medals show them off with pride.


  Contradictions. Being human is contradictory. I've known killers who were artists, and artists who were killers. The man who painted Eleanor was a genius in both fields. Both natures had tortured him. His torment ended only when he crossed paths with someone even crazier.


  I said, "We're wandering far afield. Let's scope out what to do about this killer."


  "You buy that about it coming back from the dead?"


  "You mean like there's been outbreaks before?"


  Block nodded.


  "From him, yeah. I buy it. We'd better dig into the old records. You have the manpower and access for that, and the clout to get around functionaries."


  "What do I look for?"


  "I don't know. A common thread. Anything. If the same spirit is coming back again and again, then it's been caught and stopped before. We see what they did back then, we can do it now. And maybe figure out how they screwed up so the cure didn't take."


  "If your buddy don't have something he caught from Barking Dog."


  "Yeah. If."


  "What're you going to do?"


  "I saw the first guy alive and dressed. I'll work the clothes and hope I get lucky again."


  He eyed me narrowly. He thought I knew something. I did, but what good would it do to tell him there was a survivor of a murder attempt—and she was Chodo Contague's kid? He'd get himself a case of heart troubles complicated by hemorrhoids.


  "Right. So tell me one thing, Garrett. What the hell is Morley Dotes doing here?"


  He wasn't dumb enough not to know that Morley and I went way back. "I know what he is, Block. And I know what he isn't." But how to explain that this professional killer never offed anybody who hadn't asked for it? How explain that Morley had standards less flexible than most people on the right side of the law? "He's my window onto the other side of TunFaire. There's anything to find out there, he'll find it." I hoped.


  I wasn't sure why I'd sent Dean for Morley, now, though it had seemed the thing to do at the time. Maybe he could conjure me a connection with Chodo's kid. She had to know something. Her pretty head might hold the one fact we needed to nail this butterfly freak.


  Right. She was the type who saw nothing but herself. She'd probably forgotten butterfly granddad as soon as the fear went away.


  Block scowled, not liking Morley being involved. Gods spare me the born again—even when they're born again only so they can cover their asses. "Don't go righteous on me," I said. "It won't help." How did he know, anyway? Morley was keeping his head down.


  Block's scowl deepened. "I'll go get my men started. I'll let you know what they find."


  Sure he would. After he milked every ounce of advantage. My opinion of him had improved, but not so much I didn't think he was a born functionary. Him using me was still a desperation measure.


  "Do." I saw him into the drizzle, then went to find out what the Dead Man thought.
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  So the man promised. He delivered before. The Dead Man was pleased with himself for having wangled another cash commitment from Block.


  "Occasionally I've complained about the way you—"


  Occasionally? Would you not prefer ‘frequently'? Or ‘consistently'? Possibly even ‘persistently' or ‘continuously'?


  "Once in a while. Whenever the seven-year locusts sing. But I did want to make the opposite point. That was a coup, getting him to pay again."


  He is desperate.


  "And desperate times are the best times for those who are alert to opportunity. I understand. What do you think about interviewing Chodo's daughter?"


  Morley had invited himself out of my office into the Dead Man's room. Now he invited himself to comment. "This came up before. My overtures were not greeted with cries of joy."


  "Leave it to me. I got style. Get word to Crask that I want to talk about the girl. Don't say what girl. He don't know I know who she is."


  "I don't get it. How can he not know? . . . "


  "You don't have to get it. Just tell him I want to talk to him about a girl. You don't say which one, he'll know what I mean. Him and me can take it from there."


  "You're working an angle, Garrett. You ought to know better. You always get yourself into deep shit. What is it? Don't try anything with the kingpin's kid. You get a notion like that, slash your wrists and save the rest of us some grief."


  "What do you think?" I asked the Dead Man.


  An interview with the girl may prove unproductive, but an interview is necessary to demonstrate that. If possible, arrange to see her here.


  "The very core of my master plan."


  You lie. But I do trust your sense of self-preservation will deflect your inclinations.


  "I am a mature human being, sir. I do not look upon all members of the opposite sex as objects of desire."


  Morley sneered. "Only those over eight and under eighty."'


  "You're not helping. Sure, I don't plan to be in bed alone when I go. But I don't plan to go for a couple centuries, either."


  Ha. I convinced me. All but one tiny part that wondered what I'd do if Chodo's daughter suffered some miraculous remission and not only became able to see me but decided to whisper sweet nothings. . . . Sometimes even the stoutest-hearted of us white knights find the dictates of reason, conscience, and survival overruled by parts not amenable to the dictates of the mind. There's a sociopath in each of us just waiting to miss the connection between an act and its consequences.


  "Right." Morley didn't believe me.


  I got the impression the Dead Man didn't either.


  My own doubts were less apocalyptic. I'd seen enough of the woman to have become deafened to the sirens of that fantasy. I might snort and stamp, but I wouldn't lose control. She wasn't my type.


  We talked about this and that till Morley decided he'd heard enough bad news. He said, "If I'm away too long, Puddle and Sarge and the kid will have me set for the poorhouse."


  "Sure. Let's go watch them race the flying pigs." I saw Morley out, rejoined the Dead Man.


  What now, Garrett?


  "I'm thinking real hard about taking a nap."


  Indeed? And what was that Mr. Amato brought? I trust that you do recall that we have another iron in the fire?


  "Come on. You want me to drag that mess down to Hullar?"


  It occurred to me that doing so might be useful in more than the obvious way. When you deliver the report, invest a few minutes in trying to learn if anyone knows why the Contague woman turned up there.


  "I did wonder about that."


  But you were not ambitious enough to pursue it. You really must make tnt your motto, Garrett.


  "tnt?"


  Today, Not Tomorrow. Take it from an expert. The only thing one should defer is one's final appointment with Death.


  Hang around with the Dead Man long enough and you can read him well enough to get messages that aren't in his words. What he hadn't said but meant was that if I didn't go make myself a nuisance at Hullar's place, I wouldn't get any peace at home.


  You compromise. That's life. Every day you make deals that buy you peace—or an opportunity for a good night's sleep.


  I decided the path of least resistance lay through Bishoff Hullar's taxi-dance place.
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  Crunch and I were getting to be buddies. After only five minutes of squinting and thinking he remembered that I preferred beer. That saved him one question in his routine. I saved him the others by asking for a pint of Weider's pale lager, then told him, "Tell Hullar Garrett's here."


  "Garrett. Right." He tiptoed away. I waited for his feet and beard to disagree. No such luck. That dwarf defied the laws of nature.


  He took a while. I sipped beer and surveyed the place. I'd never seen it so busy. It was jumping. Three couples were dancing while the band snored through something I might have recognized had it been played by real musicians. Three tables boasted customers. There wasn't a girl left over to hustle me—though by now they had me pegged for a waste. They remembered better than Crunch did.


  One of the girls caught my eye. She was new. She had some life left. And she was a great actress—unless she really was having a good time. She was younger than the rest, an attractive brunette who looked enough like the brunette I'd seen earlier to cool my fantasies.


  "Be out in a minute," Crunch said behind me. I'd turned to lean against the bar while I studied the local wildlife. I glanced over my shoulder. Crunch looked back, puzzled. He didn't understand what was going on. He had an idea I was a bagman for the outfit, only I made deliveries instead of collections.


  I'd caught him on a real good day first time around. Most of the time he was like this. Puzzled. By everything.


  "Who's the brunette there, Crunch?"


  He squinted, had trouble making her out. He fumbled out a pair of cheaters, perched them on his nose, pushed them back with a finger like a dried-out potato. I was surprised. Glasses are expensive. "That there's the new girl, mister."


  Right. "Come with a name?" Her or me?


  He puzzled it but didn't come up with anything before Hullar descended on the stool beside me, his back to the bar too. He accepted a mug from Crunch. "It don't get no better than this, Garrett."


  I glanced his way. I read no more from his expression than from his tone. Was he saying this was heaven on earth? Was he stating a fact about business? Was he being sarcastic? Maybe he didn't know himself.


  I handed him Barking Dog's latest.


  "Shit. Don't you got nothing else to do? All I want to know is, is the crazy bastard getting his tit in a wringer? I don't need to know every time he picks his nose."


  A point I kept trying to get across to Barking Dog. I said, "First time I dropped in here, Crask was here."


  "Crask?" Wary, suddenly.


  "Crask. Like from the outfit. He was talking to the musicians."


  "If you say so. I don't remember."


  He remembered fine. Else he wouldn't have so much trouble with his memory. "A girl walked in just as I was going to leave. She headed for Crunch like she had something on her mind, only she spotted Crask and suddenly hightailed it."


  "If you say so. I don't remember none of that."


  "What can you tell me about her?"


  "Nothing." He was real definite about that. So definite it was a cinch I'd be beating my head against a wall if I kept after him. I've used my noggin to dent a few walls in my time. All that banging has taught me how to tell when it's going to be the head and not the wall that gets broken.


  I dropped it. "Who's the new girl?"


  He shrugged. "They come and go. They don't stick for a while, you never find out. Calls herself Candy. That's not the truth. Why?"


  My turn to shrug. "I don't know. Something different about her. She's having fun."


  "Get those sometimes. Do it for the kick. Takes all kinds to make a horse race, Garrett." He tapped Barking Dog's report. "What's this shit say? He alive?"


  "Same old Barking Dog, only going bonkers because the rain won't let up long enough for him to preach."


  "Good. Next time, just tell me that. Never mind you bury me with five hundred pages of every time he picked a zit. I maybe agreed on expenses, but not on that much paper."


  I didn't look at Hullar. He wasn't in one of his better moods, but neither did he want to be left alone. Tenderloin people are that way. They want to spend time with somebody from outside who isn't a customer or somebody with a moral ax to grind. They just want to feel like real people sometimes.


  They are real people. Maybe realer than most. They're more in contact with reality than are those who buy their time or those who condemn them. Their real sin is that they've shed their illusions.


  Hullar missed his illusions. He wanted to be distracted from those nights when this was as good as it got. "Up for a story?" I asked.


  "What kind?"


  "Good guys and bad guys and lots of pretty girls. What I'm doing besides peeping Barking Dog."


  "Shoot. But don't look for me to give you no help."


  "Gods forfend. It's just an interesting mess." I gave him most of it, edited where appropriate.


  "That's sick, Garrett. Real sick. I thought I heard of every freak there was, but this's a new one. Them poor girls. And butterflies?"


  "Butterflies. I don't know if they've got anything to do with it."


  "Weird. You got a curse at work. Or something. Maybe you ought to find you a necromancer. Hey! I know. I know a guy, weird but real good, goes by Dr. Doom—"


  "We've met. I don't think he'd be much help." Weird for sure, Doom was more fraud than expert. I think. He did have a knack for laying ghosts. I'd bring him in if that was what it took.


  Hullar shrugged. "You know your situation."


  "Yeah. Desperate." I eyed the happy brunette. "In more ways than one." I wondered if there might not be something to the idea of apologizing to Tinnie. Fate wasn't throwing anything else my way.


  Hullar saw me looking. He snickered. "Go ahead, Garrett. Give it your best shot. But I'll tell you this. Candy's all talk and no play. She's the kind that, far as she's concerned, it's good enough to know she could've got you if she wanted. She gets you there, she starts looking for the next one."


  "Story of my life." I levered myself off my stool. "Catch you later. Got an appointment with an overcooked roast."
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  Dean does miracles when he wants. The roast wasn't a disaster, considering. The go-alongs were excellent. I ate till I was ready to pop. Then, though it was early, I rambled into the hall and stared upstairs, awaiting a flood of ambition. It was a long climb to a cold, lonely bed.


  This is where the sad strings are due—only with my luck, the orchestra would whip into an overture.


  Right. It wasn't mood music I got, it was: Garrett! Come report. Not quite an overture. But close enough.


  No point arguing. The sooner done, the sooner to sleep.


  What sleep? When I finished telling about my visit to Hullar I got: I want you to go back there. Work the Tenderloin for the next nine evenings. Spend time with that Candy.


  "Huh?"


  A notion has been brooding in the back of my rear brain. Your assessment of Candy as out-of-place hatched it.


  "Huh?" What repartee. "What about all the legwork? The research on olden villains?"


  Take care of that days. Work the Tenderloin nights, watching for young ladies off the Hill amusing themselves by playing lower-class roles.


  It clicked. Candy. Chodo's kid. High-class girls hanging out in low-class dives. For the kicks? Not unlikely. "If that's some fad—"


  I will ask Captain Block to revisit the families of the dead girls. I may have interviewed the wrong people. Sisters and girlfriends might have been wiser. Parents are the last to know what their youngsters are doing.


  "You may be onto something." Only a few victims had known one another, and that only casually. But if you put sisters and girlfriends and a fad for slumming into the gaps, you might find a pattern.


  We might indeed.


  "What do I look for?"


  Girls who fit the killer's particulars. Maybe we can identify the next victim before she is taken. We have nine days before the killer must slake his need. If the pattern proves out, if the girls were playing games, we will know how and where the killer selects his victims. With Captain Block's help we can watch all potential victims and grab our man when he strikes.


  "I'm way ahead of you now. Only, do we have to start tonight?"


  tnt, Garrett. You have not been shortchanged on sleep recently.


  True. And I was too fired up to sleep now anyway. Might as well go drink beer and ogle girls in the line of duty.


  Hell. All of a sudden this mess had begun to look a little interesting.


  

  


  


  TunFaire by night becomes a different city. Especially when there's no rain. It had stopped raining. For the moment. I carried my raincloak over one arm and strolled, checking out the nightside.


  The ratman hordes were about their legitimate tasks of cleaning and illegitimate tasks of removing everything not nailed down. Kobolds and gnomes and numerous varieties of little people dashed here and there on business. Sometimes I wonder how so many peoples can live side by side with so little contact. Sometimes I think TunFaire is a whole series of cities that just happen to occupy the same geographical position.


  I saw a troll family, obvious bumpkins, gaping at the sights. I got propositioned by a giantess of ill repute who was, evidently, suffering a business slump. I ran into a band of goblins riding red-eyed hounds that looked more wolfish than domesticated. I'd never seen goblins before. I walked with them a ways, swapped stories.


  They were bounty hunters. They specialized in tracing runaway wives. They were a ferocious, unpleasant bunch clinging grimly to an old trail. The goblin woman they were after was, evidently, smarter than the bunch of them put together.


  They had plans for when they caught up. They never doubted they could outlast a mere woman.


  It would seem wives are a premium commodity amongst goblins, where five or six males are born for every female. Goblins don't go in for polyandry or equal rights or homosexuality or any of that wimp stuff. Real macho men, male goblins. One-third will die in fights over females before age twenty-three.


  I watched the hunters ride off and didn't blame goblin wives for cutting out first chance they got.


  I encountered several families of centaurs, refugees from the Cantard, working together, doing bearer-type jobs. What a concept. Jackasses with the brains and hands to load and unload themselves.


  I have almost as little love for centaurs as I do for ratmen. The only centaur I ever knew well was a thorough villain.


  There were dwarves everywhere. Day and night, TunFaire teams with dwarves. They're industrious little buggers. All they do is work. If they could figure out how, they'd do without sleep.


  What you don't see much of at night, outside certain areas, is human people. You do see a human, be careful. Chances are his intentions aren't honest or honorable.


  That, in fact, can usually be counted on to get you by—if you're young and strong and don't look an easy mark. Most people will stay away. Only the nastiest, craziest bad boys prey on other bad boys.


  Hell. There I go giving the wrong impression. What I'm talking about is late nights, after the entertainment hours. Much later than it was then. People were out. I wasn't seeing them because I wasn't following the streets they usually chose for safety.


  Sometimes I tempt fate.


  At one point I joined several ratmen in a fast fade into an alley. We watched a gang of ogres tramp past, grumbling and cussing. They were headed for the north gate, on their way to hunt thunder-lizards. Night is the best time to hunt them. The beasts are sluggish then. There's good money in thunder-lizard hides. They make the toughest leather.


  I don't like ogres much either, but wished this bunch luck. The southward migration of the thunder-lizards has been rough on the farmers, who have been losing both fields and livestock. More, it's always nice to see an ogre doing something honest. You don't very often.
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  Crunch recognized me right away. He plopped a pint onto the bar. "You back?"


  "No. It's my evil twin."


  He thought about that, couldn't make sense of it, asked, "Need to see Hullar?"


  "Wouldn't hurt. If he's not busy."


  "Hullar's never busy. Got nothing to do." Off he went. He didn't step on his beard this time either. He was a magician.


  I scanned the place. Business had dropped off, but the girls were still occupied. There were two I hadn't seen before. Two daytime girls were gone. The new girls were a blond and a brunette not of the sort at risk. Both seemed out-of-place.


  Maybe the Dead Man was right. Maybe the girls were slumming.


  The streets are no place to play if you don't know them. You'll make more than your share of lethal mistakes if you come down off the Hill wearing your arrogances and assumptions. The natives won't be impressed.


  Of course, if it's a game, maybe you'll forget your superiorities while you're playing. Until you get into a tight place.


  Hullar waddled out, dragged himself up onto a stool, sucked up a beer Crunch had waiting, scanned the action, shrugged. You couldn't disappoint Bishoff Hullar. A man after my own heart, he expected the worst. "Slumming, Garrett?"


  "Not exactly."


  "I can't believe you've taken a shine to the place. A man with your rep."


  "No. This has to do with that other thing I'm working."


  "The murders. You didn't tell me there was another one last night."


  Word was getting around. "I got to thinking over supper. About Candy and the girl who wasn't in here the other day, that you and Crunch never saw and don't know. Occurred to me the rich girls might be playing bad girls, just for fun. Like the blond and brunette, there. Don't look like the sort I'd expect in here."


  "Uhm?"


  "You know the Tenderloin, Hullar. You know what's going down. There a fad among the rich girls, bored because the guys are off to war?"


  "How come you want to know?"


  "Maybe my girl-killer spots his victims down here. Maybe I can spot him looking for his next target."


  "You in the guardian-angel racket?"


  I grunted.


  "You been out of touch, Garrett. Yeah. The rich broads been coming down. Not just the kids, neither. Them that only want into it at the edge work places like mine. The wild ones, mostly older ones, end up peddling their asses at the Passionate Witch or Black Thunder or someplace. The outfit goes easy on them. They're good for business. You got a skillion lowlifes would love to throw the pork to some high-tone lady."


  "I understand the psychology."


  "Don't we all. Don't we all. And that's what'll cause the trouble."


  "Hmm?"


  "Good for business, having all this fine young stuff down here. Gotten a lot of cash moving despite the weather. But how long before their fathers and husbands catch on? Then what do we got? Eh?"


  "Good point." The parents wouldn't be pleased. And, human nature being what it is, the girls wouldn't get the blame. The richer people are, the less they seem able to hold their kids responsible for their actions. "How many of them you figure there are?" Couldn't be a lot or there would've been a lot of excitement already.


  "I don't get around much, Garrett. I ain't out there counting heads and figuring who's working the Tenderloin why. You know what I mean?"


  "I know."


  "But they do stand out. People talk. You ask me, tops, there's maybe been a hundred. Biggest part is over now. Just a few come-latelies and them that gets a special jolt from going bad. You got maybe thirty these days, mostly hard-core. Ones like my Candy are the exception now. Whole thing'll be dead in two months."


  "They'll find some other game."


  Hullar shrugged. "Could be. I don't worry about rich kids."


  "Makes you even. They don't worry about you." I eyed Candy. Didn't look like I'd get a chance to talk to her. She had a couple of sailors on the string. Hullar or Crunch would have to do some bouncing if she led them on too far.


  "Going somewhere?" Eagle-eye Hullar had noticed me getting up.


  "Thinking about eyeballing any other girls I can find. Any suggestions where to look?"


  "You want just brunettes? Candy's type?"


  "Basically."


  He got thoughtful. He wasn't concentrating on my problem, though. He had one eye on Candy's sailors. He was getting steamed. "Crystal Chandelier. The Masked Man. The Passionate Witch. Mama Sam's Place. I seen your type all them places, one time or another. Not saying they's any there now. These gals, they come and go. Don't do regular hours, neither."


  "Thanks, Hullar. You're a prince."


  "Eh? What's that?" Crunch snarled suddenly. He came up from behind the bar with a nasty club. "You want to watch your mouth, boy."


  Hullar shook his head. "Prince!" he yelled in Crunch's ear. "He called me a prince. Got to pardon him, Garrett. He lip-reads. Sometimes he don't do so good."


  Crunch put his stick away but didn't stop scowling. He wasn't sure he ought to trust his boss over his imagination.


  Everywhere I go, I get involved with screwballs.
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  The Crystal Chandelier, as the name implied, pretended to have class. Hill girls would be just what the management ordered. I headed there first. I was in and out in the time it took to slurp a beer. I didn't learn anything except that somebody there knew my face and didn't like what I did for a living.


  I did better at the Masked Man. I knew somebody there.


  The name of the place was appropriate again. People donned masks before they showed themselves inside. Likewise, those who worked the place. The Masked Man catered to a select clientele.


  The guy I knew was a bouncer, a breed nine feet tall with muscles on his muscles and more between his ears than anywhere else. I downed three beers before he understood what I wanted to know. Even then he wouldn't have talked if he hadn't owed me. And what he had to say wasn't worth hearing. Only one Hill-type gal worked the Masked Man these days, a blond so screwed up she scared the owners. He hadn't seen a brunette in weeks. The last had quit her second night. But he did remember her name, Dixie.


  "Dixie. Right. That's useful. Thanks, Bugs. Here. Have a beer on me."


  "Hey, thanks, Garrett. You're all right." Bugs is one of those guys who are always amazed when you do something nice, no matter how trivial. You'd think after a while the whole world would be nice just to watch him be amazed.


  I drifted over to the Passionate Witch. The Witch was strange, even for the Tenderloin. I never quite understood the place. A lot of girls worked there, mostly dancing, mostly without wearing much. They were very friendly. They'd crawl all over you if they thought you might stuff a mark into their pants. They were available, but not to everyone. There was a kind of bid board. The girls worked the crowd, getting guys drunker and randier and driving the bidding up till closing. A crafty girl could pull more with one trick there than some who worked all night the traditional way.


  Whatever will separate a mark and his money. It's there in the Tenderloin.


  "Ever see so many bare boobs in one place, Garrett?"


  I jumped. You don't expect your friends in those places.


  I hadn't found one. "Downtown. Been a while. Nope. Never. And I shouldn't be seeing some of these here now."


  Downtown Billy Byrd was the guy they'd had in mind when they'd decided somebody looked like a ferret. He was a walking stereotype. He looked slimy-sneaky and was. He spied on people, sold information to anyone who'd pay. I'd used him myself, which is how he knew me.


  Downtown wore a lot of junk jewelry and flashy clothing. He carried a long-stemmed ivory pipe. He tapped its mouthpiece against his teeth, pointed it at a woman. "Case in point?"


  "Right. Bigger don't always mean better."


  "She was something before gravity set in." Downtown Billy Byrd was the kind who'd think gravity sets in. "You working, Garrett?"


  I didn't have much use for Downtown's type but I stayed polite. I wasn't spending much. It'd help if I stuck with somebody whose cheapness was accepted. Else I might get asked to take my questions to the street.


  "Would I be here if I wasn't?"


  "Half the guys here would say that if I asked."


  I understood, then, what Downtown was doing in the Passionate Witch. He was working. Looking for faces he might sell later. I told him, "I'm working."


  "Something maybe I can help with?"


  "Maybe. I'm looking for a girl. A special kind. Brunette, seventeen to twenty-two, five-feet-two to five-ten, long hair, reasonably attractive, high-class."


  "You don't want much, do you? She got a name?"


  "No. It's a type. I'm interested in any woman like that working the Tenderloin."


  "Yeah? How come?"


  "Because some creep is snatching them and cutting their guts out. I want to find him so I can explain why we don't consider that behavior socially acceptable."


  Downtown eyed me a moment, weasel mouth open. "Come on over here, Garrett. I got a table with some pals."


  I followed but feared it was a mistake. Byrd ran his mouth steadily. How long before word spread? I wouldn't catch anybody if the girls hid out and the bad guys lay low.


  Downtown led me to the worst table in the dive. You had to send carrier pigeons to the bar. Waiters got lost trying to get back there.


  Downtown's two pals looked sleazier than he did. Cheap flash must have been in, along with mustaches.


  They had bought their night's supplies before lighting.


  "Sit, Garrett." There was a spare chair. "Shaker, give the man a beer."


  "Screw you, Byrdo." Shaker had a palsy. He had a face like a rat's. It was loathing at first sight. "What you giving away our beer?"


  "Don't be a butthead, Shaker. Business. The man might maybe be in the mood to buy. We got something he might want."


  Shaker and Downtown glared at one another while the third man contemplated the secrets inside a beer bottle. Then Shaker pushed a bottle my way. It was the old-fashioned stone kind, not used by commercial breweries anymore. Which meant the beer inside was cheap stuff from a one-man cellar operation, fit only for the poorest of the poor. My stomach started whimpering before the first blast headed south.


  I couldn't be intimidated. We investigators fear no beer. Besides, I'd swilled so much already that it had become hard to care what went down next.


  Downtown didn't introduce anybody. Common practice on the street. Nobody wanted anybody to know them. But Downtown didn't bother not dropping names, either. "Garrett's looking for a guy that snatches girls." He looked at me. "Cuts them open, right? The one doing the jobs we been hearing about?"


  I nodded, sipped from my bottle, was pleasantly startled. That was damned good for cellar beer. I found the trademark. It didn't match that on the other bottles, so the brewer was putting his product up in whatever came his way. Too bad. I said, "Way I figure it, he grabs rich girls working the quarter for kicks. I expect he scouts them before he grabs them. I want to spot him doing it before he snatches the next one."


  Downtown eyed Shaker. "What do you say now, butthead?"


  I asked, "There something that I'm not getting, Downtown?"


  "One minute, Garrett." He kept looking at Shaker.


  "Well?" His minute had flown.


  "I figure you got somebody big behind you, Garrett. Some girl's father. Maybe a bunch of them. Somebody what's got more money than sense and is out to buy revenge. Right?"


  "Something like that." Downtown's bunch would melt like salted slugs if I told them who was paying.


  "Somebody that might pay damned good if somebody handed them the whole thing on a platter?"


  "I don't think you can, Downtown. You're shucking me. Running a game. You heard I was asking around. You decided to see if you couldn't rip me off."


  Wound a man to the heart. Downtown Billy was in pain. "Garrett! My man! This is me! Your old buddy, Downtown Billy Byrd. I never done you wrong."


  "Never was anything in it for you."


  "You just being nasty. You know that ain't my style."


  He'd never gotten caught. Everything was his style if he thought he could get away with it. "So I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. What've you got?"


  "I tell you, then I don't got nothing to sell."


  "I'm not buying a pig in a poke, Downtown. I've got enough cats already."


  His face screwed up into a frown that had to hurt. He didn't understand. In the old days, less-than-scrupulous peasants sold gullible city folks baby pigs in tied sacks. Only when the sacks were opened, out jumped some very unhappy cats.


  "All right, Garrett. I got your point. Here's the way it is. Gal like the one you're looking for, name of Barbie, worked here up to last night. Ain't in tonight, you'll notice."


  "So?"


  "So the bidding went outrageous. Way high. And when it come time for her to deliver her half, two guys come in to pick her up and take her somewhere, not upstairs."


  It might be a lead. But I was less than excited. I'd dealt with Downtown before. He'd try to make a mountain out of some molehill and sell it for a fortune.


  "You aren't impressing me yet. It isn't unusual for the high bidder to take his prize home. Not even unusual for him not to show his face."


  "He showed his face when he was bidding. Scruffy little dink. Like a bum somebody cleaned up, but not much. Definitely not no high roller."


  "Was a bum." That was the third man. Downtown grinned. "Dickiebird says he seen the guy before, on the down-and-out. Anyway, it all looked funny. We decided to scout it out. You never know what might be handy to know. Like, here you are already, wanting to know what we saw."


  "Maybe I do. What did you see?"


  "You want it all for free, don't you? No way, Garrett. We got to live too. You ain't heard enough to know if you want more, then you're gonna have to do without."


  I pretended to study it. Then I dug out a few small coins. "I'm interested. But you'll have to talk a lot more than you've done."


  Downtown traded looks with his pals. They had to trust his judgment. That put them in a spot I hoped I'd never occupy. I've never understood how Downtown survived his five in the Cantard.


  "Going to take a chance, Garrett. Going to tell you more than I would anybody else, but only on account of I know you. On account of I trust your rep for playing square."


  "My hair's getting gray."


  "Looks to me like it's falling out. Whoa! Touchy!"


  "Talk, Downtown."


  "Right. Always in a hurry. Here it is. The two guys that come in for Barbie put her into a coach with the dink that did the bidding. Only he'd changed somehow. Gotten spooky. She didn't want to go, but he grabbed her. I thought maybe I'd give her a hand, only the guy's eyes got weird."


  "Green?"


  "Yeah. Like green fire."


  "You're holding my interest, Downtown. But if that's all you've got. . . ."


  "Shaker knew one of the guys helped push her into the coach."


  "Ah!"


  "I don't know him, see," Shaker said. "It's like I seen him around. He's not somebody I pal with, like Downtown. Just a guy I seen around."


  "Here's the one that makes or breaks you, guys. You know where to find him?"


  Shaker said, "I know where he cribs."


  I dropped coins on the table. "I'll be back in a while. I'm going to bring a guy to talk to you. If you put us together with this guy you know, he'll fill your pockets." I was out of there before any of them could respond.
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  Morley had company. I had to wait. Then wait. Then wait some more. While I waited, Saucerhead came in. I waved. He joined me, glumly. "Cheer up. I need some muscle," I told him.


  "Like now?"


  "Right away. Unless your investments—"


  "Can't wait?"


  "Would I be. . . ? What's the matter?"


  "Just don't feel like it, Garrett. Not in the mood."


  "Since when do you have to be in the mood to make yourself a mark?"


  "Hey, busting heads ain't all the fun it looks like, Garrett."


  "I know. I know."


  "How would you? You don't wale on nobody unless—"


  "You feel good enough to pick up a few coppers running a message?"


  "I guess. Yeah. I could handle that."


  I sent him to fetch Captain Block. If I had to wait around forever for Morley to finish playing, I might as well pull in the money man while I did.


  I did wait. And I waited. And then I waited. I waited so long I got sober. No Morley. Block and Tharpe showed up, dripping. It was raining again. I thought some more about getting into the boat business. When Morley still showed no sign of growing bored with his guest, I said, "The hell with him. We can handle it without him. Let's go."


  Block was relieved. He didn't think it would be politic for him to associate with a professional killer.


  Saucerhead said, "I'll tag along."


  "Thought you weren't in the mood."


  "Maybe I'll change moods."


  "It's raining out there."


  "It's always raining. Let's go."


  Block said very little till we enjoyed the privacy of the street. "I hope this is something good, Garrett. I need it."


  "Yeah?"


  "Pressure again. You don't feel it down here. The Hill is in a panic. Some people up there are carrying on like the Venageti were at the gates. I need something fast. Anything."


  "Tell you what. This doesn't pan out, you pass the word for them to keep their daughters out of the Tenderloin."


  "Give me a break, Garrett."


  "I mean it. There's a fad amongst the deb set. Go down and play sleazegirl. That won't make their fathers happy, but it's a fact. It looks like our killer picks his victims from rich girls working the quarter."


  "That won't make anyone happy."


  "Not when it gets out. You recall, none of the stories we got about the victims ever mentioned anything like that. I think we talked to the wrong people. People who didn't know and didn't guess because the bodies weren't found near the quarter."


  "Maybe some suspected. I can think of several stories that sounded like somebody trying to make somebody look good." Block sniffed, grunted, hawked. He was working on a cold. "We get lucky, maybe we won't have to deal with any of that."


  "We don't get lucky, maybe we can let the word get around without it looking like it's your fault. It will come out if this goes on much longer."


  Block grunted again.


  I glanced over my shoulder. My instincts were right. We were being followed. "Did you maybe bring a few helpers?"


  Block glanced back. "Yeah. They're mine. Clumsy, aren't they?"


  "They don't get much practice."


  "Thought it might be handy having a few guardian angels hovering."


  "Aw. You don't feel comfortable in the Tenderloin?"


  "Make fun while you can, Garrett. Things are gonna change."


  Nice talk, but I wouldn't put one copper on it. Good intentions can't overcome the inertia of decades.


  We reached the Passionate Witch. I checked my companions before I went inside. Tharpe was fine. And Block didn't look like the law. "We're going to be talking to some real lowlifes. Let me do all the jawing. No matter what. Understand?"


  Saucerhead said, "Means you, Captain. You want to lose these guys fast, let them get a notion what you are." I gave Tharpe the fisheye. He said, "I know Downtown Billy Byrd, Garrett. Bottom of the barrel."


  I said, "I'm going to try to bring them out here. You bring money?" I asked Block.


  "Some. I won't let them rob me."


  "They don't have imaginations that big. What they'd call robbery you'd call a tip." I shoved into the Passionate Witch.


  The evening was fading but Downtown and his pals were hanging on, nursing their stone beer bottles, waiting for opportunity to knock. I knocked. Downtown grumbled, "I thought you forgot us."


  "Had trouble finding my man."


  "Huh?"


  "Guy I work for. One who wants to know what you know. He's outside. Wants to listen. He brought money. You ready to deal?"


  "Now?"


  "You want to wait for the King's birthday? He don't have time to waste."


  "Why don't he come in? It's wet out there."


  "He don't want to show his face. You have to get wet anyway. You got to show us the way, right?"


  "I guess. Shaker. Take care of the bottles." To recover their deposits, of course. "Dickiebird. C'mon."


  I led the way. Downtown and Dickiebird followed like they counted on trouble. Each kept a hand inside his shirt. Knives. Shaker wasn't near the bar, getting deposit refunds. He'd vanished. "Awful nervous, aren't you, Downtown?"


  "Think about it, Garrett. We got a bunch of murders, Hill gals what probably got daddies that eat no-counters like you and me for snacks. Could get hairy."


  "Sure could." I didn't like being included in his no-count family. I'm at least a one-counter. "But it hasn't yet. We're counting on what you tell us fixing it so it never does."


  "Yeah?" He was starting to think about holding me up.


  Block stepped out of the shadows. "These the men?" Saucerhead wasn't to be seen. Somebody had to watch for Shaker. Block looked damned evil in a bad light. He might do.


  "Yes. They say they think they saw the last victim, who called herself Barbie, get snatched. They think they knew one of the snatchers."


  Block eyed Downtown and Dickiebird. "What's the deal?"


  "Huh?"


  I asked, "You have a plan, Downtown? You got a price? Talk to us."


  "Uh. Oh." Downtown looked around for eavesdroppers, or maybe to see if Shaker had him covered. "Yeah. Like this. You pay half now. We show you where to find your guy. He'll be home, I guarantee." Like he'd maybe checked while I was collecting Block. "He don't go out. You pay us off. We split. You forget you ever saw us."


  "Not bad," I said. "Only let's make it you get the other half after we grab the guy and make sure he's the one you saw."


  "Garrett! Take it easy, man. He'll know who fingered him."


  "If he's the real thing, you won't have to worry about what he knows," Block said. "How much?"


  Downtown tried to get a better look at Block. "This don't sound like nobody off the Hill, Garrett."


  "Don't worry about where he comes from. Worry about earning his money."


  "Yeah. Right. We figured about thirty marks would be fair. Ten apiece."


  Small men have small ambitions. Block had trouble keeping a straight puss. He jingled coins, handed me three gold five-mark pieces. I passed them to Downtown, who stared at them in the light leaking from the Passionate Witch. "Damn." He was stunned by the certainty that he'd just blown a rare opportunity.


  "Too late, son," I told him when he started to say something. "You set the price. Time to deliver."


  "Uh. Yeah." He led off.
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  We walked maybe a mile, into an area of dense tenements occupied mostly by newcomers to TunFaire. Reasonable enough. The man we wanted couldn't have been in town long. Only the ignorant would've gotten into what he had.


  Downtown and Dickiebird led us to a four-story row place in the middle of a long block. Pure people storage, though more upscale than most. Depressing.


  The clouds parted, let a moonbeam sneak through. It was the only light, but I didn't complain. It was nice to have the drizzle stop, even for a little while. Downtown said, "Top floor, rear door. Hired a sleeping room all to hisself."


  "You did a lot of research, Downtown."


  His weasel face stretched in a nasty smile. "I knew somebody was going to want the goods on this one."


  Block growled but stifled his opinion. Even starry-eyed idealists knew you couldn't sell TunFaire's people the idea of civic responsibility. Not after they'd watched their betters do nothing but look out for themselves for centuries.


  "Top-floor rear," I grumbled, thinking of the climb. "Inconsiderate bastard."


  "Right. You get him out, we'll finger him, we'll all go home. Right?"


  "Right. Saucerhead?"


  Tharpe materialized. He lugged a limp Shaker over one shoulder. "Yeah?"


  "Just making sure you were there." Why had he bopped Shaker? Maybe just for the hell of it.


  Block said, "Ripley, scout the place out."


  Shadows detached from shadows. Downtown gawked as two men entered the row building. He knelt beside Shaker, muttered about maltreatment and distrust. I asked, "If you was us, would you trust you?" He didn't have an answer for that.


  Block's man returned, puffing. "Somebody's in there, all right. He's snoring. There's only one door. Ain't no other way out. Unless there's a window."


  Downtown volunteered, "There is. If he's got real spring in his legs, he could maybe jump across to the roof behind this place."


  I said, "If he's asleep, he shouldn't have time to get up, open a window, make a jump."


  "Better let me make sure," Saucerhead suggested, gently pointing out that he was the specialist.


  "All right."


  Saucerhead and Block and I went upstairs while Ripley went around back, just in case. We tried to be quiet, but there's something about your step when you're headed for trouble. I sensed sudden fear and alertness behind those doors where people were awake.


  Block's other man waited upstairs. Block whispered, "Still snoring?"


  He had to ask? Hell, yes, he was still snoring. I never heard anything like it. That ripping and roaring had to be one of the wonders of the world. "Careful," I told Saucerhead. He nodded.


  Everybody got out of Tharpe's way. He seemed to swell up, then charged. The door exploded. Though I was right behind Saucerhead, it was over before I could contribute anything. Meat hit meat, snores turned to baffled groans, Saucerhead said, "Got him under control."


  I said, "Take him downstairs."


  Tharpe grunted. Block slid around, opened the window. "Got him, Ripley. Get around front."


  We clumped downstairs. I smelled the fear from behind those doors we hadn't destroyed. The more I thought how this was for those people, the less I liked what I was doing.


  Our prisoner was groggy when we hit the street. Block demanded, "Is this the man?"


  Downtown and Dickiebird stayed out of the moonlight while edging closer. "Yeah," Dickiebird said. "That's him."


  I asked, "You saw this man help put the girl into the coach?" I was playing a role now and Saucerhead was good enough to catch my cues. I believed Dickiebird. The prisoner was one of the men who'd tried to kidnap Chodo's daughter. We had a different killer but the same assistants, apparently.


  "That's the guy, Garrett," Downtown insisted. "What do you want? Come on. Pay up."


  Block had his helpers take the prisoner while he paid up. "You know these three men, Garrett? In case this is a con and I want to find them?"


  "I know them." I was still reserving the incident at Morley's place, couldn't explain my confidence in them.


  "Hey, Garrett! I ever do a number on you?"


  "Not yet, Downtown. Go on. Enjoy yourselves." A man could make ten marks go a long way in this part of town.


  Downtown and his buddies flew off like the breeze. With money in hand, they would be hard to find. For a while.


  "You want to help with the questioning?" Block asked.


  "Not particularly. Only if you insist. What I want is to go to bed. I've been knocking myself out finding this lead. I do want to hear what you find out from him."


  "Sure." He shook my hand. "Thanks again, Garrett. Winchell. Get him moving."


  I didn't say, "Anytime, Captain," because he was the kind who would take me up on it.
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  The Dead Man wasn't impressed. He refuses to be impressed by anything but himself. He's afraid I'll get a big head.


  He did relent, though, when I returned from watching Block and his troops, with great fanfare, before numerous official witnesses, raid an abandoned brewhouse and nab a creepy old man who was, beyond doubt, the perpetrator of the most recent murder. Clothing and body parts were recovered. These monsters liked their souvenirs. Not to mention that the old boy spat a ton of butterflies, some poisonous, before they subdued him.


  Subdued meant dead. Again. I didn't see that part, but the dozen Watchmen they carried off on stretchers implied that Block was right when he insisted there had been no choice.


  The Dead Man remarked, I do hope Captain Block exercises appropriate precautions.


  "I think he will."


  Excellent. So it would appear that the matter is closed.


  "Except for collecting from Block."


  Indeed. Take the rest of the evening off. Sleep in tomorrow.


  "We're sure generous with time that isn't our own, aren't we?"


  Tomorrow you must resume the investigation as though nothing has been accomplished. Continue seeking Miss Contague. Try to identify potential victims. And take a closer look at this fellow you rooted out tonight. He may have had more than one associate.


  "He did. But the other guy headed out of town before we finished arresting the first one. He lived in the same dump. So what the hell? You finally gone gaga? You think we got the wrong killer?"


  I am confident your famous luck held and you swept up the very villain. But you got the right man before and Death did not miss a stroke.


  "You don't think it'll take?"


  I have strong hopes. But I think a wise man would prepare beforehand against the wiles of evil and the ineptitude of the Watch. It would be most excellent if everything worked out. But should it not, no time will have been wasted. Not so?


  "All a matter of viewpoint. I'm not the guy who gets to sit here daydreaming. I'm the one who runs back and forth till his legs get worn down to the knees. I'm going to bed. Wake me up when the war's over."


  Should the worst occur, you will regret having failed to take minimal precautions.


  Sure. All right. So maybe I'd play with it some more. Just in case. What could it hurt? Did I have anything else going? Anyway, there were some pretty pretties around the edges of the thing. I might luck onto one who was sane and sociable.


  Staying in just meant doing time with Dean's cronies, anyway. The amount of beer those old boys were putting away while they were supposedly rehabbing upstairs, it would've been cheaper to hire professional help.
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  It was like nothing in my experience. I couldn't fathom it. The Dead Man was frothing with ambition. He had hold of the case like a starving dog a bone. He wouldn't let go.


  It was easier to get out of the house, into the drizzle, and do legwork than it was to stay in and argue. Especially with Dean taking the Dead Man's side.


  It might be time to think about an apartment.


  The Dead Man still had Block digging through the records too. Block was our best buddy now. We'd turned him into the Prince's fair-haired boy. He was the hero of the Hill. His name was at the top of the short list to head the new, improved, serious, and hopefully useful Watch. What we hadn't been able to get him to do was pay his bill. He meant to stiff us.


  He said he'd pay up just as soon as he was sure we'd given him the permanent solution he'd wanted to buy. Right. He meant to stiff us.


  I didn't care if he was the Dead Man's buddy. I didn't care if he was tight with Prince Rupert. I had him on my list to turn over to the Saucerhead Tharpe collection agency.


  Meantime, amidst all else, I maintained my thrilling surveillance of that ferocious threat to the peace, Barking Dog Amato, mainly by collecting his reports, skimming them, then passing a few appropriate comments to Hullar so he could give something to the daughter. Barking Dog's autobiographical ambitions dwindled as he foresaw the advent of better weather. I was grateful, especially after he went into rehearsals for his new, more forceful act, designed with the help of the Dead Man.


  Days hurried past. I lumbered around town trying to get some line on the old-time killings. I got nowhere. If there was any glory to be had, Block wanted his boys to get it. I wasn't allowed access to any public records.


  Evenings fled too. I made and lost friends in the Tenderloin. People down there were appalled by what had been done to those girls—but they were more appalled by what making potential future targets safe might do to business.


  The consensus was, you got the guy. Don't bother us.


  The Dead Man fell back on an ancient and adolescent device for getting some of the women out of the Tenderloin. He sent anonymous notes to their families.


  

  


  


  Six days after my amazing coup involving Downtown Billy Byrd, I told the Dead Man, "I've found the girl. In fact, I've found two of them. One of them would have to be it."


  Candy, at Hullar's place, of course. And the other?


  "Dixie Starr. She works Mama Sam's Casino."


  Dixie Starr?


  "Really. Call it her business name. Barbie was the only victim who came close to using her real name." The most recent victim had been one Barbra Tennys, daughter of a viscount with obscure connections to the royal family, said family including Prince Rupert. Barbra's mother was a stormwarden on duty in the Cantard. No proofs would convince her father that his daughter had been selling her favors at auction, for kicks, before reality slithered dread tentacles into the fantasy. "Dixie's name came up before, at the Masked Man. This is a girl with problems. Candy, on the other hand, is a real innocent on the street. I don't think it'll be hard to find out who she is. I doubt she'd notice if I just followed her home."


  And the identity of the Dixie woman?


  "I have it already. She's Emma Setlow. Her father and grandfather are meat packers who found a better way to preserve sausages. They made their mint off army contracts."


  And you have gotten nothing useful from your search for information from the past?


  "Block's made sure I can't get near any official records. From what I can see, though, he's not doing much looking himself. Whatever he says. He's too busy making political hay and spreading his influence throughout the entire Watch."


  I suspect he will change his attitude.


  Damn if I didn't think he knew something he wouldn't share.


  

  


  


  There came a dawn when there was an actual break in the rains. Dean became so excited that it was still dawn when he wakened me. I cussed and threatened, but he won out. He got me interested. What did daylight look like without rain? My body whined and dragged, but I hauled out and headed for breakfast.


  Dean had the kitchen curtains back and the window open. "Place needs airing out."


  Probably. I shrugged, sipped tea. "Streets are going to be crazy."


  Dean nodded. "I need to do some shopping."


  I nodded back. "Barking Dog will launch his new show, the rain doesn't start up. I can't miss that."


  Everyone in town would find some excuse to get out, even knowing everyone else would be in the streets.


  "At least the city will be clean," Dean observed.


  "It will. The rains lasted long enough for that."


  "Now, if people would just keep it that way." He delivered a plate of biscuits, steaming, straight from the oven. Drooling, I left him to do the talking.


  I didn't hear it, which meant I'd grown distracted. That had been happening more and more as more and more the women of my heart became the women of my imagination. Anyway, I looked up and found the old boy absent. Puzzled, I started to get up. Then I heard him coming down the hall, talking. He'd answered the door. He'd let someone inside.


  Going to have to have a talk with him.


  "Someone" just had to be Captain Block.


  "Not again," I muttered loudly enough to be heard.


  Dean set another place, poured tea. Block settled, went to work daubing a biscuit with honey. I ignored his existence.


  "Not sure yet, Garrett," Block said around a mouthful of biscuit. "May be trouble again."


  "Ain't my problem. Ain't going to be my problem. Only problem in my life is deadbeats."


  Block got hot, sudden and major. He thought we were trying to exploit his misfortune. He was right. But he'd set the terms. And I figured he was getting off cheap, considering the alternative.


  Block cooled down before he risked speaking. "Garrett, do you recall the knives from the Hamilton place?"


  "The ritual tools? What about them?"


  "They've disappeared. We got them back when we went after Spender." Spender having been the accursed bum in the abandoned brewery.


  "Huh?"


  "They was locked up in the barracks armory. I got space there for keeping evidence. I saw them there day before yesterday. Last night they was gone."


  "So?"


  "Tomorrow night is the next time the killer would strike."


  "Wow. That's right." I laid on my most sarcastic tone, like I was amazed a Watchman could work that out.


  "A Corporal Elvis Winchell, who was part of the raid force the other night, disappeared yesterday sometime. He had access to the armory. Apparently he and a Private Price Ripley were isolated with the killer's corpse for about seven minutes during its trip to the oven."


  "And you're afraid Winchell will—"


  "Yes. I need your help again, Garrett."


  "It's wonderful to be appreciated. It really is. But you're talking to the wrong guy. You need to see my accountant."


  "Huh?"


  I'd lost him. "The Dead Man. But he's put out with you too. With me, it's money, with him, it's information."


  "Oh. Back to that."


  "Back to that. It's the bottom line. I have a feeling that if you talk him into anything, he'll insist on payment up front."


  Block didn't argue. He didn't dare. We were about to discover how desperate he really was. I passed him on to the Dead Man.
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  I slipped out while their backs were turned. It was going to be a long, dull argument. Block hadn't yet panicked.


  Negotiations are fun for the Dead Man. My tastes are more earthy, more basic. Maybe not as simple as a hotfoot, but not cerebral. It always helps if there's a lady along. Especially if she's no lady.


  Barking Dog got the better of his crackpot religious squatter by showing up earliest. The nut was there when I arrived. He was sullen. He growled a lot. Amato tended his placards and ignored him. Barking Dog looked confident. He was ready.


  His return had been noted. His normal audience consisted of functionaries who worked in the area. They kept an eye on him, wondering when he'd start raving. Speculation was rife. His absence had left him looking primed with fresh madness. His reappearance was a happening resented by a single soul.


  The holy crackpot finally left in a huff.


  Barking Dog's venue is the Chancery steps. Seems appropriate, in a sense. In the old days the Chancery was a court of equity, but time changes everything. Today it's mostly a place to store official records, civil type, for the duchy, plus some royal records. Half the main floor has been occupied by the functionaries who manage military conscription in this end of Karenta. They migrated from the military Chancery years ago, after having been crowded out by procurement offices that grow faster and faster as the war winds down.


  The Chancery structure is a relic of the empire, built late, evidently with an eye to impress. To reach the huge brass doors of the main entrance, you have to climb eighty dark granite steps that span the entire front of the building. Each twenty steps there is a level stretch ten feet wide. Vendors and people like Barking Dog take advantage of those. If it can be sold from a tray hung from the neck, you'll find it for sale outside the Chancery.


  Amato's spot was at the left end of the first landing. Most of the traffic in and out of the building naturally passed that way, plus Barking Dog was just high enough to be seen and heard easily from the street.


  I planted myself on the stone rail alongside the next landing up, nodded to Barking Dog. He acknowledged my presence with a smile. He adjusted his placards. He had four, all on sticks with bases meant to hold them upright.


  Whether entering the Chancery or just passing in the street, people slowed, paused, hoping the merriment would break out soon. Several clerk types accumulated, looking uncomfortable. Their superiors had sent them to keep track and to call when the nonsense began.


  Barking Dog was as crazy as a herd of drunk possums, but he had his fans.


  Judging from his placards, his text for the day would be a traditional crowd pleaser, the international conspiracy which denied Barking Dog Amato his rights and properties.


  He let word spread before he spoke. He waited past the commencement of the business day. Then he started, soft and slow, without the brass megaphone, while word spread that he was starting.


  I noticed something that had escaped me during more casual viewings. Barking Dog had him a kettle out, marked to encourage donations. Passersby surprised me with their generosity.


  Maybe Amato was less the fool than I thought. Maybe this was how he paid for supplies. Maybe this was the whole point. . . . No. That couldn't be true. He'd live better than he did.


  He started gentle and slow and sane, almost conversationally. His chats with the Dead Man had paid dividends. His soft voice arrested passersby, made them strain to hear. I couldn't hear from behind him.


  "Signs and portents," he said when he did raise his voice slightly. "Yea! Signs and portents! The hour is coming! It is at hand! The wicked shall be revealed in all their ugliness. They shall be found out and rooted out, and we who have endured, who have borne their weight upon our shoulders till we have become hunchbacks, we shall see our agony repaid."


  I glanced around. Was there anybody here who might know me? That sounded suspiciously like he was going to take a plunge into sedition. That seemed an unwise career move to me. Sedition was the sort of talk that could get you thrown into a real prison—if you were dumb enough to talk it on the Chancery steps instead of at the bar in your neighborhood tavern. Outside, in broad daylight, it might sound serious instead of just bitching.


  Ha! Fooled you, Garrett!


  Everyone listening heard hunchbacks and jumped to the same conclusion. The crowd grew quieter, waited for Barking Dog to step into it up to his knees, then shove his foot in his mouth.


  How come people get such a kick out of watching a disaster in progress?


  Barking Dog veered off ninety degrees. "They have stolen my houses. They have stolen my lands. They have stolen my family titles. Now they strive to steal my good name so they can silence me when I denounce their wickedness. They had me incarcerated in the Al-Khar in their efforts to stifle me. They have tried to silence me through fear. But by stealing everything from me they have left me entirely without fear. They have left me nothing to lose. By stealing everything they have also taken those signs which remind them of who I am. They forget whom they consigned to vile durance.


  "Kropotkin F. Amato will not yield. Kropotkin F. Amato will fight on so long as a single breath remains in his abused flesh."


  That was all old stuff, excepting the prison references. He began to lose his audience. But then he did something he'd not done before. He named names. And he started moving, stalking back and forth, flinging his hands around, shrieking in rage. Again I thought he was digging himself a grave, but then realized he'd named only names on the public record. And he hadn't said anything objectionable about them, he'd just surrounded their names with racket that might nail them through guilt by association. The man was damned clever.
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  "The man's damned clever."


  I bounced high enough to bruise my skull on low-flying clouds.


  "I mean, using the truth to tell lies that way." Crask had appeared out of nowhere, behind me.


  I barked, "Why the hell you got to do that?"


  He grinned. "Because it's fun watching you jump." He meant it. He would keep trying to make me jump till the day he really did greet me with a knife.


  "What do you want?" My mood wasn't what it had been.


  "It's not what I want, Garrett. It's never that. It's what Chodo wants. You know that. I'm just an errand boy."


  Right. And a saber-toothed tiger is just a pussycat. "I'll play. What does the kingpin want?" I tried to keep one eye on Barking Dog. Amato was into a foaming-mouth frenzy now, excoriating and denouncing everyone and everything and drawing one of the best crowds of his career. But I couldn't keep my mind on him with Crask so near.


  Crask said, "Chodo wants to talk about the girl."


  "The girl?"


  "Don't get cute. She's his kid. It ain't right she's down to the Tenderloin, whatever she's doing there. That don't look good. That can't get out."


  "You don't like it, tell her to knock it off."


  "There you go again. Cute. You know it ain't that simple, Garrett."


  "Sure. It isn't like she was some kid off the street, just slap her around, maybe kick in a few ribs when she don't do right."


  "You got a problem with your mouth, Garrett. I been telling Chodo for a long time you got a problem with your mouth. For a while there he couldn't see that. But he's maybe seeing things clearer these days. You'll maybe want to keep a lid on the wise-guy stuff when you see him."


  I always had. . . . See him? I hadn't planned to see that old coot ever again. I told Crask that.


  "We're all entitled to our opinions, and maybe even our little dreams, I reckon. But sometimes they got to change, Garrett."


  I glanced around. Crask wasn't alone. Naturally. He'd brought enough help to carry off three or four uncooperative characters my size. "I suppose you have a point." I stood, indicated he should lead the way.


  I considered taking a powder. Barking Dog's crowd might have made escape possible. But I had a feeling I wasn't in danger. Yet. Had I reached the head of the kingpin's list, they'd have just hit me. Killing was a businesslike business with Chodo and his main men. They didn't waste time tormenting their victims—unless there was a big public-relations dividend to be gained from killing somebody an inch at a time.


  "Pity to miss the rest of this." I nodded at Barking Dog.


  "Yeah. Old goof's on a roll. But business is business. Let's go."


  Our immediate destination stood at the curb on the far side of the Chancery. It was a big black coach similar to the one the old butterfly man had ridden. Chodo Contague's personal coach.


  "How many of these does he have?" It hadn't been that long since I'd fallen out of a similar one scant seconds before it became a lunch bucket for a thunder-lizard taller than most three-story houses.


  "This is a new one."


  "I figured." Since it looked and smelled new. You can't fool us trained investigators.


  That other, earlier ride had sprung from a misunderstanding that had irked me at the time. So much so that I'd decided to whack Chodo before he came after me again. I'd joined forces with this very Crask to see the job done.


  But Chodo was still alive, still in charge.


  I couldn't figure it.


  Crask is smart but he isn't much of a talker. It's a long haul from the skirts of the Hill out to Chodo's estate. You have plenty of time to consider the meaning of life. If you're traveling with a Crask and a couple other stiffs who lack even the redeeming value of having brains, you tend to drift away into philosophy. There's only so much amusement to be had from farting contests and exchanges of grotesque misinformation about female anatomy.


  Try as I might, I couldn't get anything better going. All I got out of Crask was an indefinite impression that there was more going on than he cared to tell me.


  Which made perfect sense if he planned to break my neck. You don't tell the pig ahead of time that it's come the day for making bacon. All I had going was the dubious comfort I could take from knowing that Crask had no cause to go to all this trouble just to ice me.


  I hadn't seen Chodo's place since the night Winger and I broke in planning to hasten Chodo's journey to the promised land. Nothing appeared changed except that the damage had been repaired and a fresh herd of small thunder-lizards had been brought in to patrol the grounds and graze on intruders. "Just like old times," I muttered.


  "We've added a twist or two," Crask informed me, grinning evilly, like he hoped I'd think he was bluffing and would have a go at sneaking in. That would appeal to his selective sense of humor.
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  Like old times. Chodo greeted his company in the pool room.


  It was called that because there was a huge indoor bath in there. I've seen smaller oceans. The bath was heated. Usually—though this time was an exception—the poolside was decorated by a small herd of unclothed beauties, there just to lend that final touch of decadence.


  While we waited, I asked, "Where are the honeys? I miss them."


  "You would. Chodo didn't want them around while his daughter was staying here. He never got around to bringing them back."


  What did that mean? That the daughter wasn't staying here anymore?


  Patience, Garrett. All will come clear.


  The man himself arrived, looking little changed. He was in his wheelchair with a heavy blanket wrapped around his lap and covering his legs. Hands like tallow claws lay folded upon his lap. I couldn't see his face. His head had fallen forward. It swayed back and forth.


  Sadler stopped him at the far end of the pool, fiddled with his chair, tilted him back so his head stayed level. I'd never seen Chodo in anything approaching good health, but now he seemed way worse than ever before. He looked like somebody had poisoned him with arsenic, then he'd suffered severe anemia till the vampires got him. His skin was almost translucent.


  He was dressed and groomed as though for dinner with the King—and that only made the sight of him more horrible.


  I started forward. Crask caught my arm. "From here, Garrett."


  Sadler bent to Chodo's right ear. "Mr. Garrett is here, sir." He spoke softly. I barely heard him.


  Nothing shifted in Chodo's eyes. I saw no light of recognition. I saw no evidence that he could see at all. His eyes didn't move and didn't focus.


  Sadler leaned forward as though to let Chodo speak into his ear. He listened, then straightened. "He wants to know about his daughter." No pretense about her now. "Whatever you know. All your speculations."


  "I already told you—"


  "He wants to hear it. With everything you left out."


  Bullpucky. Maybe I wasn't supposed to notice. Maybe they didn't care if I did. Chodo's lips hadn't moved. He hadn't done anything but drool.


  I flashed back to the night we tried to scribble the end of his story. We—Crask, Sadler, Winger, and I—had had him cornered, along with a witch he'd been chasing. The witch did get herself elevated to a higher plane before Winger and I cut out, but she'd made a final gesture before checkout. She'd given Chodo a fist in the face. She'd been wearing a poison ring filled with snake venom.


  So. Rather than killing Chodo, the venom had induced a stroke.


  How nice for Crask and Sadler. They must have thought themselves beloved of the gods when that happened. Their original plan had been to do Chodo and grab control of the outfit before anyone realized what was happening. That was the historically preferred solution to the problem of the transition of power in the underworld. But it meant a long shake-out period while potential challengers were eliminated.


  This way there was no problem with the succession. Chodo was alive. They could pretend he was still in charge while they gathered the reins slowly.


  It was grotesque.


  I played along.


  Not playing along would be a capital crime, I suspected.


  Much of the time I function well in tight situations. I didn't betray my thoughts. I pursued a conversation with Chodo, through Sadler, as though I sensed nothing unusual.


  I gave them a thorough briefing on the serial killer and young women frequenting the Tenderloin. Sometimes it's best you don't shield people from the truth.


  "Seen her lately?" Sadler asked.


  "Not since that day at Hullar's."


  "You didn't try to trace her?"


  "Why? No. I lost interest once I knew who she was."


  "You're not as dumb as you look," Crask observed.


  "Like you. Protective coloration."


  Sadler gave me the fisheye. "You would've known who she was after seeing her at Dotes's place."


  "Speaking of Morley, the reason I asked him to contact you is the girl might know something that would help stop this killer. And I didn't figure hunting her up personally would—"


  Sadler cut in, "You said the killer was dead." He was determined to trip me up.


  "Maybe. We hope. But he's been dead before. The killings didn't stop."


  "You don't think they're going to?"


  "The ritual knives disappeared. A Watchman who was around the corpse and who had access to the knives has disappeared. That may not mean anything, but why take chances? I've identified two women who fit the victim profile. I'll see them covered like a blanket." Did I sound like I was making sense?


  Sadler bent, stayed bent a long time, though Chodo's lips never moved. "Yes, sir. I'll tell him that, sir." He straightened. "Chodo says he has a job for you, Garrett. He wants you to find his daughter. He wants you to bring her home."


  "The resources he has, he can't find her?"


  "Not without everybody knowing he's looking."


  Crask said, "He can't go looking himself, Garrett. That would be like admitting he can't control his own family."


  Yeah. And folks might even wonder why she'd run away. "I see." I turned away, pretended to pace, finally stopped. "I can handle it. But I could use a little something to get started with. I mean, I don't even know her name, let alone anything about her."


  "Belinda," Crask said, "She won't be using it."


  Teach your mama to suck eggs, boy. "Belinda? You're kidding. Nobody's named Belinda anymore."


  "After Chodo's old granny." The man didn't crack a smile. "She raised him up until he was old enough to run the streets."


  Crask had a faraway look. I hoped he didn't wax nostalgic about the old days. Chodo had a decade on him, so they couldn't have run the bricks at the same time, but Crask and Sadler, like most of Chodo's inside boys, had come into the business from the streets, with time out for special education at Crown expense, in the University of the Cantard.


  "I can handle it," I said again. I seldom demur when dealing with the kingpin face-to-face. A weakness of mine, being fond of breathing.


  Sadler leaned down as though startled, listened. "Yes, sir. I'll see to it, sir." He straightened. "I've been instructed to advance you a hundred marks against your fees and expenses."


  Maybe it was the season, all these people throwing money my way. "I'm on the job," I said. "Only I hope I don't have to walk ten miles home." Hint, hint. But I wouldn't press the issue. I wanted out of there bad. Soon. Before there was anything more.
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  I thought a lot during the ride home, concluded that finding beautiful Miss Belinda Contague might not be healthy.


  Crask and Sadler might consider me disposable once they had her in hand, under control.


  My disposability probably had plenty to do with why they had chosen this particular investigator to investigate. There was one fine chance they figured I knew too much already. In fact, just to be optimistic, I was going to count on that.


  So the one thing I had going for me was the fact that I hadn't found the girl yet. As long as she stayed unfound, things would stay just dandy for me.


  The more I thought, the more I was convinced I had to simplify my life. I didn't have enough eyes to watch all the directions I needed to watch.


  

  


  


  Night fell before I got home. With the darkness came rain, surprising me I don't know why. Wasn't like it was something new.


  I headed up the front steps wondering how I could find Belinda Contague without seeming to find her, before I weaseled out of my troubles with Crask and Sadler.


  "Where have you been?" Dean demanded before the door opened wide enough to admit me.


  "What are you, my mother? You think it's any of your business, you drop in while I'm explaining to His Nibs." I could maybe drop a few housekeeping hints while I was at that. Anything to get a little cleaning done in there without having to do it myself.


  Dean read me like a book. He was old and slow but far from senile. He harrumphed, headed for the kitchen, but halted as he came abreast of my office doorway. "I nearly forgot. You have a guest. In the small front room."


  "Oh?" A new cat, big enough to rip my leg off? Or Barking Dog on a midnight mission? . . . No. Amato would be across the way swapping insanities with the Dead Man. Evangelists?


  Only one way to find out.


  I opened the door.


  Time passed. I finally came around when the woman cracked, "You like what you see? Or are you just a mouth breather?"


  "Sorry. You weren't what I was expecting."


  "Then put your eyes back in their sockets, Jocko. Why surprised?"


  "Your father just drafted me to find you, Belinda. In his usual smooth-talking way, he offered me the job without giving me any chance to turn him down."


  That shut her up. She stared.


  "His driver just now dropped me off." I stared back. I liked what I saw. She didn't hurt the eyes at all. She still preferred black. She still looked good in black. "You look marvelous in black. Not many women wear it so well." She would look good in—or out of—anything. She had what it took, though I got the impression she was used to hiding it.


  For the moment the cat had her tongue.


  I wondered where Dean had the beast hidden.


  Belinda didn't match the victim profile tonight. Her hair was short, black as a raven's wing, made more remarkable by the pallor of her skin and the brightness of her lip rouge. I wondered if the pale skin was a family look, if she would resemble her father in a few years. She looked pretty much the way she had at Morley's place and not much the way she had at Hullar's. At Hullar's, probably wearing a wig, she'd fit the profile perfectly.


  They're a protean breed, women.


  Oh, I love them, I do, I do, however they disguise themselves.


  Belinda rose like she meant to make a run for it. "My father? My father is—"


  "Your father is in less than total control of his faculties. His lieutenants—who hijacked me and dragged me out to the estate—made a big show of it being his idea. Oh. Excuse me. I'm Garrett. Dean said you wanted to see me. I'm glad, too. I've wanted to meet you since that night at the Joy House."


  She looked puzzled. "The Joy House?" She edged sideways. She'd changed her mind about wanting to see me.


  "Weeks back. In the Safety Zone? You ran in and stole my heart. Then some Brunos tried to steal you. Remember? Big black coach. Old boy with green eyes and butterflies on his breath? Your basic every-night weird kidnapping upset when the gallant knight of the streets rescued the distressed damsel?"


  "You've been dieting. You were four inches taller and sixty pounds heavier then."


  "Ha. Ha. That was Saucerhead. He used to be my buddy. He helped me a little. My heart was broken when you didn't stick around long enough to say thanks."


  "Thanks, Garrett. You're blocking the doorway."


  "No shit? You're quick. I told Saucerhead you'd be quick. I told everyone you'd be sharp. Is that a problem? Me not moving? I thought you wanted to see me."


  "That was before you told me you work for the ugly twins."


  "Did I say that? I didn't say that. I couldn't have said that. I have a long-standing reputation for refusing to work for them or your father—though I might let one or the other labor under the misapprehension." I tried my famous boyish grin, guaranteed to set any girl's little heart going pitty-pat.


  "Stow the bullshit, Garrett. Let me out of here."


  "I don't think so."


  "You're not dragging me off to the uglies."


  "No way. Why would I do that? My life wouldn't be worth two coppers if I did."


  "Mine either. Mine especially. I don't really know about yours. Let me out of here."


  "Not till I hear why you came."


  "Doesn't matter now. You aren't the guy I need."


  "Because I know Crask and Sadler?" I shrugged as though trying to shake off a broken heart. "Can't win them all. But you are the girl I need. I've been looking for you for weeks."


  "Why?"


  "It's about the people that tried to snatch you. You're their only target that got away."


  She got real pale. That wasn't the reaction I'd expected. She asked, "What do you mean?"


  "You've heard rumors about the killer who strings girls up and guts them?"


  "I've heard talk. I didn't pay much attention."


  "That's funny. I would've paid a lot of attention after somebody almost dragged me off."


  "Was that them?" She was grim, suddenly. Hard, like her father.


  "Yes."


  "Oh." In a small voice. An I feel foolish voice.


  "You and me, we're the only ones who ever saw him face-to-face and lived." She didn't really need to remember Saucerhead, did she? "And I only saw him for a second. You must've had more to do with him and his boys. You were running from them when you showed up at Morley's."


  "I was working part-time at Bishoff Hullar's Dance Parlor. I don't know why. For the hell of it. I didn't do anything but dance. Some girls I knew used the place to make dates."


  "I know the scam."


  "One night—that night—two men tried to pick me up. Their boss had seen me, they said. He wanted to meet me. I'd be well paid for my time. I said no. They persisted. I told them to eat shit and die. They wouldn't take no for an answer. Hullar had to run them out. But they didn't go away. They tried to grab me when I left work."


  Plausible. Some guys think that when a woman says no she's only being coy, possibly because so many women have only been being coy when they've said no. From what I saw at Morley's that night, those guys hadn't been long on social skills. "Why the Joy House? Funny place to run."


  "Morley Dotes. I hoped his reputation would scare them off long enough to give me time to think. Then, when they came in, I hoped Dotes would get upset about them getting physical inside his place."


  "He did."


  "I couldn't run to my father's people. I would've had to explain why I was in the Tenderloin in the first place."


  "What about the guy who wanted to meet you so bad?"


  "I guess that was him in that coach. That was the only time I ever saw him."


  Well, hell. Wonderful. She'd be no help unless the Dead Man found something she didn't know she knew. "Great. Back to where I started. So. Even though you've changed your mind, how come you're here? What's up?"


  She studied me. "I think he's after me again. Anyway, it's somebody with that same smooth style, sending guys to talk for him. I got scared. I heard you were straight. I thought you could get him off my back."


  The butterfly man had good taste if not good intentions. Belinda wasn't dressed for it, but she couldn't hide the fact that she was a looker. Her mother must have been something. She hadn't gotten those looks from her father.


  "I could discourage him. Why'd you change your mind? Because I mentioned your father?"


  "Because of Crask and Sadler. I'm not going to let them profit from what happened to my father. And they know it."


  Should I reveal my past role? Tell her Crask and Sadler had done nothing but exploit a situation that had fallen into their laps? Didn't seem the best strategy. "There's never been any love lost between me and the uglies. When they were your dad's top boys they strained at their leashes, wanting their chance at me. Now they can pick their time. I wish I had time to worry about that. But I have to concentrate on this killer. He's about due to strike."


  She was distressed again. "Then he wasn't taken by the Watch? A Captain Somebody was doing a lot of crowing a while back."


  "Captain Block. His optimism was premature." I told about the two killers so far and asked her to fill me in on the dandies whose sweet talk had so impressed her that she'd come running to me.


  I learned a lesson. Belinda Contague didn't listen any closer than her father ever had. "I don't get it. How come the murders keep happening?"


  I shrugged. "Crazy stuff happens."


  "Inside somebody's head. You didn't get the right man."


  Odd. Mostly Belinda was a girl of the street, what you'd expect of a thug's daughter. But something kept sneaking through, something suspiciously redolent of refinement. She'd been away from home most of her life, a secret because Chodo hadn't wanted her to become a hostage to fortune. I had a feeling she'd learned to be a lady while she was away.


  "We got it right, Belinda. Both times. Without a doubt. The killers liked to keep souvenirs, and the men we caught had them. This time we have an idea who may have caught the curse—if it moved on—but we can't find him. We can guess when his compulsion will make him kill. We've identified his three most likely victims. You're one. And somebody's been bothering you."


  "Actually, I thought. . . ." Small, sour smile.


  "You thought they were Crask and Sadler's beagles and you could leave me in the middle while you did a fast fade on everybody."


  She nodded. "You're not as put out as I'd expect."


  "That's what I do. Get in the middle. It's easier when a pretty woman wants me there."


  "Save that stuff, Garrett. I'm immune. I've heard all about you."


  Checking up? I put on my best hurt look. "What? Me? The white knight?"


  "The rooming house where I stay—under a name I'll keep to myself, thank you—caters to single women."


  Sounded like the antechamber to heaven. I maintained a neutral expression. "And?"


  "So I've heard about you. You recall a Rosie Tate?"


  I gasped, choked. Should I be outraged or should I laugh? "Good old Rose. Sure, I know Rose. I did her out of a fortune by making sure the lady her brother named in his will got what she had coming. I didn't let her get her way by wagging her tail at me. Yes, I know Rose. She's got a real boner for me. I didn't know they let her out on her own." Rose Tate running loose could be a disaster worse than a platoon of serial killers. The woman was nasty. As gorgeous as they come, but nasty.


  "You think she's a joke?"


  "Not hardly. Not Rose. Rose is a joke like a starving saber-tooth is a joke. Make that a starving saber-tooth with a toothache." I faked a laugh. "So she still holds a grudge."


  "That woman wants your head. She didn't say anything about any money."


  "Rose was never one to let little things like truth and accuracy get in the way when she was creating a mood in her audience."


  "Tell me about it. Didn't take two weeks before every girl in the place was ready to strangle her."


  "Way it goes. It's hard to be a crowd pleaser in my racket. So what about Crask and Sadler?"


  "Garrett, I don't really know. I can remember when either one of them would have died to protect me or the family name. They would have done anything to shield me from a breath of scandal. That's the way those people do things. They have this elaborate code of honor."


  "I know. And part of it is that women and children are exempt. But. The last thing your father ever said to me was, look out for his baby." I don't know why I told her. It wasn't a smart move. She didn't need to know. I didn't need to hoist up a sign saying here's a way to manipulate me. "I said I would. I didn't think I'd need to. Crask and Sadler said you'd be taken care of. Maybe they had their fingers crossed."


  "That sounds like them. Him and them too. My father had a thing about you, Garrett. He used to go on about honorable men. About how there were none left, except for you, and you were going to get yourself killed for your trouble."


  "He didn't know me the way he thought. I have my bad moments like anybody else."


  "He was funny some ways, Garrett. Besides having crotchets about you, he was always honest with his daughter."


  "Meaning?"


  "Meaning I was never in doubt what he did. Unlike most females near his kind. As far back as I can remember, he told me all the hows and whys and wheres and dirt that makes the business go. I never thought anything was strange till he sent me off to school. Then I got embarrassed. I lay awake nights. I prayed my little heart out. Then I found out all the other girls were embarrassed by their fathers too, and half of them made up the most outrageous stories to explain why. . . . I realized that no matter what my father did, he did love me. And that was more than most of my classmates could say."


  Cue the violins, Bunky. The kingpin was a loving dad. When they were totting up the score at the gates to hell, he could tell them, "I done it all for my little girl."


  Chodo was the next thing to dead, and still he kept surprising me. "Belinda, I have to admit I admired your father—even when I hated what he was and what he did to people. But all that's something we can go into later. Right now every minute brings me nearer to the time the girl killer will have to do what he's got to do to stay happy."


  "What?"


  "Bottom line. Some people need rougher stimulation than others. That's what the Tenderloin is all about. Providing junk for the weird-stuff junkies."


  My sweet Belinda surprised me by responding in an accent neither of the street nor of the Hill. "My daddy woulda been proud a you, Garrett. Some people. . . . Some people is just sick and cain't get it off."


  "That's the heart of it, isn't it? Where's the line between what's unusual and what's unacceptable? When does weird become dangerously perverted?"


  She looked me straight in the eye. "I'll let you know."


  "Hey. . . ."


  Garrett.


  Of course the Dead Man would yank my chain right then.
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  "He wants to see you."


  Belinda looked puzzled. "Who does?"


  "My sidekick. Watch him. He's not fast on his feet, but he's sly."


  "The Dead Man?"


  "You've heard of him. That'll puff his ego."


  Garrett, do get on with it.


  "I thought I was getting on with it as good as I could, under the circumstances."


  Belinda gave me a strange look. The Dead Man sent, Your love life was not my concern. Get her in here.


  "We're a little hasty today, are we?"


  "What the hell are you doing, Garrett? Talking to the walls?"


  I wish to speak with you, Miss Contague.


  "What the hell is this, Garrett? Get the hell out of my head!"


  "It ain't me, babe. I thought you knew about the Dead Man." She wasn't heading for the door, she was pressing closer to me, a development I didn't discourage. I eased her across the hall. "I know. I know. You didn't think you'd have to deal with him. You thought the stories were exaggerated. They are, mostly. Except about how ugly he is."


  Garrett!


  "And testy. He's real testy. Like a badger with bad teeth."


  "My God! Look at that nose!" She clutched my arm. I melted. I tried to slide the arm around her, to comfort her, but she wouldn't let go. I'd have bruises in the morning.


  Garrett, take your gloating, less-than-winning personality into the kitchen. Indulge your true nature guzzling beer while the lady and I exchange reminiscences.


  "Hey! Let's not get personal."


  I went to the kitchen and sulked, indulged in my favorite food, Weider's pale lager.


  Garrett!


  Hell. Here I was barely through my fourth pint and he was rattling my chain. What did a guy have to do to relax? I stamped in there, past Belinda. She asked brightly, "Where can I find Dean?"


  "Kitchen. What do you want, Chuckles?"


  The girl is exactly what she appears to be. He was astonished, obviously. I am amazed that she is so honest and forthright.


  "So it isn't hereditary?"


  That is not what I meant.


  "What you really mean is, she didn't know a damned thing we could use. And you're thrilled about it."


  After a fashion. I convinced her that it would be in her best interest to remain here, out of sight, in our guest room, till we do something about the killer.


  "Say what?" He doesn't like women, of any species. He doesn't want them in the house to visit, let alone to hide out indefinitely. "You going through some change? Actually recommending that a female stay here?" He sure wasn't trying to do me any favors.


  It would not be the first time.


  "That depends on how you add things up."


  I would love to match wits with you, but that game has lost its savor. I want you to go see if you cannot charm either the Candy woman or the Dixie woman into spending the night here.


  "Why?" He had more faith in me than I did.


  I despair of teaching you to employ your reason. Because once you lure the potential victim close enough, I can make sure she is not out there when the killer goes hunting tomorrow night. Because then I would have two of the three most likely targets under my protection, freeing you and Captain Block to concentrate on the remaining woman.


  "Right. I've watched those two women in action, Smiley. Candy don't play and Dixie is out of my price range. Snowball-in-hell time."


  I have faith. You will find a way.


  "Right."


  This defeatism amazes me in a man who so regularly disturbs my naps with the gales of whooping and snorting emanating from his room.


  "Regularly? I can just about count on the fingers of one finger the number of times—"


  Garrett, I am dead, not stupid.


  "Yeah. Well. So maybe I underexaggerated. But I do wish I was doing half as good as you think."


  I wish you were too. You are more easily endured when—


  "Stow that. How're we going to move a bunch of women in here? We don't have—"


  Dean can see to their wants. I will see to their safety. You go to the Tenderloin, bring us back one.


  "If they're even working. You have to remember, they don't do this stuff for a living. It's part-time, for kicks. Anyway, why should we bother? Did Block catch up on his payments?"


  We came to an agreement. There are no financial obstacles.


  "Really? Nice of you to keep me posted. I hope you took him so bad he won't come around here ever again."


  I suggest you adjourn to the Tenderloin and lay groundwork.


  Is that what you call it? "But I have to—"


  Let everything else ride. Mr. Hullar will not expire if he misses his regular report on the adventures of Barking Dog Amato. I want to be right on top of this killer if he has survived. I insist.


  I was willing to arrange that, only I didn't know how to get him out there—unless maybe I hired a wagon and a dozen sturdy moving men. I could just see him dashing gallantly about town, bringing his special style of derring-do, to the dismay of the wicked and cheer of the downtrodden.


  Your brain has become a snake pit.


  "But I have only one snake pit." I withdrew, danced lightly upstairs to see how my unexpected guest was settling in. Mostly I got to watch Dean help her settle. He interposed himself like he was her maiden aunt.


  Dean had been having his rehab parties for weeks. My bedroom, which lies across the front of the house, and the guest bedroom have been done for a while, but till Dean and his pals went to work, the other two rooms had remained untouched, repositories for junk that should have gone to the basement or street long ago. The parties had gotten the room across the back set for Dean, partly. It wasn't finished. But he no longer had to sleep on the daybed downstairs when we had company. Still, his room needed plenty of work to become really habitable. The more he got between me and Belinda, the more I considered leaving the gaps in the outside walls there for him to handle himself come winter.


  "Look, what I really need to know is whatever you know about the girl called Candy. At Hullar's. I have to come up with a way to make her stay away tomorrow night."


  "I didn't work with her. I barely knew her to say hi."


  "Damn. Somehow I had the idea all you girls should know each other. I'm getting really tired of this whole thing. You can't give me anything?"


  Dean scowled, though even he realized I'd intended no double meaning. Belinda caught his scowl, raised an eyebrow—I fell in love all over again, because that's one of my own great talents—then winked when Dean wouldn't see her. "No."


  I went away wondering.
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  "Look," I snapped when the Dead Man started in on me during my report, "I did my best. I let Barking Dog drive me crazy telling me about his day so I'd have something to tell Hullar. Then I spent two hours trying to get somewhere with a dame so dizzy she thought me trying to save her life was a new pickup routine. She finally told me to screw off and die. Not exactly a boost for the ego. But I did find out that she won't be working tomorrow night. She has family obligations."


  Excellent. If we fail tomorrow, we will have her as bait next time.


  "How come you're so sure we'll have more trouble with this killer?"


  I am not sure. I am taking a page from your philosophy, looking on the dark side, expecting the worst. If nothing happens, I will have had a wonderfully pleasant surprise.


  "Yeah? I hope you get your wonderfully pleasant surprise. I'm going to bed. It was a bitch of a day."


  All that beer, in the line of duty.


  "There are limits. Stand watch. If that woman finds she can't control her urges—"


  Ha. She is sound asleep, without a thought of anyone named Garrett anywhere in her mind.


  "What is she, then? A nun? Never mind. I don't want to know. I want to sleep. Good night. Tight. Bedbugs. Bite. All that stuff."


  I made it upstairs before the summons came. Garrett! Come down here.


  Rather than prolong the pain by fighting, I went. "What?" This would have to be good.


  You did not tell me about the other woman. Dixie. At Mama Sam's. Remember?


  "I remember. She didn't show up for work. She was expected in but she didn't make it. Nobody was surprised. That was the way she was. All right? She was time wasted. But she's supposed to be there tomorrow for sure. She'll be our bait. Good night."


  Whatever questions he had, he took answers directly, without forcing me to spend more time on one of our famous exchanges. I climbed the stairs again. This time I made it all the way to my room before he prodded me. Garrett! There is someone at the door.


  Hell with them. Let them come back at a civilized hour. I settled onto the edge of my bed, leaned forward to untie my shoes.


  Garrett, Captain Block is at the door. I believe he has brought bad news but he is too excited to read reliably.


  Great. For Block I'd make special arrangements. He could come back next week.


  Nevertheless, I pried my carcass off my bed and trudged down the hall, downstairs, up the ground-floor hall to the door, peeped through the peephole. The Dead Man was right. That was Captain Block out there. I held another brief debate about whether or not to admit him. I finally gave in and unlocked the door.


  I was a tad more frank than usual. "You look like death on a stick."


  "I'm considering suicide."


  "And you came here for help? That's not one of our services."


  "Ha. Ha. He grabbed a march on us, Garrett."


  Bring him in here, Garrett.


  "Say what? You can't go talking around things tonight. I'm so tired I'm wasted."


  "Winchell. He snatched the Candy woman. Tonight. Because he knew we'd be set for him tomorrow night. Ripley was with him."


  "How do you know?"


  "I saw them. I was down there scouting out how I wanted to do cover tomorrow night. I saw them snatch her when she left work. I chased them till I collapsed. They saw me too. They laughed at me."


  "You lost them?"


  "I lost them. I'm going to kill myself."


  I told the Dead Man, "You want to let him do that now so I can get some sleep? I'll get rid of the body tomorrow."


  Nonsense. Captain Block, you must return to your barracks and turn out every man who knew Corporal Winchell or Private Ripley. Determine if any knows where either man might hide. Send squads to check those. Worry more about saving the girl than capturing the villains. A success there will endear you to the public and your superiors alike. I suggest you begin moving now. If, in fact, you do manage to overhaul the villains, do capture rather than kill them. The curse will be easier to control with its carrier still alive.


  "I tried that last time. The clown made us kill him."


  I suspect that, too, is part of the curse. Whoever cast it originally, for whatever reason—you seem to be taking an inordinately long time examining the official records—was a genius. He did not just toss off a spell that compelled someone to go forth and slaughter a certain sort of woman. He created a curse that interacts with its environment, that learns when it fails, that goes on and gets harder to overcome with time.


  Block had grown pale. "There's no way to beat it? If I do stop it today, it gets harder to stop tomorrow?"


  I can think of several ways to stop it. None are especially appealing. You can make certain the current curse-bearer dies in the presence of someone so handicapped that he cannot manage a killing. Or with a prisoner who will never be released. I am now convinced that the accursed must be kept alive while the appropriate experts study him and determine how to deactivate the curse, cantrip by cantrip.


  Alternatively, inasmuch as each transfer has been from a dead man to a living one through direct association, we might experiment with a live burial. Even better might be a live burial at sea. Perhaps entombment if we could be certain the tomb would remain unopened forever.


  "You saying the curse itself can't be stopped, only the guy wearing it?" I asked.


  That has been the situation to date. In reality, burial has just been a means of passing the problem to a subsequent generation.


  "I smell legwork."


  Indeed. Much of it legwork that should have been done already. I suspect actual dismemberment of the curse will require identification of the sorcerer who cast it and a clear picture of circumstances surrounding the casting. Motive may be as important as means. Knowing why the curse was created could provide a clue as to how to get at it, where to start unraveling it.


  I told Block, "I'll bet he's been thinking this way since the first time you came around. And you've been sloughing off the research on account of it seemed like too much trouble."


  He didn't argue and neither did the Dead Man.


  I said, "Whatever's happening now, I'm not involved. I've got sleep to catch up on."


  Block opened his mouth.


  "Don't start on me, Captain. How many times do I have to drag your ass out of the fire before you're satisfied? You have the same equipment I have. Old Bones here told you what to do. Go do it. Save a life. Get famous. Where's Dean? Can't he let Block out? Gone to bed? Come on." I grabbed Block by the elbow. "Do what he says. Get that research when you can. Good night." Out the door he went, sputtering.
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  I got me a few hours of horizontal, but not hardly enough. A big racket awakened me. I smelled food cooking, so it must've been around the solar dawn, though still a long way from any time when a rational being would be awake.


  For whatever irrational reason, I pulled on my pants and stumbled downstairs. I rambled into the kitchen, dropped into my customary chair. "I thought those little shit morCartha were all taken by the army for aerial scouts in the Cantard." MorCartha are a flying race, knee- to hip-high, resembling old-fashioned red devils with bat-style wings, only they're more brown than red. They're a contentious, loud, and obnoxious species possessed of no consideration whatsoever. They came from the north, fleeing thunder-lizards. TunFaire had been plagued by them till somebody suffered a seizure of smarts and hired them as auxiliaries. If they did what they were paid for, they could have a dramatic impact.


  "These come from a new wave of immigrants, Mr. Garrett." Dean handed me a cup of tea. "Or so they say. I suspect the hired tribes are returning, hoping they can get paid to leave again."


  "Likely. Why couldn't we have lived in imperial times? It's one damned thing after another. Look at all this shit. MorCartha on the rooftops. Thunder-lizards everywhere. One of those five-horned things swam the river and went crazy on the Landing last month."


  "I felt sorry for him."


  "Huh?" I cracked an eyelid, looked to my left, discovered that I was sharing the table with my houseguest. And me in nothing but my pants.


  "I felt sorry for the big stupid thing. It didn't know what was happening. It was terrified, all those little creatures screaming and throwing pointy things at it."


  "You hear that, Dean? Ain't that a woman for you? Here's a monster going berserk, stomping people to death, ripping up property, and she feels sorry for it."


  "Actually, I rather felt that way myself."


  Yeah. And so had I. And probably everyone else who hadn't suffered directly from the poor beast's fear and confusion. When you went and looked at the thing, now caught in a big pen on a vacant lot, it just seemed a big lovable puppy that looked like it had moss and lichen growing on it. I don't see how you can call something that weighs in at fifteen tons cute, but it was cute.


  "I guess it was good practice in case one of the big carnivores tries the same trick."


  "He always have to play hardass, Dean?"


  Come on. On a first-name basis already? The old boy drives me crazy doing that.


  "Always, Miss Belinda. Pay him no mind. He means well."


  "Dean, you checked how you feel lately?"


  "Sir?"


  "You said something nice about me."


  "This is a nice young lady, Mr. Garrett. I approve thoroughly. I'd like you two to get to know one another."


  Holy shit.


  "Ah. Yes, sir. I know who her father is. We cannot be held accountable for our choice of ancestors. I know who your father was." That was news to me, if he meant that he'd known the old man personally, back in those olden days before Pop went to the Cantard to get himself killed. "As I understand the situation, this isn't a problem. Mr. Contague, begging your pardon, Miss Belinda, is as good as dead, and the real say lies with Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler."


  "Two fun-loving boys who haven't stopped being dangerous because they've started running things by forging Chodo's signature. What're you trying to do, Dean?"


  "I'm doing what I always do, Mr. Garrett. I'm matchmaking."


  His easy admission struck me dumb. Belinda found nothing to say either. We exchanged helpless looks. I added an apologetic shrug.


  Dean said, "I've spoken with Miss Belinda extensively and find her quite your type behind her antagonistic public face."


  Belinda snarled, "Is this some kind of teamwork seduction effort, Garrett?"


  I protested, "You have to excuse him. He's got this thing about getting me involved."


  Dean didn't listen. He hummed and did kitchen work while we traded excuses and accusations, then declared, "The Dead Man is napping. Why don't you two go upstairs, make love two or three times, then finish arguing over lunch?"


  I couldn't believe Dean would say something like that. This just wasn't the Dean I knew.


  Not that I found the idea repulsive. Something about Belinda got to me.


  Belinda just sat there staring while Dean smiled, then winked. I suffered the faintly hopeful suspicion that she didn't find Dean's suggestion entirely repulsive either.


  However, this had become one of those situations where you couldn't carry forward if both of you were randier than a cat in heat.


  I said, "You're pushing your luck, Dean. I'm going back to bed. I'm sorry, Miss Contague. Please don't think ill of me because of Dean's presumptions."


  I thought Dean was going to break out laughing. Was this some scheme to sabotage all hanky before it turned into panky?


  Belinda didn't say anything. As I fled I thought I detected the faintest look of disappointment.


  You know how it goes. As soon as I was alone and the risk of her reaction was no longer part of the equation, I stared at the ceiling and entertained regrets while Belinda Contague grew more attractive by the moment, any warts magically fading.


  An incurable romantic. That's me.
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  I was about to head out and see what Block had accomplished. Or had not, as was more probable—though the fact that he hadn't been back did seem promising. Belinda came bounding upstairs. "Can I go?"


  "No."


  "Hey!"


  "There're people out there looking for you. I don't think your continued good health is uppermost in their minds. And the way you look, we'd be in trouble before we got two blocks."


  "What's wrong with the way I look?"


  "Not a damned thing. And that's the problem. Was I to walk out of here with you right now, my neighbors would hate me for life. Also, anybody Crask and Sadler might have watching the place would be sure to recognize you. It isn't like they trust me to dig my own grave unsupervised."


  "Oh, hell!" She stamped a foot, a neat move you don't see that often. It felt rehearsed.


  "If you were a redhead, nobody would pay any attention. I mean, the uglies wouldn't. My neighbors would hate me even more. And I don't know if I could stand it if you were everything you are now and a redhead besides."


  Dean leaned out of the kitchen, behind Belinda, gave me a look that said he thought I was laying it on with a trowel.


  Belinda said, "You're laying it on with a trowel, Garrett. But I love it. I hate being cooped up. I'll see about becoming a redhead. Or maybe a blond. Would you like that?" Breakfast was forgotten.


  "Sure. Anything. I'm easy. Just don't put on a hundred pounds and grow a mustache."


  She winked. My spine turned to water. But I wasn't a complete dummy. I wondered why she was getting so nice. I suggested, "You might change your look while you're at it. Especially if the black is like a trademark."


  "Good idea." She blew me a kiss.


  I looked at Dean, who looked back and shrugged, shook his head. I couldn't tell if he meant he didn't know or didn't want to be blamed.


  I started toward the door again.


  Garrett.


  The story of my life. I can't go anywhere or do anything without everybody in range nibbling at my time.


  I stalked into the Dead Man's room. "Yes?"


  Tell Captain Block that, on consideration, I feel last night's abduction to have been that only. The Candy woman will not be murdered until tonight, at the necessary hour. If the captain has, as seems likely with him, given up searching and is waiting for a body to surface, then he is—


  "I'm on my way."


  

  


  


  I hit the street. I made the tail within a block. I took him for one of the outfit's boys, not chosen for his skill at remaining unobtrusive. Crask and Sadler wanted me to know they were watching. The really good tails would stay away till they thought I'd had time to do some serious searching.


  I'd fool them. I wouldn't look at all.


  Block wasn't hard to find.


  I went to his headquarters hoping to get word where to look and, behold! There he was, right there in the shop. "What the hell you doing hanging out here?" I demanded.


  "We didn't get anywhere last night. I had five hundred men on the street. They found squat. I called it off after midnight. Didn't seem there was much chance we'd do any good then. All the killings took place before midnight, near as we know."


  "You're waiting for somebody to find the body for you. The Dead Man said you would be."


  Block shrugged. "I'm open to suggestions. Unless you think you need another thousand marks just to open your mouth."


  "On the house this time. The Dead Man said tell you the girl is alive. They won't do her till tonight. The killer never breaks his schedule. He just grabbed her last night because he knew we'd be watching later."


  "Still alive?" Block grabbed his chin with his left hand and started kneading while he thought about that. "Still alive." More silence, more thought. "I've had all the men Winchell knew trying to guess where he'd go to hide, who he'd get to help him."


  "Probably wouldn't need anyone but Ripley."


  "Maybe not. Laudermill!"


  A staff sort of sergeant materialized. A classic of the type, his butt was twice the width of his shoulders. "Sir?"


  "Anything yet on Winchell or Ripley?"


  "Winchell hasn't contacted any family or friends. They're still checking on Ripley, but he's a negative so far too."


  I had a thought, which has been known to happen. "Maybe we could try looking on the inside." When this happens, it always startles people. This one surprised even me. "What was Winchell working on?"


  "Huh?"


  "Case-wise. Look, Block, I've been close enough to know you've been going a little farther than you're telling anybody except maybe the Prince. Looking to make a splash when they cut you loose, I figure. Whatever. I don't care. But some of your guys have been making some serious efforts to do real police work lately. Was Winchell? What was he doing? Maybe—"


  "I got you." Block held a debate with himself, showing expressions that suggested he was reluctant to let a cat get out of a bag. Finally, "Laudermill. Get me Relway and Spike. In here. Soon as you can."


  Laudermill departed with astonishing quickness for one of his bulk. He was a twenty-year man for sure, growing anxious about his pension.


  Block said, "These guys Relway and Spike were teamed with Winchell and Ripley on a decoy thing I wanted to test. They're irregulars. They're off shift now, so it might take a while to find them. I never thought to check the auxiliary operatives."


  

  


  


  The irregular Watchmen appeared sooner than Block expected, and way too soon for me where peace of mind was concerned. Neither was human. Relway was some unlikely breed that was half dwarf and fractions of several other things. He was ugly. Also, to my surprise, he seemed to be decent and pleasant, less scarred by his ancestry and appearance than I'd have guessed. He was committed to the mission of the new Watch, an apparent fanatic.


  Likewise Spike, who was a ratman. I don't like ratmen. My dislike verges on being a prejudice. I couldn't believe this ratman was for real. An honest ratman is a contradiction in terms, an oxymoron.


  Block told me, "Relway and Spike are volunteer auxiliaries till I get my budget approved. I already have a verbal commitment for funds sufficient to add four hundred undercover operatives. These two will direct one of the companies, down where they'll be taking you."


  Scary stuff, secret police. Great crimestoppers to begin, maybe, but how long before Block's ambitious Prince discovered that they could be employed to root out persons of doubtful political rectitude?


  Sufficient unto the day. . . . "So let's find out about our boys."


  Block questioned Relway and Spike. They did know of a place where Winchell and Ripley might be hidden. It was a hole they'd scouted while scoping out their operation. They hadn't used it, but that wouldn't keep Winchell away now.


  Block snapped, "Garrett, you go with these two. Cover the place. Scout it out. I'll be right behind you with reinforcements." Away he flew.


  Relway and Spike eyed me expectantly, probably figuring me for a Watch officer. They were excited. They were going to be part of something big and real before they were even officially policemen.


  I jerked my head toward the door. "Let's do it!"
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  Elvis Winchell and his sidekick had guts. Relway and Spike told me about the scam they'd started before chance brought the corporal and Price Ripley up against something too big to handle.


  Their target area was the waterfront around Ogre Town. Real badlands. Winchell would wander the worst parts pretending to be drunk. Ripley, Relway, and the ratman would blend into the derelict scenery, then would jump whoever jumped Winchell.


  I admired Winchell's balls but had reservations about his methods. He'd made only two actual arrests, of two fairly inoffensive young muggers. But he'd sent a bunch of thugs home kneecapped, set to spend the rest of their lives on the victim side of the line. He felt that word would spread and the bad boys would take their business elsewhere.


  "Maybe," I said. "But I think they'd have just killed you."


  "Four of us?" Spike demanded. I was startled, not at all used to being addressed as an equal by a ratman. A second later I was amused by this discovery of my own flaw. Spike continued, "Muggers don't have a guild and they don't work in crowds. I lived in this area for years. The muggers never work in groups of more than four. Two is most common. We handled foursomes easily. Captain Block gave us the tools."


  "Maybe I'd better not pursue this. I don't think I want to know."


  "There's a New Order coming, Garrett," Relway said. "Lot of people have had all they can take. The pendulum is swinging. You're going to find people saying that if the Crown won't solve social problems, they'll take care of them themselves." The man went on, at great length, till I was ready to send him off to debate those women I'd sicced on the Dead Man that time. Relway, though he had no human blood, was determined to be a factor in TunFaire society.


  I suggested, "Maybe you're overstepping, friend. Non-humans are here only by treaty. They don't want to be subject to Karentine law, they better not claim its protection either."


  "I hear you, Garrett. And you're right. There should be one law for everyone. You're born in this city and live in this city, you should help make this city a decent place to live. I done my part. I did my five in the Cantard and took my Karentine citizenship."


  I got the message. Don't look down because he was a breed. He'd paid his dues same as me.


  I edged away from Relway. He was a committed activist. Every third sentence included "the New Order," clearly capitalized.


  Politicals make me nervous.


  Translation: they scare the shit out of me. They're weird and they believe the weird shit they say without looking at the implications of their becoming successful. Luckily, politicals are few in TunFaire, and those few are despised, outcasts.


  They ought to learn to be less threatening, like Barking Dog Amato.


  Now I saw how Relway had sublimated the anger and hatred that should result from being an unusual breed and notably ugly besides. He would keep on smiling but would restructure the world so he'd become one of its shining lights.


  Fine. Go for it, buddy. Just include me out of the revolution and its aftermath. I'm happy with my life the way it is.


  

  


  


  Relway and Spike led me to a tenement that had burned recently but incompletely. Though abandoned, its cellars remained habitable—defining habitable by liberal standards.


  I asked, "How do we find out if anybody's in there?"


  It was broad daylight. I was strutting around with two guys Winchell knew, two guys with no ability to cut any slack. They had black-and-white minds. An hour earlier Winchell and Ripley were their best buddies. Now those two were just names on the sleazeball list, scum in need of expungement.


  Relway gave the ruins the fisheye. "Spike, you're better at getting around quietly. Check it out."


  Ratmen are sneaky bastards. Spike went off like a ghost, not toward the place that interested us. Relway and I made ourselves invisible while we waited. Relway was a chatterbox with a nose a foot long. He wanted to know all about who I was and why I was interested in the case.


  "None of your business," I told him.


  In a huff, Relway said, "You could at least show some manners. You could be polite. I'll be important in the New Order."


  "I'm not polite to Block. I wouldn't be polite to his boss. I'm not going to waste polite on you and the rat. I didn't particularly want to be here. Fate keeps messing me around."


  "I hear what you're saying. Same shit happens to me. Maybe more, looking the way I do."


  "Nothing wrong with the way you look," I lied. "There's the rat. What's he signaling?"


  "I think he means they're in there. He wants to know what we do now."


  "What we do now is wait for Block. I got a feeling this Winchell is nasty. I'd just hate it if he got away over my dead body."


  "I know where you're coming from, Garrett." Relway waved and poked the air. So did Spike. "I'm not big on becoming a dead hero myself. I do want to see the New Order arrive. You wouldn't be the Garrett that's the investigator, would you?"


  "Probably. Why? I didn't mess up any of your family or pals, did I?"


  "No. Nope. What you're looking at is something you ain't going to believe exists. A real one in a trillion. A pervert. An honest breed who comes from a family that's never had even one member taken in for questioning." His tone was challenging, and deservedly so, because my attitude reflected the general prejudice. What was embarrassing was that it wasn't a prejudice I really felt.


  "We're off on the wrong foot here and it's mostly my fault, Relway. It isn't personal. I've been in a foul mood since I got up. I usually save my venom for the ratmen."


  "You're weird, Garrett. Here comes the man." He meant Block. Evidently Block was held in high esteem in some quarters.


  


  


  


  48


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Block still held me in high enough esteem that he sought approval before he moved. "The place is surrounded. Gonna take some doing for anybody to get out."


  "Dead Man says take them alive if you can. The curse probably can't transfer while they're still alive."


  "They?"


  "Part must be touching Ripley somehow. Or Winchell, whichever isn't the primary carrier."


  "Yeah. Got you. I guess there's no reason to stall anymore. Might as well do it."


  A thought had wormed through my head several times lately. I'd pushed it out over and over. It came back again. I was going to be sorry, but, "I maybe ought to go with the first rush. The girl will recognize me. If I let her know it's a rescue, we can maybe keep the panic level down, maybe save ourselves some people getting hurt."


  "That's up to you. You want to go, go. I'm giving Relway first shot. Tell him what you're doing, then don't give him no grief while he's doing his job. He's better than any of my regulars."


  "Right." I joined Relway. "I'm going in with you. The girl knows me."


  "You armed?"


  "Not for blood." I showed him my headknocker.


  He shrugged. "Don't get in the way of the real cops."


  What a straight line. It was all I could do to avoid temptation.


  Relway's storm group were armed up to take a town from a Venageti Guards division. I hoped they'd had some experience along those lines. They hadn't had any training since.


  "You figure to face that much trouble?"


  "No," Relway said. "But this bunch will be ready for whatever trouble they do find."


  "Good thinking. No way you can get chewed out for not being ready when you go in ready for everything."


  Relway smiled. "There you go."


  I looked across the street. Spike was restless. "Things always get more real at moments like this."


  "You had it that way down there?"


  "Worse. Lots worse. I was a scared kid then."


  "Me too. You ready?"


  "I won't get any readier."


  "Follow me." He took off. Garrett the white knight pranced the cobblestones a step behind, followed by a half-dozen uniformed champions of justice who had no idea how to accomplish what they'd been ordered to do. They hadn't joined the Watch to capture madmen or protect TunFaire from villains.


  The ratman had a tiny basement window scouted. As we arrived, he dived through, wriggling, his hideous naked tail lashing behind him. I think that's what gets me about ratmen. The tails. They're really disgusting.


  "After you," Relway said as that tail slithered inside.


  "What?" That window was too small. It wasn't meant to pass a body. It was as big as it was only because some small-timers had worked on it so they could get inside and clean the place out. Of what, I can't imagine.


  "You said you're the hero she knows."


  "Shit." And I did volunteer for this.


  I flopped on my belly and shoved my feet through the window. The ratman pulled. Relway shoved. I popped through, hit the floor, stumbled over a loose brick, muttered, "Where are they?"


  "Back where you see the light," Spike whispered. That made him real hard to understand. Ratmen have trouble enough talking without whispering. Their throats aren't made for speech. "You cover while we get more men down." This ratman had spent a lifetime dealing with humans. He hadn't hidden himself away from the mainstream, content to live in society's cracks, taking only what no one else wanted. My respect for him rose.


  I readied my headknocker, advanced toward the light, which leaked around a poorly closed door. I wondered why Winchell and Ripley hadn't either attacked us or made a run for it. Seemed to me we were making an armageddon sort of racket.


  All of a sudden I had three guys behind me and Relway telling them, "We've got the other way out covered. Let's do it. Garrett?"


  I took a deep breath and hit the door. I hurled myself at it, expected to demolish my shoulder.


  The door collapsed. I didn't know my own strength. I was a regular Saucerhead Tharpe. I tore it right off its hinges.


  I collapsed after two staggering steps over a footing of broken bricks.


  Elvis Winchell and Price Ripley were hard at work snoring on beds of sacks and rags. Evidently carrying a curse was exhausting work. The only open eyes around belonged to Candy. She responded to my entrance but not in any wild display of joy.


  Hell. She didn't know why we were there. For all she knew, we were pals with Winchell and his sidekick. I stumbled to my feet. "We're the rescue crew." Winchell and Ripley had begun to respond, finally. Relway bopped Ripley over the head before the poor guy could get his eyes open. Relway wasn't having any trouble with the footing. He looked positively graceful.


  Spike had less luck putting Winchell back to sleep. Winchell evaded his blows, scooted away, his eyes trying to sparkle green. Maybe he didn't quite have the hang of it yet.


  Gods, he looked awful. Like he'd aged fifteen years in the time since he'd helped bring in the villain Downtown Byrd had given us. Ripley, too, looked bad, but not nearly as bad as Winchell.


  "Rescue crew? You sure? You look more like a circus act."


  Spike and two Watchmen were chasing Winchell. Winchell wasn't cooperating at all. Relway and the other man were stuffing Ripley into a big sack.


  Block appeared at the other entrance to the cellar, was careful not to place himself in extreme danger. I called, "Hey, Captain. This one don't need rescuing. She's got it under control already."


  Candy said, "You're the guy who's been hanging around Hullar's." I cut the cords binding her ankles. They were nice ankles. I hadn't noticed how nice before. I'd been entranced by all the nice stuff higher up. "Garrett?"


  "That's me. Trusty knight-errant. Invariably refused and abused for trying to warn people that they're in danger."


  "Watch the hands, boy. I've heard about you."


  Ripley was headed for the street now, out of it, but Winchell was putting up a fight, even though Relway and Spike, working together, had a sack over his head and arms. Neither Relway nor Winchell was in uniform. Having been employed, both had been able to afford reasonably nice civilian clothing. Vaguely surprised, though, I noted that Winchell used a rather heavy-looking piece of rope for a belt.


  "I've heard about me too. Sometimes I don't recognize myself. What did you hear? Obviously not that I'm a prize."


  Spike, Relway, and the gang managed to get Winchell tipped over and all the way into the giant sack. Relway got busy tying it shut.


  "Prize pig. You remember a Rose Tate?"


  Relway kicked the flopping sack. "Better than a cell on wheels," he told nobody in particular.


  "Ah, sweet Rosie again," I said. "Yes. Let me tell you about Rose. This is a true story that you'll believe if you know Rose and will call a fairy tale if you don't." I had time. The boys seemed to be getting along fine without me. Just to make sure I didn't lose my audience, I became totally inept at untangling and cutting. Relway and the boys started dragging Winchell toward the door. Winchell writhed and cussed all the way. He wasn't alone in that sack. In fact, green butterflies fluttered around the basement, confused, more worried about the single candle burning than anything else. Again I wondered what the butterflies had to do with anything, if they did. Maybe they were just something like a skunk's spray.


  Then there was just Candy and me, and she didn't seem distressed by my lack of haste as I talked about Rose Tate. In fact, I started looking around for the knives I'd seen at the Hamilton place while I talked. In the back of my mind was a curiosity about how she knew Rose. When I finished my story I asked, "How'd you come to meet Rose?"


  "You have a good idea what's going on with me? I know you've been asking around. Hullar told me."


  "I was just trying to keep you from having a date with the guy they just hauled out of here. He likes to whittle on rich girls."


  "I got that part. I guess maybe I should thank you for not letting him eat my liver."


  "That would be nice." I finally found the knives under the mess Winchell had been using for a bed. I didn't want to touch them, but supposed they'd be harmless as long as Winchell was breathing.


  "Thank you, Garrett. And I do mean it. I get real sarcastic when I'm scared." Notice how we weren't talking about how she'd met Rosie? I didn't.


  "You must be scared shitless all the time when you're down to Hullar's, then." That was how she was known there. As a sarcastic bitch.


  "You're going to ruin your chances, Garrett."


  I made a sound like a steam whistle. "You're beautiful, but I'm losing interest fast. In fact, I'm beginning to wonder why I wasted my time here. Your personality is sabotaging the advantages nature gave you."


  "Story of my life, Garrett. I make a point of shoving my foot into my mouth whenever things start going good. I'm predetermined to fail, that's what my mother says. All right. I promise. I'll try. Thank you. You saved my life. Other than the obvious, what can I do for you?"


  Block appeared in the doorway and stuck his oar in. "What are you up to down here, Garrett?"


  "Looking for stuff."


  "Find anything?"


  "Yeah. Those knives. The Dead Man said we should break them."


  Block came a couple steps closer, looked at the four naked blades. "Is it safe to mess with them that way?"


  "Winchell and Ripley still healthy?"


  "Yeah."


  "Then they're safe. Unless you go sticking yourself."


  He made a rude sound, took the knives. "I'll bust them up right now." He left.


  I told Candy, "Other than the obvious, which is less obvious than you think, you can come to my place and talk to my partner. He's the brains of the outfit. He wants to see you."


  "He some kind of freak? Can't come see me?"


  "He's handicapped." I hid my grin. Nobody is handicapped like the Dead Man is handicapped.


  We climbed out of the cellar. Candy never stopped yammering. I did gestures of defeat, tried to introduce her to Block formally so she'd know who got official credit for her rescue. It didn't sink in. She was chattering at me. He was interested only in breaking the knives, which he accomplished thoroughly, cracking each into four pieces. "That ought to take care of that." Block was puffed up and happy.


  Pride goeth before, I told myself. "Better make sure they don't have anything else off that bum. We don't know it's the knives carrying the curse."


  "We burned the bum and everything he was wearing. Now we'll burn these. . . . Yeah. Right. Not before we can do something about the curse."


  "Later." Candy was still after me. I said, "Woman, I'm not going to keep on. I don't do masochism. But do walk along with me, see my partner. My place is right on your way home."


  I paused to stare at the captives. Both were lost inside burlap sacks. Winchell's seethed. Ripley's did nothing, but left me with an uncertain frown. A little bitty thing like a clothes moth fluttered away while I was looking.


  Meantime, Candy demanded, "How do you know your house is on my way home?"


  "I admit I haven't figured out who you really are yet. But I do know you come off the Hill. Rich girls are the only kind this killer liked. So if you're going to go home and hide out from the real world and tell yourself how lucky you were and forget all this and treat the lower—"


  "You an Acmeist? Or an Anarchist?"


  "Huh? You lost me." But I hadn't lost her. I was heading home and she was tagging right along. The Dead Man would be pleased.


  "They're crackpot underground groups, Garrett. There are dozens of those. Pointillists. Deconstructionists. Calibrators. Avatars, Atheists, Realists, Post-Moderns. The way you were going on. . . ."


  "I don't have anything to do with politics, mainly in hopes that politics won't have anything to do with me. It's my considered, cynical opinion that, no matter how much we're overdue for a change, any human-directed change will be for the worse, to the benefit of a smaller and more corrupt ruling class." At that moment I saw the face of the next fad: revolution. "Meantime, do you have a name? A real name?"


  All those ists would have as their troops poor little bored rich girls.


  "Candace."


  "Really? You're using your real name?"


  "Might as well. Nobody ever used it but my brother. He died in the Cantard last year. He was a cavalry captain."


  "I'm sorry."


  "I'm sorry, Garrett."


  "Huh?"


  "You lost somebody there too."


  I got it. "Yeah. Not like it's a unique experience, is it? So what do most people call you?"


  "Mickey."


  "Mickey? How did they get Mickey out of Candace?"


  She laughed. She had a wonderful laugh when she was doing nothing but being happy. I could feel myself becoming distracted. "I don't know. From my nanny. She had pet names for all of us. What?"


  I was chuckling. "You wakened a memory. My little brother. We called him Foobah."


  "Foobah?"


  "I don't know. My mom. She called me Wart."


  "Wart? Yeah. I can see that." She danced away, pointed. "Wart! Wart!"


  "Hey! Knock it off." People were staring.


  She did a pirouette. "Wart. The famous investigator, Wart." She laughed, took off running.


  She ran because I started after her. She could run pretty good. She had the legs. They were such nice legs, I didn't try too hard, just floated along enjoying the view.


  That started when we weren't far from home. It swept into Macunado Street, so I caught up, said, "Couple blocks up that way. This is my neighborhood. People know me."


  She laughed as she fought for breath. "Yes, sir, Mr. Wart. I'll maintain your dignity, Mr. Wart." She was still laughing and giving me a hard time when Dean opened the front door.
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  Belinda was in the hallway. She scowled at Candy. Candy scowled at Belinda. Wasn't any doubt they recognized one another. Candy gave me one last jab. "Did you know his nickname is Wart?"


  "Dean," I growled, "bring refreshments to the Dead Man's room. Also smelling salts in case I bop this one over the head." I had a problem suddenly. I was caught between two gorgeous women, both interesting, each eyeing the other like a cat fixing to sharpen her claws. On me.


  I was out of practice but remembered how my luck ran. When the fur started flying, most of it would be mine. They'd be happy to gang up on me.


  I heard a noise from the small front room and suffered the inspiration of my life. I popped in there before Dean's latest stray made cover. It was a little furball so friendly that even I, if pressed, would've admitted it was cute. I darted back into the hall, where the ladies were exchanging killer stares. I got that kitten purring. "I guess you guys know each other." I told Candy, "She's hiding out here. From the killer." I told Belinda, "The killer snatched her last night. We just rescued her. I brought her by to talk to the Dead Man."


  "I figured. I'd heard she'd been taken." She looked at the kitten without that sparkle kittens ignite in the eyes of their fans. Damn. Inspiration wasted.


  "Aren't you sweet," Candy cooed.


  Great. Halfway there, anyway. "Why don't you hold him while I check in with my partner?" She hadn't reacted to me calling him by name. I played pass the kitty, headed for the Dead Man's door. As I neared it, Candy jumped, frowned in that way people do when first they hear from His Nibs direct.


  I stepped inside. "You see what I got out here? Any special way you want to handle her?"


  Just bring her in. He was vastly amused by something. I could guess what. Two women. Me panting shamelessly, trying to conjure some way to have my Belinda and Candy too. This will be a true test of your fabled charm. Especially as both women have been forewarned by your old friend Rose Tate.


  "Make fun of my misery."


  Prepare her. She is under a great deal of stress still. My appearance may be too much for her as a surprise.


  I thought she was handling her stress pretty well, taking it out on me.


  The kitty thing did work. The women were together now, examining the cat but talking about Candy's adventure. I said, "He wants you to come in now. I need to warn you, he's not human. Don't be too startled when you see him."


  Candy didn't seem surprised. "Is he real repulsive? Like an ogre?"


  "No. He's just fat, mostly. And he's got a big nose."


  "He's a sweetheart," Belinda said.


  "Who is?" I demanded.


  "Can I take Josh with me?" Candy meant the kitten. Named already. Belinda nodded, never consulting me.


  "All right," I said, as though anyone cared what the owner thought in his own home. "Good idea." The cat could be a focus for some good feelings, good thoughts, when those might still be pretty hard to touch.


  Candy went into the Dead Man's room. She didn't start screaming.


  Belinda remarked. "I really do think you may be one of the good guys, Garrett."


  "Huh?"


  She waved a hand like she'd heard things about me she didn't want to repeat in my presence. I was baffled. How much could those two have said while I was with the Dead Man?


  Women. Go figure them.


  Belinda took my arm, cuddled up to my side. "It too early for you to take me to the kitchen and buy me a beer?"


  We found Dean putting the final touches on a hot meal. "What's this?" I asked.


  "You need to eat. And the young lady you brought home obviously hasn't had a decent meal for some time."


  Food is serious stuff to Dean. If he had his way, every meal would be a production. He's appalled by my attitude, that food is just fuel—though I do enjoy good food when I eat it. I just won't go out of my way or spend any extra. Call me a savage.


  I drew beer for Belinda. She said, "I've been thinking about my problem with Crask and Sadler."


  "Good." I hadn't had time.


  "Can you get the door, Mr. Garrett?" Dean asked. An impressive amount of racket had broken out there. "I can't interrupt this."


  "Sorry," I told Belinda.


  She just smiled and winked.
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  "Now what?" I groaned as I stepped aside so Block could come in. "Don't tell me you screwed up again. I couldn't stand it if you told me you screwed up again."


  "Winchell got away, Garrett."


  "I begged you not to tell me you screwed up again."


  "It wasn't my fault."


  "The hell it wasn't. You were in charge. The guy was tied up in a gunnysack. How could he get away?"


  "Some damned fool decided he wanted to take a look, so he opened the sack."


  I nearly screamed. "And the butterflies got after him and Winchell just politely crawled out and waltzed away. Right?"


  "Right."


  "What I ought to do is take you and this other damned fool and tie you both up in a gunnysack and dump you in the river."


  "This other damned fool is Prince Rupert. And he's been quite good about not trying to shift the blame."


  "Well, good-ee. I'll cheer when he's crowned. So what? Why're you here bugging me?"


  Block sneered. "I'm not. I want to see your partner. He's done well guessing what the killer will do."


  "Because he has a diseased mind too. I'm sure he knows you're here. He has somebody with him right now. Just hang out in there." I indicated the small front room. "He'll call you. I'm having lunch." And you're not invited, you incompetent sonofabitch.


  I sat down opposite Belinda. "Why don't we kiss off TunFaire? Why don't we get married and run off to the Carnival Islands and open a fortune-telling booth?"


  "That's an interesting proposition. What brought it on?"


  "The Watch let the killer get away. That madman is back on the street and he's got eight or ten hours to play his little prank."


  "But if Candy and I are here—"


  "He'll kill somebody else. He has to kill somebody."


  

  


  


  Somehow, like it or not, my house became the tactical headquarters of the hunt for Elvis Winchell. By sunset Prince Rupert had made himself a guest. I couldn't keep him out, but I was a hardass about his yes-men. Jumped in there with a ferocious, confrontational smile and said, "Your lordship, I haven't the facilities to serve all those men." When he wasn't instantly offended enough to holler for the headsman, I went so far as to suggest, "Their numbers are attracting attention." It was way late, but the night people were out there and they were noticing the crowd.


  We compromised. He didn't bring anybody inside.


  This Prince Rupert was the first royal I'd met. What I saw didn't impress me either way, though later the Dead Man did blather on about the good intentions he'd found in the man's mind. At that time I wasn't in one of my better moods, so just remarked that the road to hell was paved, and so forth.


  

  


  


  The sun hadn't yet risen when word came that they'd found Emma Setlow, aka Dixie Starr, in the usual state. The troops had arrived while the ritual was winding down. Winchell had taken another successful powder but his helper had been captured. The knives had been recovered.


  "Knives?" I asked. "What knives? We already broke the knives."


  The knives in question turned out to be plain old kitchen knives, not the best for the job they had done.


  The Dead Man observed, I suspect we will find that the knives were not the vehicle for the curse.


  "Hell," I muttered, "I had that figured. Winchell wouldn't still be on the hoof if they were."


  The knives are broken, shattered, but the curse goes on.


  "Cute. What about the guy they caught?"


  The helper was a retarded ratman (an oxymoron again) who admitted he'd been baby-sitting Dixie since her kidnapping, which had taken place well before the snatch on Candy. Meaning Winchell had decided to stock up on brunettes. After he had escaped from Block and the Prince he'd just run off to where he'd had Dixie stashed.


  I muttered, "I don't like this. This Winchell sounds too damned smart."


  "Winchell?" Block sneered. "Winchell needs help tying his shoes."


  It is the curse, gentlemen. This time around—meaning this return to the world—it has reached some critical stage of growth. I suspect it would not be false to state that it has reached a point where it has begun to teach itself, not just to learn in the slow way a dog does, through numerous repetitions. It might behoove us to consider the horror of the possibility that it may develop an ability to reason.


  "Wait a minute. Wait a minute. A curse makes your cow go dry or gives you shingles or makes your kid crosseyed. It isn't something that—"


  In the world of your village charm seller, you are correct. Probably no sorcerer alive today could cast this spell. But this spell comes down from a time when giants walked the earth.


  Giants were walking the earth right outside. Well, within a mile, anyway. But I didn't argue. One of the earliest lessons I learned about dealing with Old Bones is: don't get him going on the good old days. "Giants? Well, maybe. But we're here to develop a strategy."


  Considering the Prince and Captain Block, that strategy would be as much political as it was aimed at removing a major villain from the streets.


  The Dead Man agreed with me. Winchell will keep as short a profile as possible but he will not be able to remain hidden. He may be able to do without a helper, but his need to kill is on a short and shortening cycle. Six nights from tonight he will have to kill again. Inasmuch as Miss . . . Altmontigo . . . has been rescued, he will have to develop his next victim from scratch—assuming we can keep our two houseguests isolated. That he sent to me alone. Our guests didn't need to know we had anyone special squirreled away. He will be hunting. If he manages to get his victim without help this time, he will still have to recruit helpers. He cannot stop killing and he cannot stop the circle of death growing smaller every time, so that he has to kill sooner.


  "Whoa! Whoa!" Block said. "There a point to all this yammer?"


  Yes. Winchell's financial resources cannot be vast. Counter his recruiting efforts by offering a substantial reward for his capture.


  "Who's Miss Altmontigo?" I asked, regretting it before I finished speaking. Yet I wondered why he'd hesitated that instant, before and after. Because of Block and the Prince?


  Candy to you. Or Mickey.


  One very unsettling point here. The Altmontigos are an ancient and honored family from the highest heights of the Hill. What was I getting into? I had a royal prince and as high-toned a young woman as could be found visiting at the same time? Not to mention I was giving shelter to a princess of the underworld.


  All of that meant notice. I don't like being noticed by people with that kind of power.


  

  


  


  The arguments went on and on. Dawn came and went. I said the hell with it. I wasn't contributing anything and wasn't hearing anything useful to me. What suggestions I did make were ignored. So let the great powers scope things out their own way. After they screwed up and looked like complete fools, I could lean back smugly and tell them they should've listened to me in the first place.


  I stopped at the foot of the stairs. Belinda was up there. Candy was up there. Dean was on the daybed in the small front room again.


  That damned kitten started rubbing up against my ankle, purring, trying to get in good. I picked him up. "Little buddy, first thing in the morning you get to learn a valuable lesson. You can't get by on cute and the kindness of strangers. You're going to hit the street."


  The cat purred. And somebody pounded on the door.
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  I didn't get in any hurry. I ambled toward the front door wondering if I couldn't booby-trap the front steps, putting in something where if you didn't trip the secret safety you got dumped into a bottomless pit.


  Wonderful idea but, unfortunately, not really practical. The practical thing to do was ignore the door. Only most people who want to see me know I have that habit and know that I'll storm to the door eventually if they just raise hell long enough.


  This little nightmare visitor was one neglected subject slash coconspirator name of Barking Dog Amato. Just what I needed in the middle of the night. Well, morning. It had turned morning when I wasn't looking.


  "I didn't wake you up, did I?"


  "No. Me? I haven't been to bed yet. I was just heading there. It's been a nasty day in a nasty week in a nasty month."


  "The girl killer? I heard there was another one."


  "That's on the street already?"


  "Word gets around when people are interested."


  "I guess. Come back to the kitchen." I jerked a thumb at the Dead Man's door. "Your old pal Block is in there cooking up something with His Nibs." I settled Amato at the kitchen table. "Beer?"


  "Sure."


  "What's up?" I asked as I drew two.


  "Well. . . . It's an imposition, I know. I got up, it was raining out, I was sick of doing signs and handbills. So I got out and started walking. My feet brought me here."


  What the hell? I didn't need sleep. Who needs sleep when you lead a righteous life? "Some leftover apple pie here. Want some?"


  "Sure. I don't get much decent food. What did you think the other day?"


  "You made a hell of a start. I didn't get to see it all, though."


  "I noticed you disappeared."


  "Not by choice. Some of Chodo Contague's thugs came around, told me the man wanted to see me."


  "I thought I saw some of those guys just before you disappeared."


  "You know Chodo's people?"


  "Not by direct experience, thank heaven. But I've watched the outfit for years, gathering information. They haven't tried to profit at my expense yet, but when they do, I'll be ready."


  Which meant what? There was someone inside the outfit who suffered from mercy and tolerance? Not hardly.


  Belinda walked in. Candy was right behind her. Neither was formally attired. Barking Dog immediately proved that he wasn't all crazy. His eyes bugged. He drooled. If the moon had been up, he would have howled at it. He squeaked, "Who are these lovely ladies, Garrett?"


  "They're involved in the serial-killer thing. This one is Belinda and this one is Candy. Guys, this is Kropotkin Amato."


  Belinda wasn't impressed but Candy practically jumped out of her underwear. She just had to ask: "Barking Dog Amato?" Looking me right in the eye, "Sas's father?"


  In two blinks Amato was a changed man. "Sas? Like in a nickname for Lonie? You know Lonie Amato?"


  Belinda caught on, grabbed Candy's hand. Candy was chalk pale but, apparently, Belinda's move wasn't fast enough to stifle her. She said, "Sure. We work with Sas. Don't we?" So, I thought. You girls have wasted the night away having a hen session upstairs. I hoped a guy named Garrett hadn't played too prominent a role.


  Barking Dog said, "Lonie is my daughter. Not many people know. . . . I haven't seen her since she was five. My wife. . . . She never believed in what I was doing. She thought I was crazy. Maybe I was. Maybe not. It didn't matter. She took off. With Lonie. You know Lonie? You really know Lonie?"


  Even crackpots get to shed their tears.


  The girls didn't know what to say. I waved them off. I said, "Old buddy, I guess I owe you a little confession. The reports we've been doing? They've been going to your daughter through Hullar. Yeah. He was a nominee but not a villain."


  "Lonie? Really? You know my daughter, Garrett?"


  "I've seen her, that's all. I don't know her."


  "Is she all right? Tell me about her. Tell me everything."


  "I'm going to break your heart, old buddy. I can't. We get along and we've worked some things together, but you aren't my client. Hullar is, for your daughter. I can't tell you anything unless they say it's all right. I will tell you that she's healthy. She ain't up in the world, but she's a long way from down. You want to know more, I'll see what Hullar says."


  Belinda said, "I've changed my mind. You're a real shit, Garrett."


  "What if I was working for you? Would you want me telling your business without permission?"


  She grumbled. She made noises. She understood. Barking Dog might well be enthusiastic about news of his daughter, but would the daughter be eager to have him intrude upon her life?


  Lonie's wishes had to be consulted.


  Barking Dog reached that conclusion too. Maybe faster than I did. He said, "Garrett, you talk to her. See if she'll meet me. You work that out, where I can see her, I'll be your slave for life. Anything you want, it's yours. I loved that girl. And I haven't seen her since she was practically a baby."


  Belinda and Candy looked at me like they expected pearls of wisdom to drip from my lips, as though with a wave of rusty knight's blade all could be made right between Barking Dog and his long-lost child. There was a lot of sentimental emotion floating around. If I was going to gain any ground with either of these beauties, I was going to have to play for the reunion.


  I'm a cynic. I admit it. I had to do it to maintain my chances. No way was I going to waste my precious time on that out of sentiment. I'm one of the hard guys. You can't get me with that mush.


  I hoped Amato's heart didn't break when he found out what his daughter did.


  Hell, I didn't know what she did. Did I? She danced for Bishoff Hullar. That didn't make her a whore. Anyway, that wasn't any of my business.


  I said, "I don't want to be impolite, guys, but I really am beat. I've been hustling all day. You ladies want to stay up, talk to Mr. Amato, that's fine with me. Make sure the front door is locked when you go to bed. What that means is, one of you has to stay up till Mr. Amato and those clowns in there with His Nibs leave."


  The Dead Man proved that one of his brains had room left for me while he entertained royalty. You need not concern yourself, Garrett. I suspect that I will not get rid of this prince short of being so rude he hauls us up on charges. I am confident Dean will be awake in ample time to see our last guest out. Do get some sleep.


  That didn't sound good at all. He isn't kind to me unless he has plans for me. If he wanted me rested, he meant to run me into the ground later.


  I patted Amato's shoulder. "Talk to the girls. I'll see about your daughter."


  Two minutes later I was between the sheets. I killed the lamp and was unconscious before my head hit the pillow.
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  The Dead Man ran me into the ground for days. I got to do all the legwork Block's men were supposed to have done already.


  Actually, they had gathered all the relevant records into one room in the Chancery cellar. They just never got around to doing anything with the documents. So I got to winnow and collate—where I could. I had to bring in help with the older documents, which were recorded in the abandoned Odellic alphabet and wouldn't have been readable anyway because the language has changed so much.


  While I goofed off days and spent profligate evenings in the Tenderloin, Block hunted Winchell and tried to avoid public notice. Word was out that he was the man charged with ending the killings. It was also out that he wasn't having much luck. The scale and scope of the mess were getting exaggerated. The precursors of hysteria filled the air—which made no sense because people get murdered every day, curse or no curse.


  I think Block's mistake was offering a reward for Winchell, despite that being the Dead Man's idea. That focused attention. Attention got the poor fool working on an ulcer. His buddy Rupert couldn't shield him from all the high-ranking dolts who just had to explain to him the best way of doing his job. The Prince himself was guilty of forgetting they were after a killer who was a bit out of the ordinary.


  "Tell the man," Block grumbled. "He don't listen to me."


  "Getting disenchanted?"


  "Not yet. But close. I can still realize that he's got his own problems and that's why he can't give us more help. It's just a tad irritating when he shuts out whatever he doesn't want to hear, though."


  I shrugged a cynic's shrug. I had no faith in his prince.


  So Block made excuses for him. "He does have enemies, Garrett. Plenty of people think TunFaire is just dandy the way it is now. Mostly they're people whose fortunes would suffer from an outbreak of law and order."


  "If it isn't law and order it'll be an outbreak of something." The signs were growing stronger. "I ran into some old ladies who want to demolish all the breweries, wineries, and distilleries."


  "That's going too far."


  "I tried to tell them. I said, ‘There is no civilization without beer. Beer is the lifeblood in the veins of society.' They wouldn't listen."


  That put a smile on his face. "Fanatics. What can you do? We get fifty complaints a day about these religious nuts, Mississans, whatever they are." His grin meant he thought I'd invented the old ladies. I hadn't. They were working the Chancery steps a few levels above Barking Dog, crowded into a spot nobody else wanted. I wasn't worried about them. In no rational society would theirs be an idea whose time could come.


  

  


  


  I saw a lot of Amato, spending my days at the Chancery. He wasn't the same Barking Dog. The old fervor had gone. I made a point of catching him on his break. "What's happening, hey? Something gone wrong?"


  "I'm scared." He didn't beat around it.


  "Scared? You? Barking Dog Amato?"


  "Yeah. Me. People haven't really noticed yet, but they will. You did. Then where'll I be?"


  "What's the matter? What happened?" Maybe he had somebody persecuting him for real.


  "My daughter. Suddenly I'm vulnerable. When I didn't know about her, nobody could get to me."


  "You're safe. Hardly anybody knows about her now. We're not talking." I sniffed the air. What was that? Aha! Amato wasn't nearly as aromatic as once he'd been.


  "Yeah. I guess. I keep telling myself them what knows is decent folk. Then I get scared of her."


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "I snuck down to the Tenderloin. I figured she had to hang out around that Hullar's place sometimes, else how would he know to hire you. Right?" Everybody thinks he's an investigator. "So I hang out and hang out and finally I get me a look at the gal they call Sas."


  "And?"


  "She looked all right."


  "I told you that. She's got people to look out for her."


  "Now I know about her, there's no way I can get around meeting her face-to-face. And that scares the shit out of me. What do you say to your kid you ain't seen since she was this high?"


  It would terrify Sas too. When the time came. She didn't know that he was aware of her existence. I kept debating whether or not to tell Hullar. It would piss him off, but I guessed I'd better. "I understand. But don't let the stress get you. You may have a valuable mission ahead."


  "Huh?"


  "You should get out among the people. Hang around the taverns and sidewalk cafes." Plotting urban revolution isn't a poor boy's hobby. Poor folks stay too busy working to keep body and soul and family together.


  Amato shook his head. "I wouldn't fit in."


  "Sure you would. Get yourself some new clothes. Put in some time getting in touch with today's popular climate."


  "How come?" Mild suspicion. He still didn't trust me completely.


  "There's a new spirit afoot. It doesn't amount to much yet, but it could. You ought to be aware of it." I thought he could become a real force on the street if he addressed real fears and angers. Lots of people had heard of him. He was a folk hero. People did listen when he stopped talking about himself.


  He spoke largely out of imagined pasts now, but there was no reason he couldn't apply his passion to futures as yet unimagined.
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  Captain Block caught me during my chat with Barking Dog. He looked less like a Watchman than ever, though he was well-dressed. His henchmen, too, were trading uniforms for street clothing. Apparel had become a statement. Those who shed the red and blue meant to take their work seriously. The rest would become unemployed if Prince Rupert gained control of the city's police powers.


  "How's it going?" Block asked. He ignored Amato. Barking Dog pretended Block was invisible. It was a good working arrangement.


  "I've got a story. Sort of. It's not as clear as I'd like. It won't be much use. The documentation is all of the we-did-this-and-that, this-woman-got-killed, so-did-that-one, we-caught-the-villain-and-hanged-him-and-buried-him-where-he-fell variety. Not a hint how to control the curse.


  "Back then the curse didn't migrate from villain to villain the way it does now. It didn't get the chance. I think the people involved understood it better. And it wasn't as sophisticated as it is now. And the local wizards weren't always out of town. The job wasn't just up to the Watch.


  "Before the second killing round ended, everybody knew they were dealing with an accursed man who'd opened the grave of the first killer." And we, as brilliant as our forebears, had gotten that far too. Hooray.


  "They didn't do anything about it?"


  "Sure. They hanged a man and buried him where they thought he wouldn't be found. They were wrong. I'm no expert on sorcery, but I'll bet this curse has some kind of summons built in that calls till somebody hears it and sets it free. Smarter and nastier than it's ever been before."


  Block mused, "And today we can't do anything about it even if we want. We don't have anyone who can neutralize it. Because of the war."


  Yep. All our real badass wizards were in the Cantard.


  "What about your end?" I asked. You never know. He or his boys might have tripped over Winchell.


  "Not a trace. We'll have to trap him. It's set. The girl goes back to work tonight. She skips tomorrow night, works the next two nights. The extra one is in case he can hold off for a day. Your partner says he wouldn't move two days early."


  I didn't think Winchell would be dumb enough to go where he was expected at all.


  Block continued, "The only people in the place not part of the cover team will be Hullar, the dwarf, and three girls Hullar trusts with his life. There won't be no way Winchell can get to her. If he has to do it, he'll have to take the bait."


  If he had to have either Candy or Belinda. But I wasn't the least bit confident that Winchell wouldn't find other victims. Unless his girl luck was as bad as mine.


  I didn't criticize. The Dead Man had scoped out this plan. He termed it his martial-arts approach. We would lay back and let the curse betray itself. I've already mentioned his plan's obvious weaknesses.


  "Just suppose he gives it a skip and takes second best."


  "The minute we find a body, we're on his trail. Spike's hired the best ratman trackers in town. They're on call. In fact, he's got them wandering around in case they cross Winchell's track by chance."


  When everything you can do isn't enough, you do whatever you can. Give Block that. This time he was giving a hundred percent.


  He asked, "You identify the sorcerer responsible?"


  "Only to a probability. It goes way back. Farther than we thought. There's still some stuff I need translated before I can say for sure, though."


  "Goddamnit, say something for unsure."


  "Hey, temper. The oldest depositions, first time there were killings, mention a Drachir Nevets. I checked with a historian. He'd never heard of a Drachir Nevets but he did know about a Lopata Drachir of Nevetska, a real shadowy old-time superwizard who was always into it with a sorcerer named Lubbock Candide. Drachir's forte seems to have been writing curses so complicated that nobody could escape them."


  Block grunted, thought a moment, amazed me by knowing the names. He was better educated than I'd suspected. "Why this particular curse? Any hints?"


  "More shadowy stuff. Candide had a daughter."


  "Arachne."


  "Right. A major ass-kicker herself. Unless the translator was yanking my leg, both Drachir and Candide were out to win her favors and found a dynasty of witch-kings. Arachne decided she'd rather snuggle up with daddy, which pissed Drachir off mightily. Which, I'm guessing, led him to send a curse after her."


  "All that would have been way, way before the first killings."


  "Yeah. I'm thinking maybe that wasn't the real first time around, only the first that got recorded."


  "Like maybe Arachne deflected the curse earlier and buried it and didn't tell anybody."


  "Maybe." The man could think when he wanted. "It might be useful to find out if there are any extant portraits of Drachir and the Candides. Especially Arachne."


  Block grunted. He wore a faraway look. "This just won't be settled the easy way, will it?"


  "Not hardly." Heavens, the things I was going to have to talk over with the Dead Man. And him not in a charitable mood because the news from the Cantard had such a lull-before-the-storm feel. "Speaking of things not settling easily, without making a big to-do, catch a look at the guy watching us from up where the old ladies do their temperance thing."


  Block looked. "Chodo's man Crask."


  "Bingo. I'm going to trust you with something." Barking Dog had gone back to work early, not wanting to be close to a minion of his oppressors. No one would hear.


  "The other girl at my place. Belinda. Her full name is Belinda Contague. As in the daughter of Chodo Contague. She's hiding out with me because Crask and Sadler want to kill her."


  "Huh? Why?"


  "Because they did something to Chodo. Poisoned him or something. I've seen him." What the hell? Everybody lies to the police. "He's a vegetable. They just pretend he's giving the orders. Belinda knows that, which is why they want to get rid of her."


  "I think I missed something, Garrett."


  "Belinda can take them down. They have to cover their scam or lose control. I got into it because they wanted to hire me to find her for them."


  "A girl who happens to be one of the main targets of our killer?"


  That had been a problem for me, briefly. "I thought it was one damned long coincidence till I realized I was looking at it from the wrong end. From the end where we are, chasing Winchell. Look at it coming the other way. The thing between Belinda and Crask and them has been going on for months. The girl-killer thing is just something she stumbled into going somewhere else. She wouldn't have been involved at all if the other thing hadn't made her run away from home. Chance brought me into it at one point rather than another, sooner than later. The players had me chalked in for their game."


  Block looked uncomfortable. "How come you're telling me? It ain't healthy knowing too much about Chodo's business."


  "Because there's a very large and nasty man up there giving me very evil looks. He's unhappy because I haven't been busting my butt trying to find Belinda instead of noodling around with some who-cares serial-killing thing. As I recall, I'm supposed to call on the Watch if it can give me a hand. Not to mention that you might get a kick out of poking a stick into the eye of an evildoer of Crask's stature, knowing he doesn't really have Chodo behind him."


  "Tell you the truth, Garrett, I think getting Crask off the street is a grand idea." He snarled it, setting off alarms. What had I done? "But I don't have much confidence in it being a healthy idea. What's he doing?"


  "Glaring daggers. Probably thinking how nice it will be to drag me somewhere where he can do dental work on me."


  "Why?"


  "The girl. He doesn't know she's staying at my place. He hasn't seen me lift a finger to find her. Despite my having been told very plainly that it would be in my best interest to do so."


  "You're sure Chodo's out of it?"


  "Absolutely."


  "Then maybe I'll have some fun with Crask. But don't expect a lot. These people always have friends in high places."


  "How well I know," I muttered.


  Block winked. "Have a nice day." He strolled away, looking thoughtful, leaving me beached and sputtering.


  I did notice that he had friends in the crowd, mostly his auxiliaries. He'd begun to enjoy his role as honest Watchman. I wondered if he'd started turning all bribes away or only the most embarrassing ones.


  I hoped the New Order thing didn't go to his head. Truly there can be such a thing as too much law and order—though I can't foresee TunFaire ever suffering from that.


  I bade a soft farewell to Barking Dog. He was on a roll, did not have time to set his brass megaphone down. He indicated his latest report on himself. I snagged it and moved away, awaited Crask.
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  Crask was displeased with me. "What kind of creep are you, Garrett, hanging out with dogshit like Block?"


  "He's not so bad. We're old pals. Didn't you know? Sort of in business together too. The new order, like that." I couldn't get the caps in like Block's creature Relway. "Got a problem with that?"


  "I got a problem with you. You was hired to do something. You ain't doing it."


  "You're mistaken. Despite having had money forced upon me, I didn't agree to anything. Not to say I refuse the job. But I do have a couple other things to wrap before I get to it. So flutter away."


  "No. Chodo hires you, you're on the job now. It's the only job on your list."


  "Aw, shucks. Here we go. How long you known me, Crask? Long enough. You know no matter how many ugly faces you pull, no matter how many muscles you flex, I'm going to do things my way. I told you, I have things to finish first. You wait in line just like you was real people."


  "You're pissing me off, Garrett."


  "Eek." That was the idea. "I have that effect on people. Especially the kind who jump lines or think they deserve special consideration." If he was going to do anything, I wanted him to do something stupid, in public. "Look here. Look real close. I want you should see my heartfelt pain at how I'm causing you distress."


  "I come here just going to caution you gentle, Garrett. Just going to take a minute out to show you the error of your thinking, so to speak. But now I got a feeling we need to go someplace and talk."


  "You aren't half as slick as you think, Crask." That was Block, materializing out of nowhere. "Why don't we all sit down on the steps here, like we was old buddies."


  "Bug off, asshole," Crask said. "Ain't none of your business, what we're talking about."


  "Maybe you're right. But maybe I'm not interested in that." Block backed up a couple steps, settled onto the stone wall at the edge of the Chancery steps. He waved. A man stepped out of the crowd. Even I was startled. He seemed to have come from nowhere. Block said, "Well, Blinky?"


  Blinky replied, "We removed the coach. We arrested three men."


  "Well. How about that?"


  Crask didn't look at Block. He put it all on me. "What the hell's going on here, Garrett?"


  "You know as much as I do."


  Block said, "You could be going down."


  "Shit. What're you pulling?"


  Block smiled. "Times are changing, Crask. I been waiting for that to happen." He looked up at me, smile malicious. "Me and Crask go way back. Same neighborhood. Same outfit in the Cantard, to start. We share a lot of memories."


  Crask stirred uneasily. The strain in Block's voice said this was old business coming to a head. Crask's confidence was less than complete. Things did seem to be changing. "You mess with me, Block, you'll think a shit avalanche fell on you."


  "I doubt it. Like I said, times are changing. You're running out of friends. I been waiting. The day I made captain, I had a special cell fixed up in the Al-Khar. I'm looking for an excuse to put you in it, hoping you make me break all your bones putting you there. I don't know why it works out that way, but almost every prisoner who was on the Watch's top-fifty-assholes list seems to end up committing suicide. Maybe it's rough in there." He winked at me, said, "Thanks, Garrett. I'd almost forgotten what I owe this butthead."


  At the same time, Crask put on his most menacing face. "You want to be dead, Garrett? You don't mess with me like this and get out alive."


  "What do I have to lose? Weren't you going to do me and the kingpin's kid as soon as I found her?"


  "Come on, Garrett!"


  "You think I'm weak. By your standards. But do you really think I'm stupid?"


  Crask was ready to skin people alive. My plan to drive him crazy had worked. Only. . . .


  One of Block's men stepped up and bopped Crask from behind, whaling on his head with a stick that was cousin to my own. Crask didn't go down first crack. The stick man stared at his tool for a moment, astonished. Then, before Crask regained his equilibrium, Block's man whacked him half a dozen times real fast, making sure he got the effect he wanted.


  Traffic on the steps cleared back. Funny. Not one soul thought of hollering for the Watch.


  Block asked, "What do you think? Shall I put him away? Let Sadler shit a few bricks trying to figure what happened to him?"


  "You're not scared what they'll do?"


  "Not anymore." Block smiled. Relway appeared. Though I had no solid reason to think so, I feared Relway was the most dangerous creature in this New Order Watch. "We'll lock him up for a few days. Just so he'll know what it can be like."


  The show moved away from me then.


  I worried for Block. This could cause him big trouble. He might have a cell fixed up for Crask, but I couldn't see Crask staying in it, no matter what Rupert planned. The kingpin had friends everywhere. Once Sadler learned about Crask's predicament, heavyweight wheels would start turning.


  Still. . . .


  I watched Relway.


  Block was creating his own personal secret police force. Fast. Possibly with the best of intentions, but if he pulled many stunts like snatching Crask, he'd find himself riding a tiger.
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  I reported everything to the Dead Man. He was not pleased.


  "You think I am, Chuckles?"


  Captain Block has grown overconfident. His act is premature. His organization, however extensive, cannot challenge the syndicate even in transition. I cannot see his men remaining loyal through a crisis. Corruption has its own historical momentum.


  "Historical momentum?" He starts using terms like that, it's time to batten down. There's about to be a big, sententious blow.


  In the matter of Mr. Amato, his trepidation is understandable. Next time you see him, suggest he stop in and visit.


  Just a down-home good old boy, my partner. I made a rude noise. I'd spent three days burrowing through centuries past, and he showed no interest whatsoever.


  He could ignore with the best of them. In the matter of the sorcerers Candide and Drachir, it appears that we should contact appropriate experts.


  "I consulted experts already, Smiley."


  Linguists and generalists. Both names excite vague resonances but no special memories. Before my time, I fear. My opinion is that Block should have saved his special cell for our special villain.


  He was racketing around all over the place. "Probably. It'll take a tough lockup to keep whoever's wearing the curse."


  Till we get the appropriate wizards on the case.


  Suddenly the Dead Man went shy. His tenor, tentative behind a display of confidence, baffled me, if only because I couldn't conceive of any situation in which he ought to be hiding something from his senior partner.


  In the matter of Miss Altmontigo. . . . Pause like he was fixing to feed me a line of bull so feeble he couldn't expect a moron to buy it. . . . I had a visit from her stepfather. We enjoyed a turbulent session.


  "I'll bet." You know how fathers get.


  He had to face facts.


  "Meaning somebody who considers himself my partner outstubborned somebody who knew he was on this earth for only three score and ten and saw time slipping away?"


  Meaning that relentless bombardment with fact forced him to assume a cooperative stance.


  "You got to him by dropping the Prince's name." He's not so hard to figure.


  Actually, the real clincher was my observation that he no longer has any legal hold on Miss Altmontigo's person, only on her property.


  I frowned. Each time he mentioned "Miss Altmontigo" he sort of stumbled. But I turned to his point.


  For reasons unclear to me, Karentine property law assumes women don't have the sense the gods gave a goose. The law gives husbands and fathers veto powers over all transfers—even where they have no other claim on money or property. I suppose that's meant to save those silly girls from giving everything to cults and/or con men. Only a widow can execute contracts in her own name. I guess good sense rubs off in bed.


  I suggested she might get around him on the property, of which she has a great deal, inherited via his maternal grandmother, who was something of a feminist activist. He manages the property at a handsome profit to himself.


  He'd hung a lantern on the loophole. A woman of legal age can marry without permission. She could marry a dying (or dead) man who had no other heirs, making herself a quick widow. This doesn't happen too often, but when it does and there is a fortune at stake, the cases become public entertainments. Witnesses sell their testimony to the highest bidder. You can guess about the lawyers. Everything not nailed down. It ain't nailed down if they can get it loose with a prybar.


  "You're home." Belinda invited herself in, rolled her eyes skyward. "That woman. She may work at Hullar's, but she has no concept of the real world."


  I frowned a question at the Dead Man.


  A juvenile female rivalry. Ignore it.


  Sensible advice, maybe. Though not taking sides can be dangerous too, if they're really wound up.


  Belinda asked, "Did we make any headway today?"


  I told her about my day. The Dead Man didn't grouse about hearing it all again. Was my report on Drachir all that intriguing?


  Belinda became preoccupied after I mentioned Crask. Twice I had to ask, "What's with him?" before I got an explanation of the Dead Man's funk.


  "That friend of yours, the big one, came by."


  "Saucerhead?"


  "Yes. He brought some news about the Cantard. I don't think it was welcome. Excuse me." Belinda didn't like military stuff.


  "Bad news, Smiley?" I asked. "Something you didn't want to hear?"


  Your Marines have recaptured Full Harbor.


  "I told you it would be a different story." I felt me a big surge of pride. They really do get you.


  That is the least of it. Karenta has launched a general offensive on a shoestring and a prayer. Supported by morCartha auxiliaries, Karentine forces are attacking Venageti and republicans everywhere.


  "Going to be a lot of regrets going out to the mothers of a lot of Karentine heroes, then."


  A great many more will go to Venageti and republican mothers. The morCartha appear to be serving both loyally and with efficiency. If they persist, they will devour Glory Mooncalled's ability to gather superior intelligence, by harassing his scouts relentlessly. They are assuming all the traditional cavalry roles, including raiding and screening and holding. And they are doing it through the air, where neither Mooncalled nor the Venageti can touch them. They have wrested air supremacy from Mooncalled's flying allies already.


  "So?"


  Do not be thick. It may mean the war is all but over, with Karenta the winner. Assuming the morCartha remain steadfast, we will witness a slaughter. Karentine troops will be in the right place at the right time in superior numbers, supported vigorously from aloft, every time.


  "And?"


  The end of Mooncalled's dream may be the beginning of Karenta's nightmare. Victory may be defeat. Our wiser leaders may have realized that long ago. That may be why the war dragged on. When the cost of victory exceeds that of continued warfare—


  "Huh?" I was in one of my sharper states.


  You have, on occasion, commented on conditions that could arise should all the soldiers come home.


  "Oh. Sure." After generations of warfare, the economy depends on continued conflict. Whole sectors are managed by nonhumans. Peace would bring on dislocations of vast magnitude, social stress, and strife. "Call it the war that's lost by winning."


  Exactly.


  "Have we done anything to steel ourselves?"


  We are nonpolitical. Our services will be in demand always. Against fate, even the gods conspire in vain.


  That sounded like a bowdlerized quote. I didn't mention my suspicions. It does no good to call him on a theft. He's shameless.


  Belinda came back. "I've been thinking, Garrett. I need to see Captain Block."


  A scheme worthy of your father, Miss Contague. But poorly timed. I do not think I can urge this strongly enough. This is not the moment to challenge Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler. Their side of the ledger has all the pluses. And your few reliable friends are preoccupied with this traveling curse. Even so, let me suggest a few steps we might take when the time does come.


  I groaned. When we take steps, I do the stepping.


  They conversed. I waited, left out. Belinda was full of bounce when she left, having delivered a potent and promising thank-you kiss.


  "What was she planning?"


  Her scheme involved transporting me to Mr. Dotes's establishment. . . .


  "Say what? The woman is mad!" I can't move him to sweep around him, let alone push him out of the house.


  There was a certain elegant evil in her plan, he sent, rather wistfully. He did not explain. We will explore elements of it in our free time these coming days. This will require visits from numerous outsiders. Apprise Dean.


  Right. And have Dean blame it all on me even when it was obvious the whole thing was one of the Dead Man's chuckleheaded schemes.
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  So there we were, fooling around closing out one of TunFaire's worst-ever serial-killer deals, up to our ears in Watch and informants, and the Dead Man was trying to set up some scam to get Crask and Sadler off Belinda's back. I got to play gofer. Grumbling gofer. When Block didn't have anything better for me to do.


  I must admit, though, that Miss Belinda Contague's gratitude stretched the limits of imagination and, almost, those of endurance.


  We had so many villains in and out, I lost count. Most weren't your basic thug type, they were magistrates and military men and entrepreneurs and, yes, even Watch officers. Men whose vision defects had made Chodo powerful and them wealthier than they should have been. They all knew Belinda. Her birthday parties had been Chodo's annual excuse for gathering them together.


  They came. Belinda talked about Crask and Sadler and her dad while the Dead Man poked around inside their heads. Those who would line up against Belinda left with their thoughts scrambled so they'd forget having seen her.


  Saucerhead and Morley and Morley's men Puddle and Sarge hung around being insurance.


  The Dead Man was sure Winchell wouldn't go after Candy again even if we threw her out naked and gave him a big head start. Belinda offered to go dangle on the hook.


  

  


  


  Came the night. This time I was determined to stick it out till it wrapped. Block and his all-thumbs boys weren't going to screw it up again.


  I wanted out. I'd done work enough for three cases. The only up side was, I hadn't gotten pounded around, which happens too often in my line.


  Hullar's place was stuffed with picked Watchmen, most of them auxiliaries. More of the same were scattered around the neighborhood. The Tenderloin was lousy with law. The outside crew came and went, buying beer. We insiders bought more.


  Hullar leaned against the bar, told me, "This asshole with the knife is going to make me rich, all you guys in here sucking it down. You really got to catch him?"


  "We could let him do his stuff right there on your dance floor, let the mess draw the ghoul trade."


  "Touchy."


  "Can't help it." The hour was late. Tension was rising. The troops worked harder and harder to pretend they were ordinary slobs. I should've told them to lean back and take it easy. They were plenty ordinary and they had slob down pat.


  "We shouldn't be out here, Garrett."


  Hullar was right. Winchell might recognize me. Maybe the Watch was rubbing off on me instead of the other way around.


  

  


  


  Belinda came to the back room where Hullar and Crunch and I were killing time drinking. She needed reassurance.


  So did Crunch. He was put out. Relway had ousted him from behind the bar. "I could handle any whipper-snapper what went to bothering the girls, Hullar. No reason me being pushed off my job."


  "I'm sure you could, Crunch. But I'm not in charge."


  Crunch turned his glare on me. I said, "We're talking about a psycho killer, Crunch. A total crazy. You don't know him. The man behind the bar does." I hoped Relway's disguise would hold up. "If you were out there, he could walk in and cut your throat before you knew it was him. It's for your safety."


  This had played before. I was tired of it. I gave Belinda a peck on the cheek, squeezed her hand. "Getting close. Hang in there. Break a leg. All that."


  "He should've made some kind of move already, Garrett."


  I was afraid she was right. Somebody should've come to check her out, maybe tried to pick her up. I was worried too.


  An hour later the consensus had spread to the street. Something had gone wrong. Our fish hadn't bitten. Somewhere a woman was dying because. . . .


  But no one gave up playing his part.


  

  


  


  I was in the shadows, looking into the dance hall, when Sadler walked in. He looked incredibly evil. His expression grew more wicked as he spotted Belinda.


  She was dancing with a Watchman disguised as a sailor. She spotted Sadler. Momentary fire touched her eyes. Sadler headed toward her. Once he passed a certain point, everyone in sight moved. He realized he'd walked into something. Fur started flying. Steel lashed the air. I stepped out to remind the boys that we weren't killing people tonight.


  Barking Dog Amato waltzed into the place.


  There you go. We have us a rousing brawl going, everybody closing down a setup in which everybody had a specific role, including those of Hullar's girls who'd stuck around to make it look good. We have maybe twenty people screaming and yelling. We have bodies flying everywhere. And in walks Barking Dog Amato looking for his daughter. He spots me instead. He ignores the uproar. "Hey, Garrett! This's luck." A Watchman flew past him, thrown by Sadler, who was in a truly foul temper. I tried to get to Barking Dog so I could move him somewhere a little less violent. He demanded, "Where's my girl, Garrett? I come down here and come down here and hung out till I finally got me the nerve to talk to her, and when I do, I find out this Sas ain't my baby at all. Her name's Sasna Progel and all she knows about Lonie Amato is she's heard Hullar and his dwarf henchman mention the name." Another Watchman sailed by. "What're you trying to pull?"


  "We're in the middle of something now. Could you maybe step over there out of the way and hang on a minute?"


  Sadler roared my name like he'd decided I was the root of every evil he'd ever suffered. He charged.


  "Better look out, Garrett," Amato said. He headed for a corner. "That fellow don't look too friendly."


  That fellow didn't at that. He trampled Watchmen. Then he tripped over one. I planted a strong right on his temple. It put him on his knees but didn't put him out. I threw a little of everything I had while he was getting up. He got up anyway.


  I bruised some knuckles on my left hand. Then Sadler hit me back. I flew off to visit Barking Dog. Sadler came after me, ignoring all those other people giving him hell. It was like he was holding me personally responsible for his pain. He bent down to pick me up.


  Barking Dog let him have it. Which was like a bee stinging an elephant if the bee don't pick his spot. Barking Dog didn't. But he did irritate Sadler enough that he decided to hammer Amato one.


  Bishoff Hullar, strongman, popped Sadler with something that looked like a fist but couldn't have been because Sadler folded right up. Hullar breathed on his knuckles, said, "We're supposed to be looking out for a girl, not having us a good time, Garrett." He pointed.


  "I'll be go to hell."


  Winchell had decided to drop in after all. There he was making his way to the bandstand, overlooked in all the excitement. "Hey, we got a party now." Belinda eyed him uncertainly, wondering if he was the one she was supposed to fear.


  The whole place went silent.


  Winchell started moving fast.


  I yelled.


  Everybody joined in.


  It was the battle of Sadler all over again, only Winchell was tougher. The curse had made him a superman. He got to Belinda, hoisted her onto one shoulder, headed for the door. When I tried to talk him into changing his ways, he deposited me on the back of my lap under a table. Nobody slowed him down till Crunch decided to take matters into his own hands, brought up a pony keg, and politely tossed it across the room to meet Winchell's surprised face. The keg was full. Not bad for an old hairbag.


  Winchell never got his eyes uncrossed. The boys from the street came in and helped close him down. They tied and gagged him, and most of the excitement was over. He looked small and old now, like the curse was turning him into the old green-eye who'd started it all at Morley's.


  Then Belinda was all over me.


  Past her I saw Barking Dog buttonhole Hullar.


  It was a while before the excitement faded. Block arrived. He circled Winchell smugly. I told him, "You let him get away again, I'm personally going to drop you in the river with a reminder boulder tied to your toe."


  "Relway. Get him sacked up and celled up. And don't let that gag slip." Winchell looked spooky enough with his eyes glowing. Grinning, Block bragged, "Won't be no mistakes this time, Garrett. This's our future here. We're gonna be careful. We're gonna wall him up in the cell I let Crask stew in. Prince Rupert is gonna send for the wizard help we need soon as he knows we got him."


  I grumbled, hinting that I might be less than confident about the competence of a certain prince and his Watch.


  "You got any bright ideas?"


  "Yeah. I got a real special one."


  "So?"


  "I go hit the sack. You want anything else, come bug the Dead Man. Tomorrow."


  "Tomorrow afternoon," Belinda said. "Garrett's going to have to get some sleep too."


  "Huh?" Us investigators have minds like steel traps. "Too?"


  She winked. "I might let you catch a nap. If you're a good boy."


  "Oh." Block had gotten it before I did. I was suitably chastened.


  Meantime, Barking Dog was in full cry. He had Hullar and Crunch both confused and on the run.
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  I was further chastened by fate's unrelenting efforts to keep me chaste.


  Winchell had had a strong suspicion he was headed into a trap. The curse had compelled him to go anyway but had permitted him some latitude in preparation. It was smart enough to allow its steed its head when that was appropriate.


  I hit Macunado Street with visions of a wild night dancing in my head—and found my front door shattered. Dean lay in the hall about halfway dead, his stray curled inside the curve of what looked like a broken arm, crying. Belinda said, "I'll look after Dean. You find out what happened."


  I opened wide but sensed nothing from the Dead Man. That scared me. Only once before had the villains gotten in, and then they'd gotten only a few feet. The Dead Man turned would-be intruders into living statues—usually while they were still in the street. Here there was no evidence he'd been able to do anything. The invader (or invaders) had hiked straight from the entrance to the stairs.


  Had the Dead Man finally taken that long last step across to the other shore? I got no sense of his presence.


  "Go on!" Belinda snapped.


  "Be careful." I edged forward, my heart in my throat. I'm not ashamed to admit I was scared. This had the same feel I recalled going into the worst raids we pulled back when I was one of Karenta's brave young Marines. I crept along the wall to the Dead Man's door, nudged it open.


  I whirled inside, ready for anything.


  Nobody there but my partner.


  He looked unchanged, but there was a difference. I felt a tension unlike any I'd encountered before. I sensed that he was safe and awake but way too focused to spare me a thought.


  Which meant the trouble was still in the house. And he was a nightmare.


  Upstairs. He had to be upstairs. Candy was upstairs.


  But we already had Winchell. . . .


  I felt for the Dead Man, seeking confirmation. He did not respond. Of course.


  "Whoever did it is still here," I told Belinda. "And he's so strong he's fought the Dead Man to a standstill. I think he's after Candy. I'm going after him. But I'm afraid if I go upstairs he won't be there. He'll grab you and take off."


  "So check down here first." She was calm and practical. Maybe it was hereditary.


  "I guess Old Bones can hold out a few minutes more."


  "Nothing in here," Belinda said, having entered the kitchen boldly. "And the cellar door is locked from this side."


  A shriek came from above, from Candy's room in Candy's voice. "Could be bait." Something thumped the floor. It sounded like a body falling. Belinda grabbed my arm. I asked, "You reckon it's a trap?"


  "Garrett!"


  "Right. This is no time to make light." Tell me a better time.


  I told me to pretend I was Morley Dotes. This might be a job that called for Morley's legendary cool. If my honey didn't just have a guy up to play. . . . Morley's cool. I was tempted to send out for it. Only. . . .


  Only what the hell was going on here? I did my part. I got Winchell sewn up and delivered. It was time to collect my reward and ride off into the sunset. What was all this mess?


  My office was clean. I traded looks with Eleanor. That calmed me. It reminded me that I'd gotten through bad times before, that calm was my most potent weapon. "A little reason would help too, sweetheart."


  The small front room contained nothing but an odor cat haters know well. "You little shit. You blew it."


  I jammed my rain hat onto my head, set course for the kitchen. I banged around in there till I found the cheesecloth Dean bought the time he had a blue-sky idea about saving money by making his own cheese. I told him: did I want to cut financial corners, I'd do without a housekeeper. Anyway, to date we were out the cost of cheesecloth without no cheese to show. I hacked off a few yards, folded the cloth over my rain hat, and tucked the edges under my collar, front and back.


  "What in the world are you doing?"


  "Beekeeper trick. You might want to try it yourself."


  "You're insane, Garrett." But she followed my example. She even made herself crude mittens.


  I dug through drawers and poked into closets till I found my sulfur candles. "Try not to breathe the fumes once I light these things. They'll knock you on your ass."


  Belinda shook her head, muttered obscenities, but went along. "You're completely paranoid. You know that, don't you?"


  "I have been ever since I found out they were out to get me. Anyway, I couldn't stand it if you was to get butchered now."


  "You're a born romantic too."


  "That's me. The man of a thousand faces." All this was punctuated by repeated thumps and yells from above. Then the yelling stopped. The silence seemed particularly ominous.


  "I think you better get on your horse, Garrett."


  "Yeah." I checked Dean. He was doing as well as could be hoped. He had his hairball buddy to look out for him. I wished we had time to send out for reinforcements, but the silence upstairs told me I was all out of time. "White knight to the rescue. Well, it was white back before the rust set in."


  "Let's do it, Garrett."


  No style, this one. But one hell of a set of legs.
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  "Iknew it!" I moaned. "It had to be something impossible." There were butterflies on the second floor. They were big and green and unpleasantly carnivorous but blessedly few and stupid. "Watch those things. I got a feeling if they nip at you it could spread the curse the way mosquitoes spread yellow fever." People in TunFaire didn't generally know that, but in the islands you learned from the natives. If you were smart enough to listen when they told you something.


  "So light some candles."


  Belinda wasn't exactly supportive. Pushy, even. It wasn't time to light candles.


  First I visited my goody closet, dug out a nasty knife, offered it to her. "Whoever he is comes near you, carve your initials on him with that." For myself I chose a knife with a blade nearly long enough to qualify it as a shortsword. I used it to point toward Candy's room.


  I went first, macho clown that I am. And there was our interloper, a monster of a man, moving almost imperceptibly as he hoisted Candy toward the ceiling. He had rigged a block and tackle on a beam we'd exposed while rehabbing. He was ruled by the curse and he was going to do a girl on the spot.


  "It really is multiplying," Belinda whispered.


  I kept my mouth shut. My throat was too dry for chatter.


  The man kept moving against all the Dead Man's power. What incredible strength the curse gave!


  Why hadn't Candy run out on him? With the Dead Man slowing him down, he couldn't hardly keep up with her.


  "Huh! Belinda. Don't look this clown in the eye. I have a feeling that if he lays the green eye on you you're a goner."


  "Right." She wasn't nervous. Not my gal Belinda. She was as cold as her daddy. "You want to do some candles before the bugs carry me off?" They tended to leak from the corners of the villain's mouth.


  I lighted a sulfur candle off the tallow candle Belinda had thought to bring, set it on the floor just inside the doorway to Candy's room. As I set out the second candle, the bad boy realized he had company.


  Gods, he was huge! He looked like Saucerhead Tharpe's big brother. Where did Winchell find him? Nothing that big should have been running loose. He turned his head slowly.


  "Why don't you stick him, Garrett? You want to make a career of farting around, don't you?"


  I do. It's because I have this hyperactive conscience. In this case it was also because I was completely lost. This wasn't suppose to be happening. The girl-killer problem was supposed to have been solved at Hullar's place. I was supposed to be in bed now, if not asleep.


  The big guy had Candy hoisted up till only her head was touching the floor. He let go the rope. It squealed through the block. Down she crashed. She started making noises behind her gag like she was trying out my name.


  I really hoped she wasn't trying to relay a warning. I didn't have time to fish it out of her. The big guy had begun to get him a case of the green eye. He was barfing butterflies. Most of those were green too. Old Drachir had had a thing about green.


  The big man was aging before my eyes. He'd put on a year or two in the past few minutes. He'd gotten shorter, too, though I wasn't ready to jump in for fifteen rounds.


  He got a good look at Belinda.


  He charged like he was headed into a hundred-mile-an-hour wind. He puffed and snorted. Moths leaked from his nostrils. They were pretty stupid moths—or the curse controlling them was pretty dumb. They mostly went after him.


  I held a lighted sulfur candle in front of him. He roared out butterflies that couldn't get me because of the cheesecloth. He didn't seem to care, though. He had eyes only for Belinda.


  "Don't look the bastard in the eyes," I reminded her, sliding to one side. I dropped to hands and knees, scooted forward while the villain continued his glacial charge. I cut the tendons behind his right knee and left ankle. It took a while for his brain to get the word, but he fell. Then he started to lift himself up again. I drove my knife through his right hand, pinning it to the floor.


  Belinda did his other hand. "You might try to get a gag on him, Garrett." She did have the Contague flair.


  The cumulative pain and damage shocked the man enough that the curse slipped control. The Dead Man jumped on that. The villain became as rigid as stone.


  Like a far, far whisper on a contrary wind, came, You took your sweet time.


  I got Candy loose. "How come you keep fooling around with these perverts?" I asked. "What's wrong with a nice straight guy like me?"


  She threw her arms around me. She didn't say anything, even when Belinda cracked, "Maybe she figured you were taken." She just clung like she didn't plan to let go during this lifetime.


  Butterflies zoomed around drunkenly. The sulfur fumes were getting to me too. The bugs discovered bare areas on Candy. They called their friends. I didn't know but what the curse could be carried by the little devils. "Let's get out of here. Lock them in with the candles." I considered sliding a few candles into the Dead Man's room while he was preoccupied, just for effect.


  Belinda helped with Candy, though with poor grace.


  I glanced at my unwanted guest. Butterflies still crawled out of his open mouth. Belinda said, "We can't leave him here."


  "Why not?"


  "He'll croak."


  "Ask me if I care."


  "Think, genius."


  Indeed. Boggle us with a first.


  "You keep out of this." I grunted, disgusted. If the villain died, I'd be the only place for the curse to migrate. I didn't think that was such a great idea. "We do need to keep him unconscious. He might commit suicide." I had a sudden conviction that the curse had driven Winchell into Hullar's place to provide a diversion from the attack here.


  The Dead Man sent, I can keep the man under control.


  "Like you were doing when I got here?"


  Bind him if that makes you more comfortable.


  "Right." I peeked inside Candy's room. The big guy's breath problem had improved. The floor was covered with fallen butterflies. Only a few showed any life. I said, "I've got an idea. Get the curse to jump to the Dead Man. Then it wouldn't—"


  "Then it would be able to talk to you direct."


  "Miss Practical." I rounded up a ball of linen cord and went to work on our villain. I used it all, then gagged him good. Then I saved him from the fumes. I gave Belinda my nightstick. "Bop him if he even twitches."


  "Where are you going?"


  "To get Block. To get this character out of here."


  I didn't get that far. Not right away.
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  I might have known. I should have expected it. Hell, I should have counted on it. It had to be in the stars. It started out being about Barking Dog Amato, and no matter how I wriggled, Amato kept getting in the way. So why on earth should I have been surprised to find Barking Dog camped out in my hallway with Sas and Dean, Sas looking mightily distressed while Amato fussed over Dean and Dean groggily insisted there was nothing wrong. Dean was so woozy he didn't know he was hurt.


  "How do I get around this?" I muttered before anyone spotted me. At the moment I didn't much care about Barking Dog's troubles.


  "Garrett!"


  I'd been spotted. "Don't start. I've got problems of my own and it's going to be real hard to give a rat's ass about whatever is bugging you."


  "Hey, yo, no problem. I kind of figured you'd be distracted when I saw this mess."


  "The curse managed to split somehow. I've got another killer upstairs." Damn. That put a sparkle in his eye. What now? "I'm going to get Captain Block."


  "That's all right. I understand. I'll hang out here, keep an eye on things."


  "You don't need to. Go on home. Get some shut-eye. The Dead Man can be pretty handy when he wants."


  I got a smug snicker from the other side of the wall and a denial from Amato. "I wouldn't feel right, Garrett. After everything you done for me. Anyway, I got to talk to you about my girl. This here Sas ain't my girl."


  So I'd gathered earlier. I didn't stay around to find out anything more. I nurtured some small, vain hope that the Dead Man would pity me and run him off before I got back.


  

  


  


  The only good thing about finding Block was I got to wake him up. Again. I never had a big case before where I got to wake other people up. It was always somebody coming around wanting me to be bright-eyed at some absurd hour of the morning.


  "Yes!" I insisted, after getting through to his quarters. "You get off your fat political butt and come on over, you can see for yourself. The curse has spawned. You don't grab this guy, it keeps right on going like we never met anybody called Winchell. I guarantee. You think I'm running around at this hour because I'm nursing a grudge? You know me better."


  Block grunted. "Unfortunately. You can't just bring him in tomorrow?"


  "I'm going home. When I get there I'm handing this guy over to whoever's around. If that's nobody, he walks. And I don't have nothing more to do with unraveling curses by old-time lunatic wizards. You really want to give me a thrill, come up with some excuse for arresting Barking Dog Amato. Material witness, maybe. He's set to drive me crazy."


  Block observed me under his brows briefly, maybe wondering if he ought to jump on such a great straight line. A nasty smile crawled around on his lips. I said, "Don't go getting any ideas about doing something I'm going to regret."


  "Me? Forsooth. Maybe even more sooth than that. Echavar!" A servile type materialized as though he'd been lurking outside, just hoping Block would holler. "Inform Relway that I need a squad to accompany me when I arrest another curse carrier. Or, failing that, a leading public nuisance."


  I got the impression he wasn't talking about Barking Dog.


  

  


  


  Block didn't recognize the man who'd invaded my place. Neither did his troops. After checking him over and taking statements from Candy and the Dead Man, Block grudgingly admitted, "It looks like you did the right thing, Garrett."


  "I always do the right thing."


  "Tell it to your smelly buddy downstairs."


  Barking Dog hadn't gone home. The girl called Sas had, but only because Block's men had pried her loose from Amato. Block and Barking Dog still weren't wasting any love on one another.


  Block and I observed while Relway and crew bagged my villain. Block asked, "You want me to vag him?"


  "Say what?"


  "Vag Amato. Oh. Sorry. You haven't been in on discussions of the tools we're getting to attack crime. Vagrancy laws. Relway's idea. Came out of the research on those old wizards. Had those kinds of laws in imperial times. You can't show you're gainfully employed or have money in your pocket, bam! You got a sudden choice of getting into a cell or getting out of town. Amato would be had if we went after him. He never has had a job."


  "Don't do that." This was some scary shit. "Since when do you go around nailing people because one of your guys has an idea?"


  "Since Rupert liked it so much he got it decreed as law. Applies to anybody inside the walls. Race don't matter. There's enough slack in the treaties to let us handle layabouts and social parasites as criminals—if we treat everybody the way we treat humans." Nasty smile.


  We might have us some unpleasant times ahead. I hadn't a doubt that the law-and-order gang would deal with human undesirables more nastily than they would others.


  "Meantime, my pals Crask and Sadler are out at the kingpin's place scheming up some special way to pay me back for whatever they think I did." That irked me. Block and his boys were panting with law and order, but Crask and Sadler had walked away because of their connections.


  "Way it goes, Garrett. I could've let Relway deal with them, but you'da bitched about that too."


  "Huh?"


  "Crask coulda hanged hisself while he was inside. Out of remorse, maybe." He grinned. Remorse? That was a good one. "Somebody coulda stuck Sadler tonight. But if that'd happened, you'da pissed and moaned until we was all ready to help you swallow a chicken bone."


  He was right. Morley was right. I really did have to hone me up a more practical set of ethics. It's a proved fact, fanatic adherence to ideals can be fatal in the real world. Especially in TunFaire, where ethics and ideals are mystic words in a tongue unknown to ninety-nine percent of the population.


  I admitted he was right, possibly. "But pretend I'm your conscience sometimes. Don't get so eager taking back the streets that you forget why we have laws in the first place."


  "Thanks, Garrett. Any day now I figure to see you in a long gray robe, howling on the steps of the Chancery."


  I had to get away. He might brainwash me. I was that tired. He had me halfway gone already. That was scary, agreeing with the Watch about anything.


  

  


  


  Going home wasn't much improvement. I got rid of the worst of my uninvited guests, but then there was still Barking Dog. I wasn't especially kind. "I've been awake more hours than I know how to count. During that time three different people tried to kill me." Maybe I exaggerated. Who knows what might have happened had certain parties had their way? "They tried to kill friends of mine. The state I'm in, I'm not going to listen to much complaining. You got a bitch, bring it around in a few days." I didn't remind him that I wasn't on his payroll and he had no bitch coming.


  So much for restraint. My remarks won me all kinds of points with the ladies. Belinda opened her trick bag and discovered she had eleventeen varieties of hell she could give me for mistreating my elders. Candy got thoroughly huffy and completely forgot who'd just saved her delicate posterior. She took Barking Dog home and didn't return.


  She is his real daughter, the Dead Man told me.


  "I figured that out. Didn't even have to count on my fingers."


  It is a long story.


  "Then don't waste your time telling it. I'm going to bed." I sped Belinda a meaningful look. It didn't have any meaning for her. She fussed over Dean, who had set up in the small front room again. Things she told him suggested she wouldn't be following through on earlier threats.


  Her mother entered a liaison with a man Candy truly believed to be her father till quite recently.


  "Must we? Now?" I eyed the front door. The door that wasn't anymore. Could I trust the Dead Man to stay awake while I got some rest?


  He indicated he could be trusted. Amidst his tear-jerker story, in which our beautiful young heroine overcame all obstacles to be reunited with her real father.


  "Right, Chuckles. We all saw how she was just foaming at the mouth to be reunited."


  I figured she'd be sick of him in about two days. In fact, she already knew enough that she hadn't wanted anything direct to do with him till tonight. Maybe never forever after once she got a look at the dump where he lived.


  The Dead Man went on but I was stubborn. I shut him out. I shut out all their demands and went up to bed. During the several seconds it took me to fall asleep, I waxed nostalgic about the good old days when I lived alone and sometimes got to do things the way I wanted.
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  Dean let me in through the new door. His arm wasn't broken after all, and our disaster hit the spot for a busybody like him. He'd had workmen in, and was nagging them green, as soon as the sun rose. When I'd been able to sleep through the end-of-the-world racket no longer, I'd gotten up and gotten out, pursuing the Dead Man's suggestion that I double-check on Block and his boys.


  "What they did," I told the Dead Man when I got back, "was stuff them in cells while they were unconscious. Then they bricked up the doors. The cells don't have windows. There's a slot in the door so food can be passed through."


  That may be enough. Or a sewage chute. . . .


  I jumped in smugly. "All taken care of, Smiley. Taken care of. I noticed the business about the rope belts."


  The what?


  "Rope belts. All our villains wore them. And then Winchell turned up at Hullar's with his belt partly unbraided. The guy that tore up our place had on what looked like it was what was missing from Winchell's rope. I knew what was happening, then. The rope carries the curse."


  You failed to mention that.


  I snickered. "So I cheated a little so I wouldn't get all the glory hogged away."


  What glory? There will be none for you. The public is going to believe that the triumph over the curse is all Captain Block's fault. He will see to it.


  Killjoy. "Block has the ropes locked up in a box stashed inside a sealed coffin in another bricked-up cell."


  The Dead Man remained dubious, given the ineptitude of the Watch. I was worried too. I concealed it. "Got some final translations on my research. I was right. The whole thing started over a woman. They even found me a portrait of Drachir. . . ."


  Who was a ringer for the old man in the coach, I presume.


  "Yeah." You can't hold out on a determined mind reader. "And he wore butterfly earrings."


  He had a strong interest in butterflies.


  "Apparently."


  And a stronger interest in outliving his rival.


  He was stealing my thunder. Here I'd come home chock-full of news and he was stealing it out of my head or he'd figured it out already. "Yeah. He'd figured out how to become immortal the hard way. When he set up the curse thing, he put an extra twist on it so the Candide woman, who'd spurned him, would be sure to get got. Then he let himself get killed. Didn't matter to him. He would come back to life through his curse. Except his curse always gets stopped just before it finishes recreating the man who created it."


  You have to wonder about people like Drachir, who are willing to sacrifice hundreds on the off chance they might whip death for a while themselves. There are people out there, masquerading as human beings, who never see you and me as having any more value than a beetle. It's a pity they aren't content to devour each other.


  I expected either prisoner to kill himself at the curse's behest. The Dead Man disagreed. That would serve no purpose now. Suppose one of them did bite through the veins in his wrists? What then? Not even Block is stupid enough to enter the cell without a first-line wizard backing him up.


  "Assuming any ever shows up."


  Indeed. They may never. They may never leave the Cantard.


  "And meantime we got a corpse rotting. Someday somebody gets sick of the stink, opens the cell. . . ." The Dead Man had stopped listening. Vaguely, he admitted there might be something to my concern. But I'd made the mistake of nudging his thoughts toward the Cantard. Suddenly he was preoccupied by the south.


  There'd been a flood of news. I'd been picking it up all morning, but he'd gotten a big dose from Saucerhead already. That was my buddy Tharpe, rush right in with anything newsworthy—if it was going to make Garrett's life a little more miserable. I love the guy, but he doesn't know from consequences. If brains were glazier's putty, he couldn't weatherproof a windowless room.


  Word out of the Cantard made it look like we were in for a Karentine triumph. We could look forward to endless parades and countless mind-numbing speeches.


  Karentine losses were as heavy as I'd predicted, but the morCartha had rewritten the Cantard equation completely. The Venageti were done for. They'd collapsed. Quarache was their northernmost outpost now. That was so far to the south, even our long-range commandos hadn't reached it till recently.


  And Glory Mooncalled's republican armies, while still motivated and courageous, couldn't overcome the combination of numbers, sorcery, and vastly superior intelligence now ranged against them. These days our commanders knew what the republicans planned before they started doing it.


  Didn't take any military genius to see that they'd soon be on the run and the morCartha would be employed to hunt them down.


  Hardly anyone believed the news. Many didn't want to believe it. But it was hard to deny evidence that said three generations of warfare would end within a year, that all-out peace might erupt at any time. And all because of some flying things that everybody considered vermin when they were visiting TunFaire.


  Goes to show you, as Saucerhead says. You never know. A real philosopher of the street, Saucerhead Tharpe.


  The future was becoming scary territory.


  Belinda never got the Dead Man down to Morley's place. She did manage to see all the underworld heavyweights and most of her father's nominally legitimate associates. First thing I knew, she was headed home.


  Crask and Sadler had slipped away from Chodo's place. But they were still around somewhere, biding their time.


  Candy faded from my life. She returned to the Hill, probably to escape Barking Dog, who was not welcome up there. Amato kept making a pest of himself, wanting things from me that were beyond my capacity to provide. I could not force open a door into a family that did not want to let him in. I could feel sorry for the guy, maybe, but not much more. I could continue delivering periodic reports to Hullar, without telling Barking Dog, so Candy could keep track. But I couldn't give him what he thought he wanted. I wouldn't give him Candy's adopted family name.


  Belinda sent a letter inviting me out. I rented a buggy from Playmate and dragged my bones out to see her. She knew me better than I thought. She waited till after playtime to roll her dad out.


  Same old Chodo. Frisky as a wedge, alert as a potato. She was using him exactly the way Crask and Sadler had. I was repelled. I left as soon as I could without leaving anyone angry.


  I was disappointed. Belinda was no better than the men she'd ousted. She'd become the new kingpin by climbing over her father's still-warm flesh.


  Must you? the Dead Man whined. I was about to doze off. About to abandon this vale of sorrow for the land of sweet dreams.


  "Come on! That's really laying it on thick."


  Report, then. Get it over. I need my sleep.


  He couldn't have been too depressed, regardless of the war situation. He didn't threaten to close up shop for good.


  I have suffered countless disappointments at the hands of your feckless race. One more will not nudge me over the edge. Get on with the report.


  I described my visit to the Contague establishment. Most of it. Being a gentleman, I did employ some discretion.


  Just to drive me crazy, he observed, It might be interesting to have Mr. Contague visit sometime. I suspect that all may not be what it seems there.


  "What do you mean by. . . ? Hey!" He'd drifted off. At a very fast drift. And wasn't interested in awaking to explain himself.


  Leaving me hanging was the root of his plan, of course.


  No more Belinda, no more Candy, and Tinnie still hadn't come around to tell me I didn't need to apologize for what I hadn't done. "You and me again, lady," I told Eleanor. ‘"Alone at last. Maybe. Fingers crossed?" The Dead Man was really working out on his napping, and there was a chance Dean would be getting back out of the house—for a while, anyway. One of his horde of ugly nieces had sold her soul or something and found a blind man to propose. Though I'm not religious, I was praying. No atheists on the battlefield. I wanted the engagement to take. I wanted Dean to travel to the wedding, which would take place out of town if it happened at all. I would get rid of the cat. I would burn a thousand sulfur candles. Or I might sell the place and contents and disappear before the one woke up and the other returned. Simplify my life. Move across town and change my name and get me an honest job.


  I did learn that I have the second sight. My prophecy was correct. The next fad was revolution. It stumbled out of the cafes and failed abysmally. Peopled by the very young, the revolution neither asked nor accepted anything from the old and experienced and wise. Westman Block and his secret police, directed by Relway Sencer, ate them alive. The rebellion collapsed without having stirred any dust. Afterward, Block bragged that five members of the seven-man Joint Revolutionary Direction had been Relway's agents.


  Need any more convincing that those fools were fools of the first water? In the real world Block had to pay me to save his bacon when he ran into real troubles.


  He hasn't been around lately. Happily. Word is, a whole cabal of wizards has agreed to research and unravel the Candide Curse (how come it isn't called the Drachir Curse?) and keep their eyes on one another so nobody gets any advantage from the spell. Just as soon as they catch Glory Mooncalled.


  Might be a while.


  The Dead Man's hero hasn't given up. Neither the morCartha overhead nor the Venageti proposal of an armistice has daunted him.


  Life was good. Life was normal. I could sit back and do some serious thinking and beer tasting.


  Then Morley's nephew Spud showed up with the parrot. Supposedly a present from my leg-breaker friend. The parrot could talk. Morley figured I could use it to drive Dean crazy and get rid of his cat. The bird hated cats. It swooped on them, clawed at their ears and eyes.


  Word of advice. Word to the wise. Voice of experience. Don't ever bring a talking parrot within thinking range of a dead Loghyr. Not ever.
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  There ain't no justice, I guarantee absodamnlutely. There I was, comfy as could be, feet on my desk, a pint of Weider's porter in my hand, Espinosa's latest potboiler in my other hand, and Eleanor reading over my shoulder. She understood Espinosa better than I did. For once the Goddamn Parrot wasn't squawking. I sucked up that sweet silence more enthusiastically than I did the beer.


  Some fool went to hammering on my door.


  His pounding had an arrogant, impatient edge. Meant it would be somebody I didn't want to see. "Dean! See who that is! Tell him to go away. I'm out of town. On a secret mission for the king. Won't be back for years. And I wouldn't buy what he's selling anyway, if I was home."


  Nobody moved. My cook-slash-housekeeper-slash-factotum was the one who was out of town. I was at the mercy of wannabe clients and the Goddamn Parrot.


  Dean had gone to TemisVar. One of his herd of homely nieces was going to get married. He wanted to make sure her fool fiance didn't wake up before it was too late.


  The pounding continued bruising my door. I'd just installed it, replacing one broken down by a villain who couldn't take a hint. "Damned insensitive jerk!" I muttered. Hollering and threats backed the hammering. The neighbors were going to get upset. Again.


  Sleepy, puzzled noises came from the small front room between my office and the door. "I'll kill him if he wakes that talking chicken." I glanced at Eleanor. She offered no advice. She just hung there, baffled by Espinosa.


  "Guess I better dent a head before I got to deal with another citizens' committee." Or had to put up a new door. Doors aren't only not cheap, they're hard to come by.


  I dropped my feet, stretched my six feet two, got going. The Goddamn Parrot made a noise. I peeked into his room.


  The little buzzard was only talking in his sleep. Excellent! He was one pretty monster. He had a yellow head, blue neck ruff, red and green body and wings. His tail feathers were long enough I could maybe someday cash in with a band of gnomes who needed decorations for their hats. But a monster he was, for sure. Somewhere sometime somebody put a curse on that foul-beaked vulture so he's got the vocabulary of a stevedore. He lives to be obnoxious.


  He was a gift from my "friend" Morley Dotes. Made me wonder about the nature of friendship.


  The Goddamn Parrot—dba Mr. Big—stirred. I got out of there before he took a notion to wake up.


  I have a peephole in my front door. I peeped. I muttered, "Winger. Wouldn't you know?" My luck and water have plenty in common, especially always heading downhill. Winger was a natural disaster looking for a place to happen. A stubborn disaster, too. I knew she'd pound away till hunger got her. She didn't look underfed.


  She wouldn't worry about what the neighbors thought, either. She noticed the opinions of others the way a mastodon noticed undergrowth in the woods.


  I opened up. Winger moved forward without being invited in. I stayed put and almost got trampled. She is big and beautiful, but her candle doesn't burn too bright. "Need to talk to you, Garrett," she said. "I need some help. Business."


  I should have known better. Hell. I did know better. But times were dull. Dean wasn't around to nag me. The Dead Man had been asleep for weeks. I had nobody but the Goddamn Parrot for company. All my friends were beset by lady friends, a trial that hadn't befallen me during any recent epoch. "All right. I know I'm gonna be sorry, but all right. I'll give you a listen. Promising nothing."


  "Hows about a brew while we're jawing?" Winger shy? I don't think so. She headed for the kitchen. I took a look around outside before I shut the door. You never knew what might be tagging after Winger. She didn't have sense enough to look back. She survived on luck, not skill.


  "Awk! Holy hooters! Garrett! Check them gazoombies."


  Damn! What I got for not closing the door to the small front room.


  The street showed me only a clutter of people and animals and dwarves and elves and a squadron of centaur immigrants. The usual.


  I shut the door. I went to the small front room and closed that door, ignoring outraged allegations of neglect. "Stow it, bird. Unless you want to get neglected right into some ratman's dinner pot."


  He laughed. He mocked.


  He was right. I have no use for ratmen, but I wouldn't do that to them.


  Then he yelled rape. I didn't worry. Winger had heard it before.


  "Help yourself, why don't you?" I said when I hit the kitchen, like she hadn't helped herself already. She'd glommed the biggest mug in the house, too.


  She winked. "Here's to ya, big guy." She knew exactly what she was doing but didn't have the grace to be embarrassed. "You and your sidekick in there."


  "Yeah? You want a parrot?" I drew myself a mug, settled at the kitchen table.


  "That crow in a clown suit? What would I do with him?" She planted herself opposite me, beyond dunes of dirty dishes.


  "How about get yourself an eyepatch, get into the pirate business?"


  "Don't know if I could dance with a pegleg. It ever say ‘Shiver me timbers' or ‘Argh, matey'?"


  "What?"


  "What I thought. You're trying to stick me with a substandard bird."


  "Huh?"


  "That's no sailor bird, Garrett. That critter is pure city. Knows more gutter talk than me."


  "So teach him some sea chanties."


  "Yo ho ho. Dean finally croak?" She stared at the dishes.


  "He's out of town. Got a niece that's getting married. Looking for a part-time job?"


  Winger had met some of Dean's nieces, all of whom brought new meaning to the word homely. She controlled her astonishment, though, and pretended to miss my hint about the dishes. "I was married once."


  Oh, boy. I hoped she didn't get started.


  She was still married but didn't let legal trivia encumber her. "Don't go misty on me, Winger."


  "Misty? You shitting me? After that, Hell is gonna look good."


  Winger is a tad unusual, case you haven't noticed. She is twenty-six, as tall as I am, and built like the proverbial masonry privy—on an epic scale. Also, she has what some guys think is an attitude problem. Just can't figure out how to stay in her place.


  "You want my help," I reminded. Just a poke. My keg wasn't bottomless. I smirked. Maybe she was desperate enough to take the Goddamn Parrot off my hands.


  "Uhm." She would get to the point only after she had mooched her fill. That quantity would clue me as to the state of her fortunes.


  "You're looking good, Winger." Even Winger likes to hear that. "Must be doing all right."


  She assumed I meant her outfit. That was new and, as always, remarkable. "Where I work, they want you should dress snappy."


  I kept a straight face. "Unusual" is only the most cautious, gentlest way to characterize Winger's taste. Let's say you couldn't lose her in a crowd. If she went around with the Goddamn Parrot on her shoulder, nobody would notice the bird. "That outfit is pretty timid. When you worked for that fat freak Lubbock. . . ."


  "It's the territory. These guys want you should blend in."


  Again I kept my face straight. Being amused by Winger when Winger isn't amused can be hazardous to your health—especially if you're dim enough to, say, crack wise about her blending in.


  "Old-timer's gone, eh? What about the ugly thing?" She meant my partner, the Dead Man, so-called because he hasn't run any footraces since somebody stuck a knife in him four hundred years ago. "Ugly thing" is apt. He isn't human. He's a Loghyr, which explains why he's still hanging around so long after he was murdered. Loghyr are slow and stubborn, especially when it comes to sloughing off the old mortal clay. They're deliberate, he would say.


  "Asleep. Been weeks since he bugged me. I'm in heaven."


  Winger sneered, flipped blond hair out of her face. "Likely to wake up?"


  "Maybe if the house catches on fire. Got something to hide?" The Dead Man's big trick is mind reading.


  "No more than usual. I was just thinking, it's been a dry spell. Way I hear, weather ain't been so hot for you, neither."


  That was my pal Winger, so shy and demure. Somehow, with her, the romance and adventure were absent. "Thought you had desperate business."


  "Desperate?"


  "You like to tore the door down. You woke up the Goddamn Parrot with your whooping and hollering." That about-to-become-roasted squab was holding forth up front. "I figured you had killer elves slavering on your trail."


  "I just wish. I told you how my luck's been. I was just trying to get your attention." She refilled her mug, did mine, headed for my office. "All right, Garrett. Business first."


  She paused, listened. T.G. Parrot was on a roll. She shrugged, slipped into my office. I followed quickly. Sometimes things fall into Winger's pockets if you're not there to keep an eye on them.


  I wriggled into my chair, safe behind my desk. Eleanor guarded my back. Winger scowled at the painting, then eyed my book. "Espinosa? Ain't that a little heavy for you?"


  "It's a real thriller." Espinosa was beyond me, mostly. He tended to make a big deal out of questions that wouldn't have occurred to anybody who worked for a living.


  I'd gone to visit a lady friend at the Royal Library. The book was all I got.


  "Philosophy is thrilling? Like a hemorrhoid. The man should've got a hobby."


  "He did. Philosophy. Since when can you read?"


  "You don't need to act so surprised. I been learning. Got to do something with my ill-gotten gains, don't I? I thought maybe some learning might come in handy someday. But mostly what I've learned is studying don't make you no smarter about people."


  I started to agree. I know some pretty dim academics, people who live in another world. Winger cut me off. "Enough chit-chat. Here's the gig. This old broad name of Maggie Jenn is maybe gonna come see you. I don't know what's up, but my boss is willing to pay a shitload of money to find out. This Jenn crone knows me so I can't get close to her. What I figured was, why don't I get you to let her hire you, then you let me know what she's up to and I can take that to my boss."


  Vintage Winger.


  "Maggie Jenn?"


  "That's the name."


  "Seems like it ought to ring a bell. Who is she?"


  "You got me. Just some old broad off the Hill."


  "The Hill?" I leaned back, just a harried man of affairs taking a moment out to relax with an old friend. "I have a case."


  "What is it this time? A stray lizard?" She laughed. Her laughter sounded like geese headed north for the winter. "Meow, meow."


  A few days earlier, I'd gotten stung by an old biddy who'd hired me to look for her beloved missing Moggie. Never mind the details. It's embarrassing enough just me knowing. "That's on the street?"


  Winger swung her feet onto my desk. "All over it."


  Dean was in it deep. I hadn't told a soul.


  "Best Garrett story I heard in a while, too. Thousand marks for a cat? Come on."


  "You know how some old ladies are about their cats." The cat hadn't been the problem, really. The problems started when I found a real animal that was a ringer for the imaginary, red herring beast. "Who would suspect a sweet old lady of wanting to set him up for a fall guy in a scam?"


  Honk honk, har har. "I would've got suspicious when she wouldn't come to my house."


  What saved me was finding that cat. I caught on when I tried to take him home. "Yeah."


  The Dead Man might have saved me all the embarrassment. Had he been awake.


  Part of the discomfort of the mess was knowing he'd never stop reminding me about it. "Never mind that. Since we're talking about old ladies, tell me what this Maggie Jenn is going to want."


  "I figure she's gonna ask you to kill somebody."


  "Say what?" That wasn't what I expected. "Hey! You know—"
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  Somebody else was trying out my front door. This somebody had a fist of stone bigger than a ham. "I have a bad feeling about this," I muttered. "Whenever platoons of people start thumping the door. . . ."


  Winger stowed her leer. "I'll disappear."


  "Don't wake the Dead Man."


  "You kidding?" She pointed toward the ceiling. "I'll be up there. Find me when you're done."


  I was afraid of that.


  Having a no-strings, no-complications friendship can have its own complications.


  The small front room had grown quiet. I paused to eavesdrop. Not one obscenity marred the precious silence. T.G. Parrot was asleep again.


  I thought about making it that jungle pigeon's last nap, the beginning of the big sleep, the longest voyage, the. . . .


  Boom boom boom.


  I peeked through the peephole. By-the-numbers Garrett, that's me. Fixing to live a thousand years.


  All I saw was a smallish redhead facing three-quarters away, staring at something. That little bit did all that pounding? She was stronger than she looked. I opened the door. She continued staring up the street. I leaned forward cautiously.


  The neighborhood pixie teens were chucking rotten fruits off the cornices and gutters of an ugly old three-story half a block up Macunado. A band of gnomes below dodged and cursed and shook their walking sticks. They were all old, clad in the usual drab gray, with whiskers. Not beards, whiskers, like you see in paintings of old-time generals and princes and merchant captains. All gnomes seem to be old and out of fashion. I've never seen a young one or a female one.


  One spry little codger, chanting a colorful warsong about discount rates and yam futures, pegged a broken cobblestone hard enough to actually hit a pixie. It did a somersault off a gargoyle's head. The gnomes pranced around and waved their sticks in glee and sent up an ave to the Great Arbitrager. Then the pixie brat opened his wings and soared. His laughter was a mocking squeak.


  I told the redhead, "An exercise in futility. All sound and fury. Been going on all month. Nobody's gotten hurt yet. Probably all die of shame if anybody did." Gnomes are that way. Gladly make fortunes financing wars but don't want to watch the bloodshed.


  I spied a sedan chair at streetside down toward Macunado's intersection with Wizard's Reach. Beside it stood something half man and half gorilla with hands that fit the prescription for whatever it was that had tried to demolish my door. "That thing tame?"


  "Mugwump? He's a sweetheart. And as human as you are." The redhead's tone suggested she might be, unwittingly, insulting friend Mugwump.


  "Can I help you?" Boy, would I like to help her. Mugwump was old news.


  I make a point of being nice to redheads, at least till they're not nice to me. Redhead was always my favorite color, barely edging blonde and brunette.


  The woman turned to me. "Mr. Garrett?" Her voice was low, husky, sexy.


  I didn't owe any money. "Guilty." Surprise, surprise. She was a good decade older than my first guess. But time had stolen nothing. She was proof on the hoof that aging produces fine wines. Second-guessing, I put her over thirty-five but under forty. Me, I'm a tender, innocent thirty and don't usually look for them quite so ripe.


  "You're staring, Mr. Garrett. I thought that was impolite."


  "Huh? Oh. Yeah. Excuse me."


  The Goddamn Parrot started muttering in his sleep. Something about interspecies necrophilia. That got me back to the real world. "What can I do for you, madam?" Other than the obvious, if you're looking for volunteers. Hoo.


  I was amazed. Yeah, female of the species is my soft spot, my blind side, but the mature type didn't usually get me. Whatever, something about this one totally distracted me. And she knew it.


  Businesslike, Garrett. Businesslike.


  "Ma'am, Mr. Garrett? Am I that far past it?"


  I sputtered. I stumbled around and tripped over my tongue till it was black with footprints. She finally had mercy and smiled. "Can we get in out of the weather?"


  "Sure." I stepped aside, held the door. What was wrong with the weather? It couldn't have been nicer. There were barely enough clouds to keep you from falling into a sky as blue as you will ever hope to see.


  She brushed past without tricks, just close because she had to. I shut my eyes. I ground my teeth. I babbled, "My office is the second door on the left. I can't offer much but beer or brandy. My man Dean is away." The woman had to be a witch. Or I was out of practice. Bad.


  "Brandy would be perfect, Mr. Garrett."


  Of course. Pure class. "Coming right up. Make yourself at home." I dove into the kitchen. Dig dig dig till I found some brandy. A bit of a tippler, Dean hides the stuff all over so I won't know how much he has bought. I poured from a bottle that I hoped contained good stuff. What did I know about brandy? Beer is my favorite food. I zipped to the office. The seasoned redhead had set up camp in the client's chair. She frowned as she studied Eleanor. "Here you go."


  "Thank you. An interesting painting. There's a lot there if you look long enough."


  I glanced at my honey as I settled. She was a lovely blonde, terrified, fleeing something only hinted at in the painting's background. If you looked at that painting right, though, you could read the whole evil story. There was magic in it, though much of that had gone once I got the man who murdered Eleanor.


  I told the story. My visitor was a good listener. I managed to avoid getting totally lost in my own chemistry. I observed carefully. I suggested, "You might introduce yourself before we go any further. I'm never comfortable calling a woman ‘Hey You'."


  Her smile softened the enamel on my teeth. "My name is Maggie Jenn. Margat Jenn, actually, but I've never been called anything but Maggie."


  Ah, the monster of the prophecy. Winger's old crone. Must have lost her walker. I blurted, "Maggie doesn't sound like a redhead."


  Her smile warmed up. Incredible! "Surely you're not that naive, Mr. Garrett."


  "Garrett is fine. Mr. Garrett was my grandpop. No. It hasn't escaped me that some women miraculously transform overnight."


  "This is just a tint, really. A little more red than my natural shade. Just vanity. One more rearguard skirmish in my war against time."


  Yeah. The poor toothless hag. "Looks to me like you've got it on the run."


  "You're sweet." She smiled again, turning up the heat. She leaned forward. . . .
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  Maggie Jenn caught my left hand, squeezed. "Some women enjoy being looked at that way, Garrett. Sometimes they want to look back." She tickled my palm. I stifled an urge to pant. She was working me and I didn't care. "But I'm here on business and it's important, so we'd better get to it." She took her hand back.


  I was supposed to melt, going through withdrawal.


  I went through withdrawal.


  "I like this room, Garrett. Tells me a lot. Confirms what I've heard about you."


  I waited. Clients go through this. They're desperate when they arrive. They wouldn't come to me if they weren't. But they stall around before admitting that their lives have gone out of control. Most end up telling me how they chose me. Maggie Jenn did that.


  Some change their minds before they get to the point. Maggie Jenn did not.


  "I didn't realize I was so well known. That's scary." Apparently my name was common coin among the ruling class, to which Maggie Jenn clearly belonged, though she had not revealed where she fit. I should avoid the flashy cases. I don't like being noticed.


  "You're on everyone's list of specialists, Garrett. If you want a coach built, you go to Linden Atwood. You want unique flatware, you commission Rickman Plax and Sons. You want the best shoes, you buy Tate. You need prying and spying, you hire Garrett."


  "Speaking of prying and spying."


  "You want me to get to the point."


  "I'm used to people circling in on their troubles."


  She reflected a moment. "I see where they might. It's hard. All right. To the point. I need you to find my daughter."


  "Huh?" She blindsided me. I was all tensed for her to ask me to kill somebody and all she wanted was the basic Garrett service.


  "I need you to find my daughter. She's been missing for six days. I'm worried. What's the matter? You have the funniest look."


  "I get like this when I think about working."


  "You have that reputation. What will it take to get you out of the house?"


  "More information. And the fee settled." There. I could be proud of me. I was taking command, being businesslike, handling my weakness.


  So how come I was practically agreeing to take a case blind?


  Actually, despite my reputation and past habit of laziness, I had been working steady, minor stuff, grabbing a few marks while I avoided the house and Dean, the Dead Man and the Goddamn Parrot. The former suffer from the delusion that it will be a better world if I work myself to death. T.G.P. just nags.


  "Her name is Justina, Garrett. She's an adult, though just barely. I don't hang over her shoulder."


  "An adult? What were you, ten years old? . . . "


  "Flattery will get you everywhere. I was eighteen. She turned eighteen three months ago. Never mind the math."


  "Hell, you're a spring chicken. Twenty-one with a few years' experience. You don't need to stop counting yet. I bet plenty of people take you for Justina's sister."


  "Aren't you the sweet talker."


  "Actually, I'm only being honest. I'm way too distracted to. . . ."


  "I'll bet the girls love you, Garrett."


  "Yeah. You hear them chanting in the street. You saw them climbing the walls so they can get in through a second-story window." TunFaire being TunFaire, my house has only one ground floor window, in the kitchen. Iron bars cover it.


  Maggie Jenn's eyes sparkled. "I have a feeling I'm going to wish I'd met you sooner, Garrett." Those eyes promised. Maybe I was going to wish that, too.


  A redhead will knock me for a loop every time.


  She continued. "To the point. Again. Justina's been running with bad companions. Nothing I can put my finger on, no. Just youngsters I don't like. I got the feeling they were up to something wicked. No, I never saw anything to confirm that."


  One thing you notice about parents who are looking for strayed children. They never liked anyone the kid liked. The kid is gone because he or she fell in with evil companions. Even when they strain to be non-judgmental, there's this basic assumption that the friends are no good. If any of the friends are of another sex, boy, howdy!


  "I expect you'll want to know all about her before you start, right?"


  We had us a built-in assumption I'd be working for Momma Jenn. Momma Jenn was used to getting her own way. "Best way to do it. I knew a guy in my line whose whole thing was to get right inside the head of whoever he was hunting. He'd ignore everything but the character of that one guy. He'd almost become that guy. 'Course, lots of times he could've got his man quicker by looking at the big picture."


  "You'll have to tell me about some of your cases. It's not a side of life I see. Must be exciting. Suppose you come to my house for an early supper? You can examine Justina's room and her things and ask your questions. Then you can decide whether or not you want the case." She smiled a smile that put her earlier efforts to shame. She was confident. I was getting roasted, toasted, manipulated, and I loved every second of it.


  I said, "It happens I'm free tonight."


  "Perfect." She rose, began donning flesh-colored gloves I hadn't noticed before. She considered Eleanor. Her face darkened. She shuddered. Eleanor can have that effect. "Fifth hour?" Maggie asked.


  "I'll be there. But you'll have to tell me where."


  Her face did darken then. Big mistake, Garrett. I was supposed to know without being told. Unfortunately, I knew so little about Maggie Jenn I didn't know that she would be irked because I didn't know who she was or where she lived.


  The lady was a trooper. She carried on. She dallied only a moment before offering an address.


  I got real nervous real sudden.


  We were talking way up the Hill, where the richest and most powerful of the rich and powerful live, up where the altitude itself is the best indicator of wealth and might. Blue Crescent Street was in the realm of fairy tale as far as I was concerned.


  Maggie Jenn was a lady with big connections, but I still could not recall why I thought I should know her name.


  It would come when it was really inconvenient.


  I escorted the lovely lady to my front door. The lovely lady continued to smolder and invite. Would the evening have anything to do with a missing daughter?
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  I stood bemused by Maggie Jenn swaying toward her litter. She knew I was watching. She made it a good show.


  That killer stump Mugwump watched me watch. I didn't get the impression that he wished me well.


  "You never stop foaming at the mouth, do you?"


  I realized that I had settled down to savor every second of Maggie's departure. I tore my gaze away, turned to see which of my busybody neighbors was going to permit me to bask in the chill of her disapproval. I discovered, instead, a very attractive little brunette. She had approached from the other direction.


  "Linda Lee!" This was my friend from the Royal Library, about whom I'd been thinking while holding Espinosa's book instead. "This is the nicest surprise I've had in a while." I went down to meet her. "I'm glad you changed your mind." Linda Lee, barely five feet tall, with beautiful big brown puppy eyes, was just about the cutest bit of a librarian I could imagine.


  "Down, boy. This is a public place."


  "Come into my parlor."


  "If I do that, I'll forget all about why I came here." She plopped herself down on a step sideways. She locked her ankles together, pulled her knees up under her chin, wrapped her arms around them, and looked at me with a little girl innocence she knew would turn me into a love zombie.


  It was my day to be a plaything.


  I could handle it. I'd been born for that role.


  Linda Lee Luther was no innocent, whatever impression you got at first glance. But she did try hard to be the icemaiden some folks thought a librarian should be. She tried but failed. Real ice wasn't in her nature. I just stood there, wearing my winningest grin, confident that she would talk herself into leaving the public eye.


  "Stop that!"


  "What?" I asked.


  "Looking at me like that. I know what you're thinking. . . ."


  "I can't help that."


  "Yes, well, you're going to make me forget why I came here."


  I didn't believe that for a second, but I'm a good guy. I can go along with a gag. "All right. Tell me about it."


  "Huh?"


  "What brought you here if not my irresistable charm?"


  "I need your help. Professionally."


  Why me?


  I didn't believe it. Librarians don't get into fixes where they need guys like me to get them unfixed. Not cute little bits like Linda Lee Luther.


  I'd begun moving toward my door. Preoccupied, Linda Lee rose and followed. I had her inside. I had the front door closed and bolted. I tried sneaking her past the open door of the small front room. The Goddamn Parrot mumbled obscenities in his sleep. Lovely Linda Lee did not take exception. I began to recall why I was so fond of this girl. I asked her, "What's got you so distracted?"


  This was her big chance to come back with something clever and suggestive, an opportunity she wouldn't have wasted usually. But she just moaned, "I'm going to get fired. I just know it."


  "That doesn't seem likely." Really.


  "You don't understand. I lost a book, Garrett. A rare book. One that can't be replaced. It may have been stolen."


  I eased into my office. Linda Lee followed me. Where was this attraction when I wanted to use it most?


  "I have to get it back before they find out," Linda Lee continued. "There's no excuse for me having let this happen."


  I told her, "Calm down. Take a deep breath. Hold it. Then tell me all about it, from the beginning. I'm already tied up in a job that's going to keep me busy for a while, but there's still a chance I can suggest something."


  I took her by the shoulders, maneuvered her over to the client's seat. She settled.


  "Tell me from the beginning," I reminded.


  Aargh! The best laid plans, and so forth. Instead of spinning her sad tale of woe, she started sputtering and gesturing, original mission completely forgotten.


  Uh-oh.


  The Espinosa. Right there on my desk.


  I hadn't quite observed all the formalities when I'd borrowed it. The library powers that be don't trust ordinary folks with books, anyway. Books might give us ideas.


  I gobbled something placatory that got lost in the uproar, totally failed to steer her back to that matter of the loss that had brought her to me. "How could you do this to me, Garrett? I'm already in trouble. . . . If they miss this book too, I'm dead. How could you?"


  Well, the how had been easy. It wasn't a very big book and the old veteran guarding the door had been napping. He'd had only one leg, anyway.


  Words continued to vomit from my lovely Linda Lee. An awesome performance. She got a grip on the Espinosa like it was her firstborn about to be repoed by a dwarf with a polysyllabic name.


  How do you argue with panic? I didn't.


  Linda Lee suddenly made a run for it. I didn't get around the desk fast enough. She squawked every step to the front door.


  Wa-hoo! said the Goddamn Parrot. What a great excuse for raising hell. He went to work.


  A moment later, I was watching Linda Lee scamper up Macunado, her anger so palpable eight-foot ogres scooted out of her way.


  Her visit lasted so briefly I caught a last glimpse of Maggie Jenn's litter before it, too, got lost in traffic. Mugwump sent me a scowl to remember him by.


  What a day. What next?


  One thing seemed certain. There were no more lovelies headed my way. Sigh.


  Time to take a minute to see what Eleanor thought about Maggie Jenn.
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  I settled behind my desk, stared at Eleanor. "What did you think of Maggie, darling? Should I be your basic opportunist? Go for it even if she is older than me?"


  Eleanor doesn't say much but I manage by putting words in her mouth. "Yeah, I know. I went for you. A ghost." Picture that. I've been infatuated a few thousand times but hopelessly in love only twice, most recently with a woman who died when I was four. "So what's the big deal she's a few years older, eh?"


  Weird things happen to me. Vampires. Dead gods trying to resurrect themselves. Killer zombies. Serial murderers who keep right on killing after you find them and send them off to the happy hunting ground. So why consider a love affair with a ghost outrageous?


  "Yeah. I know. It would be cynical of me. What? Sure, she plans to use me, too. I know. But what a way to be used."


  From the hall, I heard, "Yo, Garrett. I'm getting gray hairs hanging around up here."


  Winger. Damn! I can't remember everything, can I? I rose slowly, still distracted. Maggie Jenn had cast a spell on me, no doubt about it. I'd almost forgotten my disappointment over Linda Lee.


  I found Winger sitting on the stairs. "What are you doing, Garrett? The old broad left fifteen minutes ago." She didn't mention Linda Lee's hollering.


  "I've been thinking."


  "That's dangerous for a guy in your condition."


  "Huh?" I didn't have a comeback. For only about the ten thousandth time in my life. The perfect response would spawn sometime as I lay tossing and turning an hour before dawn.


  Winger strode to the Dead Man's door, stuck her nose in. His room takes up half the ground floor. I looked over her shoulder. All 450 pounds of him remained planted in his chair, still as death. The Loghyr's elephantlike snout dangled down a foot to his chest. Dust had begun to collect on him, but the vermin hadn't found him yet. No point cleaning until they did. Maybe Dean would come home first and save me the trouble.


  Winger backed out of there, grabbed my elbow. "He's out of it." She knew because he hadn't reacted to her. He has no use for females in general and less use for Winger. Once, I threatened to boot Dean out and move her in.


  "What did she say?" Winger asked as we headed upstairs. "Who's the target?"


  "You don't know?"


  "I don't know squat. All I know is I'm getting paid a shitpot full to find out."


  Money was important to Winger. It is to all of us, in a palsy sort of way: nice to have around, fun to be with. But for Winger, it was like a patron saint.


  "She wants me to find her daughter. The girl's been missing for six days."


  "Say what? I'll be damned. I was sure it was going to be a hit."


  "Why?"


  "No special reason. I guess I added the cues up wrong. Looking for her kid? You take the job?"


  "I'm thinking about it. I'm supposed to go up to her place, check out the kid's stuff, before I decide."


  "But you'll take it, right? Make yourself some of that old double money?"


  "An intriguing idea. Only I haven't seen single money from anybody yet."


  "You sly bastard. You're thinking about topping the old broad. You're here with me and you're thinking about that. You're a regular villain."


  "Winger! The woman is old enough to be my mother."


  "Then you or mom is lying about their age."


  "You're the one that went on about what an old hag she was."


  "What's that got to do with anything? Hell. I forgive you, Garrett. Like I said, you're here. And she's not."


  Arguing with Winger is like spitting into a whirlwind. Not much profit in it.


  Only through a supreme effort did I get away in time to join Maggie Jenn for dinner.
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  "Ta-ta," I told the Dead Man—softly, so the Goddamn Parrot wouldn't hear. "I spent the day with a beautiful blonde. In penance, I'm going to spend the evening with a gorgeous redhead."


  He did not respond. He sure would have had he been awake. Winger had a special place in his heart. He had half believed my threat to marry her.


  Laughing gently, still unforgiven, I tiptoed toward the front door. Before his departure, at incredible expense (to me), Dean had had a key lock installed in the new door, like I hadn't survived before he was there to slam bolts and bars into place behind me. Dean placed his trust in the wrong things. A key lock never stops anybody but the honest people. Our real protection is the Dead Man.


  Loghyr have many talents, dead or alive.


  I strutted away smiling at one and all, deaf to their squabbles. We were getting a lot of nonhumans in the neighborhood, mostly rough type refugees from the Cantard, never shy about expressing opinions. There was always a fuss among them.


  Worse, though, were the proto-revolutionaries. Those crowded every loft and sleeping room. They overflowed the taverns, where they chattered foolishly about ever less workable dogmas. I understood what moved them. I didn't think much of the Crown, either. But I did know that none of us, them or me, was ready to try on the king's shoes.


  A real revolution would make things worse. These days no two revolutionaries agree whither the Karentine state, anyway. So they would have to murder one another wholesale before. . . .


  Revolution had been tried already, anyway, but so ineptly that hardly anybody but the secret police knew.


  I ignored the hairy-faced, black-clad agents of chaos on the corners, scowling paranoiacally while they debated doctrinal trivia. The Crown was not in much danger. I have contacts in the new city police, the Guard. They say half the revolutionaries are really spies.


  I waved to people. I whistled. It was a glorious day.


  I was on the job, however. Though I was whistling my way to dinner with a beautiful woman, I observed my surroundings. I noticed the guy following me.


  I roamed. I dawdled. I ambled. I strolled. I tried to get an estimate of the clown's intent. He wasn't very good. I pondered my options.


  Turning the tables appealed to me. I could shake him, then follow him when he ran to report.


  I do have enemies, sad to admit. In the course of my labors, occasionally I inconvenience some unpleasant people. Some might want to even scores.


  I hate a bad loser.


  My friend Morley Dotes, a professional killer who masquerades as a vegetarian gourmet, claims it's my own fault for leaving them alive behind me.


  I studied my tail till I was sure I could handle him, then hurried along to keep my date with Maggie Jenn.
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  The Jenn place was a fifty-room hovel on the edge of the innermost circle of the Hill. No mere tradesman, however rich, however powerful, would reach that final ring.


  Funny. Maggie Jenn had not struck me as the aristo type.


  The name still nagged. I still did not recall why I ought to know it.


  That part of the Hill was all stone, vertical and horizontal. No yards, no gardens, no sidewalks, no green anywhere unless on the rare third-story balcony. No brick. Red or brown brick was what the mob used to build. Forget that. Use stone that was quarried in another country and had to be barged for hundreds of miles.


  I'd never been to the area so I got disoriented.


  There weren't any spaces between buildings. The street was so narrow two carriages couldn't pass without climbing the sidewalks. It was cleaner than the rest of the city, but the gray stone pavements and buildings made the view seem dingy anyway. Walking that street was like walking the bottom of a dismal limestone canyon.


  The Jenn address was in the middle of a featureless block. The door was more like a postern gate than an entrance to a home. Not one window faced the street, just an unbroken cliff of stone. The wall even lacked ornament, unusual for the Hill. Hill folk build to outdo their neighbors in displays of bad taste.


  Some slick architect must have sold some otherwise shrewd character the notion that starkness was the way to shine. No doubt storehouses of wealth changed hands, the ascetic look being more costly than mere gingerbread.


  Me, I like cheap. Gimme a herd of double-ugly gargoyles and some little boys peeing off the gutter corners.


  The knocker was so discreet you almost had to hunt for it. It wasn't even brass, just some gray metal like pewter or tin. It made a restrained tick tick so feeble I'd have thought nobody inside could hear it.


  The plain teak door opened immediately. I found myself face-to-face with a guy who looked like he got stuck with the name Ichabod by malicious parents back around the turn of the century. He looked like he had spent the numerous intervening decades living down to the image that kind of name conjures. He was long and bony and bent. His eyes were red and his hair was white and his skin was oh so pale. I muttered, "So this is what they do when they get old. Hang up their black swords and turn into butlers." He had an Adam's apple that looked like he was choking on a grapefruit. He didn't say a word, he just stood there staring like a buzzard waiting for a snack to cool.


  He had the biggest bony arches over his eyes I ever saw. They were forested with white jungles.


  Spooky guy.


  "Dr. Death, I presume?" Dr. Death was a character in the Punch and Judy shows going around. Ichabod and the bad doctor had a lot in common, but the puppet was six feet shorter.


  Some people have no sense of humor. We had us one of those here. Ichabod neither cracked a smile nor twitched one of those woodlots camped over his eyes. He did speak, though. Fair Karentine, too. "You have some cause for disturbing this household?"


  "Sure." I didn't like his tone. I never like the tone of Hill servants. It's filled with the defensive snobbishness you find in the tone of a turncoat. "I wanted to see if you guys really do shrivel in the sunlight." I had the advantage in this dumb game because I was expected and he'd been given my description. And he'd recognized me.


  If he hadn't recognized me, he would've slammed the door against my nose. Word would have gone out to the thugs who defend the rich and mighty from nuisances like me. A band would be hastening hither to deal me an exemplary drubbing.


  Come to think of it, they could be hastening anyway, if Ichabod had a confederate with no better sense of humor. "Name's Garrett," I announced. "Maggie Jenn asked me to come for dinner."


  The old spook stepped back. He never said a word, but it was plain he doubted his boss's wisdom. He didn't approve of letting my kind in the house. No telling what might have to be dragged back out of my pockets before they let me go. Or maybe I'd scratch off some fleas and leave them to colonize the rugs.


  I glanced back to see how my tail was making out. Poor sod was playing hell staying inconspicuous.


  "Nice door," I observed as I caught it edge-on. It was four inches thick. "Expecting a debt collector with a battering ram?" Hill people are rich enough to have those kinds of problems. Nobody would loan me enough for me to get in trouble.


  "Follow me." Ichabod turned.


  "That should be ‘follow me, sir.' " I don't know why the guy made me antagonistic. "I'm a guest. You're a flunky." I began having second thoughts about revolutions. When I go over to the Royal Library to see Linda Lee, I poke around in the books, too. Once I read one about rebellions. Seems like the servants of the overthrown get it worse than their masters do—unless they are perceptive enough to be agents of the rebels.


  "Indeed."


  "Ah. A comment. Lead on, Ichabod."


  "The name is Zeke, sir." The sir dripped sarcasm.


  "Zeke?" That was as bad as Ichabod. Almost.


  "Yes, sir. Are you coming? The mistress doesn't like to be kept waiting."


  "Do lead on, then. The thousand and one gods of TunFaire forfend that we distress Her Redheadedness."


  Zeke elected not to respond. He'd concluded that I had an attitude problem. He was right, of course, but for the wrong reasons. And I was a little ashamed. He was probably a nice old man with a herd of grandkids, forced to work into his dotage in order to support ungrateful descendants who were the offspring of sons killed in the Cantard.


  I didn't believe that for a minute, though.


  The interior of that place bore no resemblance to the outside. It was pretty dusty now, but it had started out as the daydream of some wharfside loser who imagined himself a great potentate. Or a great potentate with the tastes of a wharfside loser. I'll get some of these and a bunch of those and. . . . And the only thing missing was a troop of houris.


  The place was lousy with tasteless billows of wealth. Plush everything and way too much of it, and even more of everything as we moved nearer the center of the pit. Actually, we seemed to advance from zone to zone, each another expression of bad taste.


  "Whoa!" said I, unable to restrain myself. "There it is." It being a mammoth's-foot cane and brolly stand. "You don't see a lot of those."


  Zeke gave me a look, read my reaction to that bit of down-home chic. His stone face relaxed for a moment. He agreed. In that instant, we concluded a shaky armistice.


  No doubt it would survive no longer than Karenta's armistice with Venageta, which had lasted a whole six and a half hours.


  "Sometimes we cannot relinquish our pasts, sir."


  "Maggie Jenn used to be a mammoth hunter?"


  The peace was over. Just like that. He hunked along sullenly. I think that was because I'd admitted I didn't have the faintest idea what Maggie Jenn used to be.


  How come everyone thought I should know who she was? Including me? My famous memory was doing famously today.


  Zeke ushered me into the worst room yet. "Madame will join you here." I looked around, shading my eyes, began to wonder if Madame didn't used to be a madam. The place was for sure done up in whorehouse modern, probably by the same nancy boys who did the high-fly joints down in the Tenderloin.


  I turned to ask a question.


  Ichabod had abandoned me.


  I almost squeaked for him to come back. "Oh, Zeke! Bring me a blindfold." I didn't think I could stand the sensory assault otherwise.
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  It got to me. I stood around like I'd just made eye contact with a medusa. I'd never seen so much red. Everything was a red of the reddest reds, overwhelmingly red. Ubiquitous gold leaf highlights only heightened the impact.


  "Garrett."


  Maggie Jenn. I didn't have the strength to turn. I was scared she'd be wearing scarlet and lip rouge of a shade that would make her look like a vampire at snack time.


  "You alive?"


  "Just stunned." I waved a hand. "This is a bit overpowering."


  "Kind of sucks, don't it? But Teddy loved it, the gods know why. This place was Teddy's gift, so I keep this part the way he liked it."


  I did turn then. No, she hadn't worn red. She wore a peasanty sort of thing that was mostly light brown and white lace and a silly white dairymaid's hat that set off her hair. She also wore a heavyweight smile that said she was amusing herself at my expense but I was free to join in the fun. I told her, "I'm missing something. I don't get the joke."


  Her smile faded. "What do you know about me?"


  "Not much. Your name. That you're the sexiest woman I've run into in an age. Various self-evident characteristics. That you live in a classy neighborhood. And that's about it."


  She shook her head. Red curls flew around. "Notoriety isn't worth much anymore. Come on. We don't stay here. You'd go blind."


  Nice to have somebody crack wise for me. Saved me the trouble of thinking them up and pissing her off.


  She led me through several memorable rooms which weren't important enough to note. Then we roared out into the real world, bam! A dining room set for two. "Like a night in Elf Hill," I muttered.


  She hadn't lost her hearing. "I used to feel that way. Those rooms can be intimidating. Go ahead. Plant it."


  I took a chair opposite her at the end of a table long enough to seat two dozen people. "This is a love nest?"


  "Smallest dining room I've got." Hint of a smile.


  "You and Teddy?"


  "Sigh. How fleeting infamy. Nobody remembers except the family. That's all right, though. They're bitter enough for everybody. Teddy was Teodoric, Prince of Kamark. He became Teodoric iv and lasted a whole year."


  "The king?" Bells began to ring. Finally. "It's starting to come."


  "Good. I won't have to put myself through a bunch of explanations."


  "I don't know a lot. That all happened when I was in the Marines. In the Cantard, we didn't pay much attention to royal scandals."


  "Didn't know who was king and didn't care. I've heard that one." Maggie Jenn smiled her best smile. "I bet you still don't follow royal scandals."


  "They don't affect my life much."


  "It wouldn't affect your work for me, either, you knowing or not knowing all the dirt."


  A woman came in. Like Zeke, she was as old as original sin. She was tiny, the size of a child about to lunge into adolescence. She wore spectacles. Maggie Jenn took good care of her help. Spectacles are expensive. The old woman posed, hands clasped in front of her. She neither moved nor spoke.


  Maggie Jenn said, "We'll start whenever you're ready, Laurie."


  The old woman inclined her head and left.


  Maggie said, "I will tell you some of it, though, to soothe that famous curiosity of yours. So you do what I'm paying you to do instead of rooting around in my past."


  I grunted.


  Laurie and Zeke brought in a soup course. I began salivating. I'd eaten my own cooking too long.


  That was the only way I missed Dean, though! You bet.


  "I was the king's mistress, Garrett."


  "I remember." Finally. It was the scandal of its day, a crown prince falling for a commoner so hard he set her up on the Hill. His wife had not been thrilled. Old Teddy had made no pretense of discretion. He'd been in love and didn't care if the whole world knew. A worrisome attitude in a man who might be king.


  It suggested character flaws.


  For sure. King Teodoric iv turned out to be an arrogant, narrow-minded, self-indulgent jerk who got himself snuffed within a year.


  We aren't tolerant of royal foibles. That is, our royals and nobles aren't tolerant. Nobody else would consider assassination. It just isn't done outside the family. Even our mad dog revolutionaries never suggest offing the royals.


  I said, "I do wonder, though, about this daughter."


  "Not Teddy's."


  I slurped my soup. It was broth and garlic somebody tossed a chicken across. I liked it. Empty bowls went away. An appetizer course appeared. I didn't say anything. Maggie might talk just to extinguish the silence.


  "I've made my dumb mistakes, Garrett. My daughter was the result of a lulu."


  I chomped something made of chicken liver, bacon, and a giant nutmeat. "This's good."


  "I was sixteen. My father married me off to a virgin-obsessed animal who had daughters old enough to be my mother. It was good for business. Since nobody ever told me how you don't get pregnant, I got. My husband had fits. I wasn't supposed to whelp brats, I was supposed to warm his bed and tell him he was the greatest there ever was. He went buggo when I had a daughter. Another daughter. He had no sons. It was all a female plot. We were out to get him. I never had the nerve to tell him what would happen if us women really gave him what he deserved. He got a taste, though." Nasty smile. For one second, a darker Maggie shone through.


  She nibbled some food and left me room to comment. I nodded and kept chomping.


  "The old bastard never stopped using me, whatever he thought about me. His daughters took pity and showed me what I needed to know. They hated him more than I did. I bided my time. Then my father got killed by robbers who got twelve copper sceats and a pair of junk boots more than a year old."


  "That's TunFaire."


  She nodded. That was TunFaire.


  I nudged, "Your dad died."


  "So I no longer had any reason to please my husband."


  "You walked."


  "After I caught him sleeping and beat the living shit out of him with a poker."


  "I'll take that to heart."


  "Good idea." There was mischief in her eye. I decided I was going to like Maggie Jenn. Anybody who could live through what she had and have a little mischief left. . . .


  It was an interesting meal. I got to hear all about how she met Teddy without hearing word one about what she did between her shoeleather divorce and that first explosive encounter with the future king. I suspected she had loved Teddy as much as he'd loved her. You wouldn't keep something as ugly as those red rooms in memory of somebody you disliked.


  "This place is a prison," she told me, a little misty.


  "You got out to visit me." Maybe they let her out on a tease release program.


  "Not that kind of prison."


  I stuffed my face and let that old vacuum suck more words out of her. I don't deal well with metaphor.


  "I can leave any time I want, Garrett. I've been encouraged to leave. Often. But if I do, I lose everything. It's not really mine. I just get to use it." She gestured around her. "As long as I don't abandon it."


  "I see." And I did. She was a prisoner of circumstance. She had to stay. She was an unmarried woman with a child. She had known poverty and knew rich was better. Poverty was a prison, too. "I think I'm going to like you, Maggie Jenn."


  She raised an eyebrow. What an endearing skill! Few of us have sufficient native talent. Only the very best people can do the eyebrow thing.


  I said, "I don't like most of my clients."


  "I guess likable people don't get into situations where they need somebody like you."


  "Not often, that's a fact."
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  The way things started, I became convinced that a certain eventuality had been foredoomed from the moment I'd opened my front door. I'm not a first date kind of guy, but I've never strained too hard against the whims of fate. I especially don't struggle to avoid that particular fate.


  Dinner ended. I was unsettled. Maggie Jenn had been doing these things with her eyes. The kind of things that cause a bishop's brain to curdle and even a saint's devotion to monasticism to go down for a third time in those limpid pools. The kind of things that send a fundamentalist reverend's imagination racing off into realms so far removed that there is no getting back without doing something stupid.


  I was too distracted to tell if the front of me was soaked with drool.


  There had been banter and word games during dinner. She was good. Really good. I was ready to grab a trumpet and race around blowing Charge!


  She sat there silently, appraising me, probably trying to decide if I was medium or medium well.


  I made a heroic effort to concentrate. I managed to croak, "Tell me something, Maggie Jenn? Who would be interested in your affairs?"


  She said nothing but did the eyebrow trick. She was surprised. That wasn't what she'd expected me to say. She had to buy time.


  "Don't try to work your wiles on me, woman. You don't get out of answering that easily."


  She laughed throatily, exaggerating that huskiness she had, wriggled just to let me know she was capable of distracting me as much as she wanted. I considered distracting myself by getting up and stomping around to study some of the artwork decorating the dining chamber but discovered that rising would be uncomfortable and embarrassing. I half turned in my chair and studied the ceiling as though seeking clues amongst the fauns and cherubs.


  She asked, "What do you mean about people interested in my affairs?"


  I did pause to reflect before I gave away the store. "Let's back up some first. Did anybody know you were coming to see me?" Of course somebody did. Else Winger wouldn't have come to me first. But I needed Maggie's perspective.


  "It wasn't a secret, if that's what you mean. I did ask around once I decided I needed a man of your sort."


  Hmm. What was a man of my sort?


  This was not an unfamiliar phenomenon. Sometimes the unfriendlies get the jump because they hear about my client asking after someone who can help. "Next step, then. Who would be bothered if you started looking for your daughter?"


  "Nobody." She was getting suspicious.


  "Yeah. It would seem like nobody ought to care. Unless maybe they were to give you a little support."


  "You're scaring me, Garrett."


  She didn't look scared. I said, "Might be a good idea to be scared. See, I knew you were coming."


  "What?" She was troubled for sure now. She didn't like that at all.


  "Just before you showed up, a friend who's in my racket stopped by to warn me you'd be coming." Saying Winger and I are in the same business is stretching a point, maybe. Winger is into anything likely to put money in Winger's purse, preferably fast and easy. "He thought you were coming to buy a hit. That's why he warned me." Catch that clever misdirection. Not even a dead Loghyr often mistakes Winger for male.


  "A hit? Me?" She knew the argot. She was off balance but coming back fast.


  "He was sure of it." But I wondered. Winger took shortcuts. Big, slow, lovable, goofy, crafty, bigoted, and lazy Winger. She was confident that anybody she couldn't sweeten with reason she could bring around with a good old-fashioned ass-kicking. She was just a big old simple country girl with simple country ways—if you accepted her the way she wanted to be taken.


  I was going to have words with Winger about Maggie Jenn. If I could find her. I didn't think that would be tough. The big goof was bound to turn up on her own, soon. Probably before I was ready.


  I said, "Then somebody followed me here."


  "What? Who? Why?"


  "Got me. I only mention it to show you that somebody out there is interested."


  Maggie shook her head. It was a fine head. I was starting to lose my focus again. I concentrated on describing the villain who'd followed me.


  Maggie smiled wickedly. "Garrett! Don't you ever think about anything else?"


  "Lots of times." I thought about starting a little contest in which we would see who could run the fastest.


  "Garrett!"


  "You started it."


  Unlike many women, she did not deny her complicity. "Yeah, but. . . ."


  "Put yourself in my place. You're a red-blooded young man who's suddenly alone here with you."


  "Flattery will get you everywhere." She chuckled. Ouch! This was getting painful. "You do dish up a ration of shit, don't you?"


  I chuckled right back and put myself into my own place, assuming she meant to put herself into her own place and things would proceed to proceed. But after a painful pilgrimage to her side of the table all proceedings proceeded to grind to a halt. Reluctantly—it seemed—she slipped away from me. I muttered, "We can't keep on like this if you want to sell me on looking for your daughter."


  "You're right. This is a business arrangement. We can't let nature get in the way."


  I was willing to let nature play havoc, but I said, "Durn tootin'. I don't sell that way, anyway. I sell on logic and facts. That's me. Just-the-facts-ma'am Garrett. How about you start giving me some of those instead of using all your energy on those come-hither eyes?"


  "Don't be cruel, Garrett. This is as difficult for me as it is for you."
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  So, eventually, we reached the suite belonging to Maggie's daughter Emerald. "Emerald?" I asked. "What happened to Justina?" Emerald. Wouldn't you know? Where are all the lovely Patricias and Bettys?


  "I named her Justina. Emerald is what she uses. She picked it, so don't give me that look."


  "What look?"


  "The one that says you're shitting me. She picked it. She was fourteen. Everyone else went along, so I use Emerald sometimes myself."


  "Right. Emerald. She insisted." Of course. That's what became of Patricia and Betty. They started calling themselves Amber and Brandi and Fawn. "But she might be going by Justina. When life gets serious, they fall back on their roots. Anything I need to know about the suite before I start digging?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Am I going to find something you think needs excusing ahead of time?"


  Wonder of wonders, she understood. "You might. Only I never go in there, so I don't know what it might be. Yet." She gave me a strange look. "Are you looking for a fight?"


  "No." Though maybe, unconsciously, I didn't want her hanging over my shoulder. "Back to that name. Might as well go after this by the numbers, find out everything you can tell me before I start looking for things you don't know."


  She gave me that look again. I was a bit testy. Had I developed that strong a dislike for work? Or was it because I knew she would lie and distort and whatever else it took to shape reality to her own vision? They all do, even when there's no hope they won't get found out. People. They do make you wonder.


  "Justina was after my grandmother."


  I understood from her tone. Never was a kid who did not resent hearing how he or she was named after some old fart they never met and couldn't care less about. My mom played that game with me and my brother. I never figured out why it meant anything to her. "Any special reason?"


  "The name's been in the family forever. And Granny would have been hurt if. . . ."


  The usual. Never made sense to me. You sentence a kid to a lifetime of misery on account of somebody might get his feelings hurt if you don't. Three rousing oriental cheers, say I: foo-ee, foo-ee, foo-ee. Who is going to be upset the longest?


  You entered Emerald's suite through a small sitting room. There you found a small writing desk with its chair, in blond wood. There was an oil lamp on the desk. There was one more chair, a storage chest with a cushion on top, and a small set of shelves. The room was squeaky clean and more spartan than it sounds. It did not look promising.


  I hate it when they clean for company. "Your daughter ever take a powder before?"


  Maggie hesitated. "No."


  "Why did you hesitate?"


  "Trying to decide. Her father kidnapped her when she was four. Some friends convinced him that a child is better off with her mother."


  "Would he try something like that today?"


  "Probably not. He's been dead eight years."


  "Chances are he wouldn't." As a rule, the dead don't get involved in custody disputes. "She got a boyfriend?"


  "A girl from the Hill?"


  "Especially a girl from the Hill. How many does she have?"


  "What?"


  "Look, believe it or not, it's easier for Hill girls to slip around than it is for downtown girls." I offered examples from my own cases, one of which had featured a bevy of Hill girls working the Tenderloin just for the thrills.


  That stunned my Maggie Jenn. She had a blind area, an inability to believe her baby could be anything less than the absolute image of what she desired. It hadn't occurred to her that Emerald was going to break her heart. Plainly, she didn't understand that people sometimes did the wicked stuff for other than survival reasons. Whoring as an amusement was a concept too alien to encompass.


  Only the classes in between don't believe in whoring.


  "You didn't grow up on the Hill."


  "I admit that, Garrett."


  I had the suspicion that my pretty Maggie had maybe had to make ends meet to make ends meet during the hiatus between husband and crown prince. I didn't need to know about that, though. Not yet, anyway. Maybe later, if it began to look like the past had some bearing. "Plant yourself on a chair. Talk to me about Emerald while I work."


  I prowled.
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  Maggie said, "To my knowledge she has no boyfriends. Our circumstances don't let us meet many people. We aren't socially acceptable. We form a class unto ourselves."


  A very classy class it was, though Maggie Jenn and her kid weren't its only members. The sisterhood of mistresses is quite large. At these rarified heights, a man is expected to have a mistress. It demonstrates his manhood. Two is better than one.


  "Any friends at all?"


  "Not many. Girls she grew up with, maybe. Maybe somebody she studied with. At her time of life, kids are real status conscious. I doubt anybody would let her make any strong connections."


  "What's she look like?"


  "Me, twenty years less shopworn. And wipe that silly grin off your mug."


  "I was thinking how looking for you twenty years younger would have me hunting somebody barely out of diapers."


  "And don't forget that. I want my baby found, not—"


  "Right. Right. Right. Any special stress between you before she disappeared?"


  "What?"


  "Did you have a fight? Did she stomp out yelling about how she was never coming back in ten thousand years?"


  "No." Maggie chuckled. "I had a few of those with my mother. Probably why she didn't squawk when my father sold me. No. Not Emerald. This kid is different, Garrett. She never cared about anything enough to fight. Really, honestly, swear to whatever god, I wasn't a pushy mother. She was happy just to go along. Far as she was concerned, life is a river and she was driftwood."


  "I maybe lost something in all the excitement. Or maybe I've started remembering things that never happened. I could have sworn you were going on about her having fallen in with bad companions."


  Maggie chuckled. She snorted. She looked uncomfortable. She did it all fetchingly. I tried to imagine her as she might have been in Teodoric's day. I was awed by the possibilities.


  She stopped wriggling. "I fibbed a little. I heard about you having a relationship with the Sisters of Doom and figured you were a sucker for a kid in trouble." The Sisters of Doom is an all-girl street gang. The girls were all abused before they fled to the street.


  "It was a relationship with one Sister. Who left the street."


  "I'm sorry. I overstepped."


  "What?"


  "It's obvious I just stomped on some tender feelings."


  "Oh. Yeah. Maya was a pretty special kid. I messed up a good thing because I didn't take her serious enough. I lost a friend because I didn't listen."


  "Sorry. I was just trying to find a sure hook."


  "Did Emerald see anybody regularly?" Business would take me away from memories. Maya was not one of my great loves, but she was pretty special. And both Dean and the Dead Man had approved of her. There had been no separation, she just didn't come around anymore and mutual friends all hinted that she wouldn't unless I grew up a little.


  That don't punch your ego up, considering it traced back to a girl just eighteen.


  Emerald's writing desk had numerous cubbies and tiny drawers. I searched them as we talked. I didn't find much. Most spaces were empty.


  "She does have friends but making friends doesn't come easy."


  That wasn't the story as it was told a few minutes ago. I suspected Emerald had troubles that had nothing to do with social status. Chances were she was lost in her mother's shadow. "Friends are where I'll find her trail. I'll need names. I'll need to know where I can find the people who go with them."


  She nodded. "Of course." I slammed a drawer, turned away from her. I had to keep my mind on business. The woman was a witch. Then I sneaked a peek. Did I really want to leave all that, to go hunting somebody who probably didn't want to be found?


  Ha! Here was something. A silver pendant. "What's this?" Purely rhetorical. I knew what I had. It was an amulet consisting of a silver pentagram on a dark background with a goat's head inside the star. The real question was, what was it doing where I had found it?


  Maggie took it, studied it while I watched for a reaction. I didn't see one. She said, "I wonder where that came from?"


  "Emerald into the occult?"


  "Not that I know of. But you can't know everything about your children."


  I grunted, resumed my search. Maggie chattered like the fabled magpie, mostly about her daughter, more in the way of reminiscences than useful facts. I listened with half an ear.


  I found nothing else in the desk. I moved to the shelves. The presence of several books brought home how much wealth Maggie stood to lose. Because a book takes forever to copy, it is about the most expensive toy you can give a child.


  I grunted as I picked up the third book. It was a small, leather-bound, time-worn thing with a goat's head tooled into its cover. The leather was badly foxed. The pages were barely readable. It was one old book.


  My first clue was that it was not written in modern Karentine.


  Those damned things never are, are they? Nobody would take them seriously if any schnook could pick one up and decipher the secrets of the ages.


  "Check this out." I tossed the book to Maggie. I kept one eye on her as I resumed my search.


  "Curiouser and curiouser, Garrett. My baby is full of surprises."


  "Yeah." Maybe. That whole visit was full of surprises. Including those tree-sized fingers pointing at witchcraft of the demonic sort.


  The bedroom and its attached bath yielded more occult treasures.


  Much later I asked, "Is Emerald especially neat?" Neat would not describe any teen I knew.


  "Only as much as she has to be. Why?"


  I didn't tell her. I had gone into full investigator mode. We crack first-line investigators never answer questions about our questions, especially if those are posed by our employers, lawmen, or anybody else who might help keep us out of the deep stink. Fact was, though, that Emerald's apartment was way too neat. Compulsively so. Or nobody lived there. My impression was of a stage set. I was wondering if it might not be exactly that, carefully primed with clues.


  All right, I told me. Get busy deducting. Clues are clues to something even when they're artificial or false.


  I was not that sure. What I had was some inconsistent indications of witchcraft—which did little to amaze, dismay, alarm, or otherwise excite my new employer.


  Maybe I was going at this from the wrong end.


  Tap on the shoulder. "Anybody in there?"


  "Huh?"


  "You just froze up and went away."


  "Happens when I try to think and do something at the same time."


  She did her eyebrow trick. I distracted her by flashing her back. I told her, "I've got enough to start. You give me that list of names. As soon as we settle the finances."


  We had no problems there till I insisted on half my fee up front. "It's an inflexible rule, Maggie. On account of human fallibility. Too many people get tempted to stiff me once they've gotten what they want." But that was not the only reason I pressed.


  The less a client argues the deeper his desperation.


  My pretty Maggie Jenn argued way too long. Finally, she huffed, "I'll have Mugwump bring you that list as soon as I can."


  I was thrilled. I really wanted to see Mugwump again. Maybe I could tip him a talking parrot.
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  I stood in the shadows down the street from Maggie's, just staying out of sight while I thought.


  Like most folks, I don't get any kick out of being played for a patsy. But people do try. It's an occupational hazard. I'm used to it. I expect it. But I don't like it.


  Something was going on. I was being used. None too subtly, either. Unless Maggie my sweet was a lot less worldly than I suspected, I didn't see how she could think I would buy everything.


  I'd sure enjoyed the job interview, though. As far as it had gone.


  The thing to do now was what she had said she didn't want me to do: investigate Maggie Jenn. For my own safety. In my line, what you don't know can get you killed as fast as what you do know. Once I could guess where I really stood, maybe I'd do something about Emerald.


  I glanced at the sky. It was dark but still early. I could touch some contacts, take a few steps along the path to enlightenment. Right after I dropped Maggie's retainer off at home. Only a fool carries a load like that longer than he must. TunFaire teems with villains who can count the change in your pocket at a hundred yards.


  I could imagine no explanation of recent events more convincing than what Maggie purported. Nevertheless, there was Winger. I shook my head. The cobwebs did not go away. They never do. All part of the service. All part of my naive charm.


  I looked for my tail. No sign. Maybe he got tired and went home. Maybe the Hill's security thugs whispered sweet nothings in his ear, like, "Get lost pronto or you'll crawl home with two broken legs." Or maybe his job had been done once he'd found out where I was going.


  I shoved off. All that thinking was giving me shin splints of the brain.


  Good thing I exercise. I had oomph enough to vacate the area steps ahead of an unpleasant interview with the goon squad, who did not seem to care if I had legitimate business on the Hill. They had been summoned by Ichabod, no doubt, in a vain hope that my attitude could be improved.


  

  


  


  I zigged and zagged and backtracked and used all my tricks. I didn't spot a tail so I went home, got rid of Maggie's retainer, drew myself a long draught, then sat down for a cold beer and a chat with Eleanor, who seemed concerned about the state of my soul.


  "Yeah," I confessed, "I'm getting more flexible when it comes to taking money." I spoke in a whisper. I did not want to waken the Goddamn Parrot. I'd even tiptoed in and filled his seed tray.


  If I remembered to feed him more often, he might have a higher opinion of me. Maybe.


  "So what? If they're villains, they deserve to be done out of their money." She had taught me that money has no provenance. "If they aren't villains, I'll see that they get their money's worth."


  More or less. Sometimes I don't exactly deliver what the client has in mind. One such case resulted in Eleanor coming to live with me.


  It had taken me a while to outgrow the notion that taking a man's money meant having to go for the results he wanted. I must be getting old and judgmental. These days, I try to give people what they deserve instead.


  Which yields mixed results for sure. Even so, I get more offers than I want. But a lot of fat jobs go elsewhere because some folks have decided to avoid me. Most especially the kind who rob people with paper instead of a blade. Lawyers and slicks. I have embarrassed my share of those.


  Actually, I mostly avoid working. I don't think anybody ought to work more than it takes to get by. Sure, I wish I could afford my own harem and fifty-room palace, but if I worked hard enough to get the money, I'd have to work as hard to keep it. I wouldn't get a chance to enjoy it.


  After a few beers, I developed a whole new attitude. I told Eleanor, "Think I'll go down to the Joy House, hang out with the guys."


  She smirked.


  "It's just to pick up street talk about Maggie Jenn."


  Eleanor didn't believe one word.


  I had to find me a new girlfriend.
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  Morley Dotes never changes but his neighborhood can. Once upon a time, that was the worst. You weren't alert, you could get killed for the price of a bowl of soup. For reasons to do with Morley's intolerance of squabbles and his sometime role as arbitrator of underworld disputes, the neighborhood grew almost reputable and came to be called the Safety Zone. Those who worked the shadow side met and did business there, with every expectation of suffering none of the embarrassment, unpleasantness, or disappointment one faced at the hands of lone wolf socialists in other neighborhoods.


  Every city needs some quiet area where business can get done.


  "Waa-hoo!" shrieked the guy who came sailing out the door as I walked up to Morley's place. I ducked. That fellow touched down halfway across the street. He made a valiant effort to land running and did a laudable job till a watering trough slunk into his path. Slimy green water fountained.


  Another man came out sprawled like a starfish, spinning and howling. He was one of Morley's thugs-turned-waiter.


  This was backwards. The way these things go is Morley's people toss troublemakers. They don't get dribbled along the cobblestones themselves.


  The howling waiter went across the street like a skipping stone. He crashed into the guy trying not to drown in the horse trough. If you ask me, putting those things around was a grave mistake. Horse troughs are sure to draw horses. TunFaire is infested by enough evils.


  On hands and knees, I peeped around the edge of the door frame and discovered true pandemonium.


  A behemoth of a black man, who beat my six feet two by a good three feet, and who had to slouch so he wouldn't split his noggin on the ceiling, was having himself a grand time cleaning house. He snarled and roared and tossed people and furniture. Those few men accidentally exiting through the front door were lucky. They were out of the action. Those who tried to leave under their own power got grabbed and dragged back for the fun.


  The feet of the walls were littered with casualties. The big man had a fire in his eye. No mere mortal was going to quiet him down. Some very skilled mortals had tried and had found places among the fallen.


  I knew the berserk. His name was Playmate. He was one of my oldest friends, a blacksmith and stable operator, a religious man who was as gentle a being as ever lived. He went out of his way to avoid stepping on bugs. I had seen him weep for a mutt run down by a carriage. Like all of us, he had done his time in the Cantard, but I was sure that even there he had offered violence to no one.


  I thought about trying to talk him down. I left it at a thought. We were good friends, but Playmate had equally good friends among the fallen. Everybody loved Playmate.


  And I had learned about being a hero doing my five years as a Royal Marine.


  No way could Playmate have gone this mad.


  Morley Dotes himself, dapper and exasperated, watched from the stair to his office. He was a darkly handsome little character, dressed way too slick for my taste. Anything he put on looked like it was baked onto him. Anything I put on looks slept-in after ten minutes.


  Morley was so distressed he was wringing his hands.


  Guess I'd have been upset myself if someone was busting up my place. The Joy House started as a front—Morley was an assassin and bonebreaker—but it had grown on Dotes.


  A short, slim form snaked through the crowd and leapt onto Playmate's back. The big man roared and spun. He did not dislodge his rider, Morley's nephew Spud, whose mother had passed him to his uncle because she could not manage him anymore.


  For a while, Spud just held on. Once he was confident of his seat, though, he let go with one hand and fumbled at his belt. Playmate kept spinning. The idea gradually got into his head: spinning and prancing and roaring would not get the weight off his back.


  He stopped, got his bearings by consulting stars only he could see. He decided to run backwards and squish Spud against a wall.


  Spud had his own plan, though.


  Spud was set on being a hero in his uncle's eyes.


  The kid wasn't stupid, he just suffered from natural elvish overconfidence.


  His hand came up from his belt clutching a black cloth sack. He tried popping that over Playmate's head. Guess who did not cooperate?


  That sack was a mark of the esteem in which Playmate was held. The guy was set on destroying the world, but nobody wanted to stop him badly enough to kill him. Not one soul inside the Joy House wanted to do anything but get him under control. Not your true TunFairean attitude, I guarantee. Life is the cheapest commodity of all.


  Morley moved as soon as he understood what the kid was doing. He didn't run or appear to hurry, but he got there right on time, a moment after Spud did get his bag into place, a moment after Playmate started his all-out plunge toward the nearest wall. Morley hooked a foot behind the big man's heel.


  Boom!


  Playmate sprawled. Spud separated just in time to keep from being sandwiched. He was a lucky kid. Instead of getting squashed and collecting some broken bones, he just got coldcocked.


  Not so Playmate. My old pal tried to get up. Morley popped him a bunch of times, so fast you barely saw him move. Playmate didn't like that. He figured maybe he ought to take that sack off and see who was aggravating him. Morley hit him a bunch more times, in all those places where blows are supposed to incapacitate.


  There came a day when Playmate, buried under a dozen people, finally stopped struggling.
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  Morley looked down at Playmate. He was breathing hard. I strode inside, chirped, "Congrats. You wore him down."


  Morley checked me from glazed eyes, failed to recognize me for a moment, then wailed, "Oh, damn! You. On top of everything else."


  I looked behind me to find out who was causing my best pal so much distress. I'd fix him! But the guy was too fast for me. The doorway was empty.


  I put on my best hurt face. I get to practice a lot around the Joy House. Morley's guys are always riding me. Naturally, I play along.


  I righted a table, selected a chair, made myself comfortable. I eyeballed Playmate. "What happened? You have to pump that guy up on weed to get him to swat flies."


  Morley took several controlled breaths, picked up a chair, and joined me. "Excellent question, Garrett." Playmate wasn't doing anything now. In fact, the roars from beneath the flesh pile sounded suspiciously like snores.


  Morley Dotes is a bit short for a grown man but isn't entirely human. He has dark-elf forebears. But he never lets the human in him get in his way.


  Maybe the mix is responsible. He is a mass of contrasts, especially in his profession as opposed to his hobby. His health food haven has become a hangout for half the villains of TunFaire. Contrast again: the clientele is half those double-nasties and half the kind of clown you expect to find gnoshing tubers of uncertain provenance.


  "Boy did pretty well," Morley observed, glancing at Spud. The kid's real name was Narcisio. Only his mother used that.


  "Pretty good," I admitted. "More balls than brains."


  "Runs in the family."


  "What happened?"


  Morley glowered. Instead of answering me, he shocked the house by bellowing, "Eggwhite! Get your heathen ass out here!"


  I was amazed, too. Morley employs vulgarity only rarely. He fancies himself a gentleman rogue. Gentlemen rogues are slick like they're covered with lard. But a villain is a villain, and Morley is one of the worst because he gets away with everything. I should try to take him down. I don't because he's my friend.


  A thug ambled out of the kitchen. He wore cook's garb but carried his professional resume scarred on his face. He was old and looked as stupid as a stump, which answered a question: what becomes of hard boys if they live long enough to get old? They become waiters. I didn't see how this goon had survived to get there, though. He looked like a guy who needed a major run of luck to get through any given day.


  Maybe the gods do love the incapacitated.


  Morley beckoned.


  Eggwhite edged our way. His gaze kept darting toward Playmate. Playmate had begun to reappear as guys climbed off and went to set the bones of their buddies.


  "Big mess, huh?" Morley said.


  "Yeah, boss. Big ole mess."


  "You have any idea why I would entertain the notion that you might have been at fault? Can you tell me why your face popped into mind the moment my friend asked me what happened?"


  Will wonders never cease? He never called me friend before.


  Eggwhite muttered, "I guess on account of I got a weakness for doing jokes."


  Morley grunted. "That one of your pranks?" Playmate was sleeping like a baby now, but he was going to be hurting when he woke up. "That big ha-ha there?" Morley's tone was hard, the street leaking through. He was angry. Eggwhite was petrified.


  Morley asked, "What did you do?"


  "Put angelweed in his salad?" Eggwhite made it a question, like a kid caught in a lie experimenting with a new tactic.


  "How much?"


  Excellent question. Angelweed didn't earn its heavenly name because it will boost your mind into paradise but because it will send you off to hallelujah land if you aren't careful. Slipping it into a salad would be a clever way to dose somebody. The leaves look like spinach that's gone a little bluish.


  "Half a dozen leaves." Eggwhite looked everywhere but straight at Morley.


  "Half a dozen. Enough to kill most people."


  "He's humongous, chief. A goddamn mountain. I thought it would take—"


  "And there's the problem." Morley's voice dropped way down, to a level of softness that meant he was in a killing mood. Eggwhite started shaking. Morley continued, "I told you when I hired you I didn't want any thinking. I wanted you cutting vegetables. Get out."


  "Chief, look, I can—"


  "You're gone, Eggwhite. Out the door. Walking or carried. Up to you."


  Eggwhite gulped. "Uh. . . . Yeah." He headed for the door.


  I observed, "He's making off with your cook outfit."


  "Let it go. I don't want to make a scene."


  I gave him an encore look at my eyebrow trick.


  "I hate firing people, Garrett."


  I added the fisheye to the raised eyebrow. This was the most feared hired knife in town? Was he putting me on?


  He kept plugging. "I do it only because you have to if you want to be successful in business. Besides, I owe him eight days pay." Before I could comment, he eyed me directly. "What is it this time, Garrett?"


  "How about a platter of that stuff with the black mushrooms, pea pods and whatnot, on the wild rice?" I dropped money onto the table.


  Morley gave me my fisheye back with interest. He gathered my coins, examined them as though he suspected they were counterfeit. "You want to eat? Here? And you're willing to pay for it?" He sank his fangs into a coin, the classic hardness test.


  "I wouldn't go so far as to employ the concept of privilege, but it is an age of wonders. You've converted me. I'm born again. I'm never going to eat anything but swamp tubers, bark, and gravel ever again."
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  Morley stirred Playmate's fingers with his toe. "He's alive, but I couldn't tell you why." He came back to where I was wolfing the mushroom stuff. It contained more garlic than mushrooms. "Trying to keep the girls away?"


  "I don't need garlic for that. I have natural talent."


  He wasn't in the mood for banter. Guess I wouldn't have been either had my place just gotten trashed. "What are you into now, Garrett? What do you need?"


  "I'm doing a missing person caper." Love that word. I told him the story, leaving out only those parts a gentleman leaves out. "I want to know whatever you know about Maggie Jenn. Felt like she was running a game on me."


  "Somebody must be running a game on somebody. I don't think you saw the real Maggie Jenn."


  "Huh?"


  "Never mind the witty remarks. I'm thinking you must have been chosen for your ignorance."


  "Thanks. How about shoving a stick in the spokes of the scheme by lighting a torch in the darkness?"


  "That wouldn't be right. Not quite. You not being up on the adventures of the royals could be part of it, but. . . ."


  "All right. I don't know what you know, Morley. That's why I'm here."


  "It isn't impossible that you spent the afternoon with a king's lover, but I'd call it wildly improbable. Maggie Jenn exiled herself to the Isle of Paise after her Teddy boy died. If there was a daughter I never heard. Kind of thing that would be kept quiet, though. On the other hand, that place on the Hill sounds like the one where Teodoric stashed his doxy. Curious."


  That was an understatement. "I'm lost, Morley. None of this makes sense."


  "Only because you don't have the key."


  "I'm missing the key, the lock, the damned door, and all the hardware. Somebody ran a game on me? I'll buy that. Happens all the time. But the woman also paid me to look for her daughter."


  "How well?" Was that smile a smirk?


  "Handsomely, shall we say? Enough so I'm sure she expected something in return. Even top of the Hill don't throw money away."


  "Good point."


  "If Maggie Jenn came back," I mused, "what would she do?"


  "She has no reason to come back. She lives like a queen out there. She'd find nothing but trouble here." Morley eyed Playmate. "Pity you didn't get here earlier. He always kept track of the royals."


  "He won't be doing anything but whine about his headache for a week."


  "You in a hurry?"


  I wondered. "Maybe not. No apparent jeopardy. Just a puzzle. Maggie didn't seem in any hurry, just worried."


  "You buy the woman's story?"


  I never take a client's story at face value. Some natural law compels them to lie part of the time. "Maybe. Some. It feels like the truth being used for something else."


  "I'll put out feelers. Meantime, you ought to corner Winger."


  "That occurred to me." I didn't relish trying to get anything out of her, though. "It's not an appetizing idea."


  Morley chuckled. "She's a handful. The trick is get her thinking what you want is her idea."


  "Ingenious. How?"


  "With great difficulty."


  "I can get advice like that from my parrot and save the price of this fish food."


  "Way I hear, Dean is out of town and the Dead Man is asleep. You being hard up for company, I just wanted you to feel at home. Crumbs! You try to be a pal." He grinned a diabolical dark-elf grin.


  "You want to be a pal, find out about Maggie Jenn."


  His grin dwindled. "Try to be a pal." He shook his head.


  He would check around because he thought he owed me. And I agreed. I collect like a loanshark.


  "Bed is starting to sound good," I thought aloud. "It's been a hard day."


  Morley grunted. His nephew came to the table. Getting no hint that he ought to take his big ears elsewhere, he spun a chair around and straddled it. Around us, Morley's people, moving slowly and muttering about their aches and pains, put things together again. Spud asked, "How is Mr. Big, Mr. Garrett?"


  I cursed.


  Morley had sent me the Goddamn Parrot when he was in an Eggwhite mood. That was far enough out of character that I suspected Sarge and Puddle had a hand in developing the scam. The bird came guaranteed to have a major hatred for cats and a habit of attacking them from above. I accepted him because Dean had a habit of accumulating strays.


  Spud gave me a dirty look. He was the only one in the world with any use for that foul-mouthed jungle chicken. Make that any love. The Dead Man had a use. Wherever I went, he could send Mr. Big after, nagging.


  I had tried to give the beast away. There were no takers. I gave it every chance to fly away. It wouldn't escape. I was getting near taking heroic measures. "Spud, you're so worried about Mr. Big why don't you come get him? He needs a home where he's appreciated."


  "No, you don't," Morley sneered. "That there is your bird, Garrett."


  I scowled. This was a squabble I couldn't win.


  Dotes showed all those pointy teeth again. "I hear some parrots live a hundred years."


  "Some, maybe. In the wild." I could donate Mr. Big to a charity. Like some hungry ratman. "I'm out of here, friend."


  Morley laughed.
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  It was dark out. That did not help.


  Neither did the fact that I didn't see them coming. I had no chance to get ready.


  I put up a fight, though. I dented some heads good with the weighted oak head-buster I carry when I go out. I tossed one guy through the only glass window in the street. But I just never got rolling. I had no chance to use the tricks I had stashed up my sleeves.


  Somebody whapped me upside the head with a house. I think it was a house. Had to be a house. No mere man could hit me that hard. The lights went out—with me still trying to figure out who and why.


  

  


  


  Ordinarily, I come around slowly if I've had my conk bopped. Not so this time. One minute I was in dreamland, the next I was bouncing along face downward, wrapped in something soggy, staring at a floor sliding past inches from my nose. Four guys were carrying me. I was leaking red stuff. I couldn't recall drinking any wine. I had the worst headache anyone ever had since the dawn of time.


  A fine pair of female legs strode along practically in nibbling range. I really wanted to appreciate those. In other circumstances, I would have devoted hours to those legs. But a guy does have to keep some perspective.


  Things were not going well. This sort of thing was not a normal part of my life. I tried to shove the pain away long enough to think.


  Aha! They had me wrapped in a wet blanket. I didn't want to poop somebody's party, but that didn't make me happy. I roared and twisted and flopped and wriggled and bellowed. I failed to make any impression. I did get a gander at what went with the gorgeous gams. The wealth was piled on all the way to the top. I could have fallen in love. But this was not the time or place. Beside a fire, maybe on a bearskin rug, maybe just her and me and some TunFaire Gold wine. . . .


  I didn't like the looks of the guys. They weren't the Brunos I danced with earlier. Those had been standard lowlife, out for the price of a drink. These clowns wore dirty, ragged uniforms.


  That failed to cheer me up.


  They were unreasonable. They wouldn't answer questions. Nobody responded at all, except Miss Legs. She just seemed sad. I hollered and flopped some more. They kept on lugging me down a long hall.


  Long hall, huh? And what was that smell?


  Everybody stopped but me. I thrashed some more. I was serious about it now. I knew where I was. This was the crazy floor of the Bledsoe, the imperial charity hospital.


  The empire is long gone, but its works and the imperial family linger, the latter hoping for a recall. They sustain the hospital, which serves the indigent poorly.


  The cackle factory is a bad place. They stick you in there you could be gone forever. Wouldn't matter that somebody made a mistake.


  "Hey! Put me down! What the hell is this? What am I doing in here? Do I look like I'm crazy?"


  That was the wrong question. I had to look like a prime specimen. And the way things work, they would assume that they wouldn't have me if I didn't belong.


  Man, this was the dirtiest trick anybody ever played on me.


  A door crashed open. It was oak and iron and about nine inches thick. I glimpsed my destiny.


  One of my guides bellowed. Somebody scuttled away. The boys tossed me through the doorway without missing the frame. I landed hard. The Legs gazed at me pityingly. The door closed before I convinced her this was all a horrible mistake.


  I unwrapped myself by rolling around, stumbled over and wasted energy pounding on the door. I exercised the full range of situationally specialized vocabulary, but without the enthusiasm I might have managed had my head not hurt so much. You do these things even when you're wasting your time. The rituals must be observed.


  I heard noises behind me. I spun around.


  At least a dozen men stood staring at me. I checked the ward beyond them. There were lots more men back there. Plenty were wondering about the new guy. Some studied my outfit. Plainly, there had been no general clothing issued in years. Nor had anyone taken a bath during the modern era. Here was the source of the odor I'd caught in the hall. A glance told me the welcoming committee all belonged inside. It was obvious in their eyes.


  I pounded and yelled some more. Service did not improve.


  At least they hadn't dumped me into the violent ward. Maybe I stood a chance.


  An old character who looked like he weighed about fifty pounds stumbled toward me. "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  "I was doing great till about five minutes ago, Ivy."


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  "He don't say nothing else, Ace."


  Right. I'm a quick study. Ivy never even looked at me. "Gotcha."


  A guy about nine feet tall guffawed. "You don't pay Ivy no nevermind, boy. He's crazy."


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  This was the tip of the iceberg. The part that would be easy. It was sure to get weird.


  After thinking a while, somebody yelled at the big guy, "You got so much room to talk, muddlebrain?"


  "Yeah? What do you know? I don't belong in here. I was set up. Somebody drugged me or something. I woke up in here."


  Oh, my. A fellow traveler as bad off as I. I had a lot of sympathy for him—till some grinning idiot shrieked, "Powziffle! Powziffle pheez!" Or something like that.


  The big guy hunched up, stooped, made gurgling noises, and started running around the ward like a gorilla, howling. His howls would have chilled the spine of a banshee.


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  The big man's racket started some other guy screaming. His cries were a species I'd heard in the islands, coming from a guy caught out in no-man's land with a bad gut wound, begging for somebody to kill him. Soldiers from both sides would have done so gladly after a while. But nobody was dumb enough to go out there and let the other side snipe. So we'd all just laid low and listened, ground our teeth, and maybe thanked our personal gods it wasn't us.


  I glared at that door. Maybe I could chew my way through.


  Or maybe. . . . My pockets hadn't been cleaned. They must've been in an awful hurry to get me put away. A real bunch of screwup Charlies.


  Patients came to check me out—those who still had a foot in our world. Many were timid as mice. A look sent them scurrying. Others. . . . Some might have been there as accidentally as I, only instead they belonged in the ward for the dangerous.


  I wished everybody would back off.


  Any doubts I had about the irregularity of my commitment disappeared when I discovered that they hadn't cleaned my pockets. Had I been brought in legitimately, all my possessions would have been taken from me and would never have surfaced again.


  I was encouraged. About a roach-weight worth.


  The physical plant wasn't encouraging. The ward was a hundred feet wide, three hundred feet long, and two storys high. There were rows and rows and rows of sleeping pallets but not nearly enough to go around.


  The ceiling was way up there, a good twenty feet. Windows peeked through the wall opposite the door, way high, too small for a man to get out even after he cut the bars. I supposed they passed light during the day. What little light was available now leaked through windows high on the door side wall, there so the ward could be observed by hospital staff.


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  "I'm doing just fine, Ivy. What say you and me bust out of this toilet?"


  Ivy looked at me directly, startled, then scampered away.


  "Anybody want to break out?"
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  My suggestion drew an underwhelming response. I gathered that half the patients could not be dragged out and the other half thought I was crazy. There? Forsooth!


  The big man who had cautioned me about Ivy's lack of capacity recapacitated himself. He came over. "Ain't no way out, Slick. They was, half these guys would be long gone."


  I glanced around again. The prospects seemed ever less promising. "They feed us?"


  The big guy grinned that grin the old salts put on when they see a chance to teach a greenhorn. "Twice a day, you're hungry or not. Through them bars down there."


  I looked. I shrugged. Them bars was hopeless. "Things are that bad I might as well get me some shuteye before I start my serious worrying." I looked for an empty pallet. I had some thinking to do. Especially about why I found myself in such straits.


  I wanted to scream as loud as any of the whacks in there with me.


  "You get in line for a bed," the big guy cautioned me. "You make friends, maybe somebody will share. Otherwise, you just wait till enough guys die to leave you your own." His casual manner told me this was one of the capital laws of the ward. Amazing. You'd expect it to be total survival of the strongest.


  "My kind of flophouse." I settled near the door. That didn't seem to be a popular area. Plenty of elbow room there. I pretended to fall asleep.


  There were no corpses in the ward and no smell of death. That suggested that staff removed the dead quickly. So, how to use that in a scam the staff hadn't seen before?


  I gave the notion of a riot a look. Feeble. If I was the Bledsoe staff, I'd just let everybody starve till the fuss stopped.


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  My act wasn't fooling Ivy. I considered putting him out of his misery.


  Which gave me an idea. A twist on the riot scheme. I went looking for the big guy. I found him seated against the far wall. I planted the reverse side of my lap on the hardwood, grunted. "I got about enough splinters."


  "Send out for a chair."


  A wise guy. "How come it's so quiet?"


  "Maybe on account of it's the middle of the goddamn night." Eloquent verbal stylings, too.


  "I mean, we only had one screamer." Not counting him. Nobody was yelling at the moment. "I heard there was lots of screamers. Mostly guys who can't handle what they remember about the Cantard."


  His face darkened. "Yeah. There's some of them. They get drugged if they get too bad. Like they get each other going."


  Interesting. "Know any way to set one of them off now?"


  He studied me narrowly. "What you up to, Slick?" He thought there had better be a damned good reason for pulling a stunt like that.


  "Up to getting out of here."


  "Can't do that."


  "Maybe not. But they didn't empty out my pockets before they dumped me in here. You game to try?"


  He thought about that. His face grew darker. "Yeah. Yeah! I got business out there. Yeah. You get the damned door open, I'll go."


  "You figure any of these guys would help?"


  "Plenty would go if the walls fell down. I don't know how many would help make them fall."


  "So could you get some guy screaming as the first step?"


  "Sure." He got up, strolled to the far end, messed with somebody a minute, headed back. Plenty of inmates watched him. The man he'd visited started screaming. Chills slithered all over me. He was one of the lost souls.


  The big man asked, "Good enough?"


  "Perfect. Now try to round up some guys willing to help out."


  He went away again.


  I went into my act. "Shut up down there! I'm trying to sleep."


  The guy didn't stop screaming. I'd been afraid he would. I glanced at the observation windows. Someone was up there, but the racket didn't interest him. Were they that indifferent? I needed to be seen.


  I yelled at the screamer. Somebody yelled back at me. I yelled at him. Some genius yelled at both of us like that would shut us up. The racket picked up. We were like a troop of monkeys. Some of the men started moving around, just shuffling numbly, without purpose.


  The uproar finally caught the ear of whoever was on duty. He looked down but didn't seem concerned.


  I screamed louder than the screamer, threatening mayhem if he didn't shut it up.


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  "Pack your trunk, Ivy. We're checking out of this cuckoo inn."


  The big guy came by. "I got a dozen guys willing, Slick. You want more?"


  "That's plenty. Now I need everybody back away from the door. It's going to get nasty there when they come in." I hoped. If I hadn't been suckered too bad.


  "They'll figure we're up to something, Slick. They only look dumb."


  "I don't care. That won't matter. I just need the door open."


  He sneered, confident I was on a fool's quest.


  I screamed some more at the screamers.


  There were several people at the observation windows now—including she of the glorious gams.


  I chuckled, sure I was on my way out. No woman would work the Bledsoe unless she had a giant soft spot. I roared, bounded over pallets, started strangling the loudest screamer.


  The big guy came by and pretended to drag me off. I gave him further instructions, then ran him off. He wasn't a bad actor.


  Me, I was a master. I made it look real good. To my surprise, none of my fellow patients tried to stop me.


  I only strangled my victim a little, enough to cause unconsciousness.


  I galloped to the other end of the room, went to work on another screamer.


  Soon there were guys flying all over the place. The majority got into the spirit. It wasn't exactly a riot, though. Real violence was almost nonexistent. But the pandemonium was not pretend.


  I glimpsed the woman arguing with the men. She wanted to do something. They didn't.


  Excellent.


  A little goblin breed three feet tall scrunched himself into a ball near the door.


  Upstairs, charity apparently overcame common sense.


  I kept the show rolling. People did get hurt, but I wasn't in a charitable mood, to put it mildly. If I stayed a nice guy, I wasn't ever going to get out. If I didn't get out, I'd never get the chance to crack the heads of the clowns who'd put me in.


  The big guy came around again. He bounced me around some. "They're coming," I told him. "And you don't have to be so enthusiastic here."


  He seemed scornful. I don't know about what.
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  I glanced at the door, then cautioned the big guy, "Take it easy. We don't have to convince them now." No one was near the door but the little breed. He would be sorry he had volunteered. "How many will come?"


  The big man shrugged. "Depends on how worried they are. Least eight or ten. You better watch out." He tripped me. I tripped him back. We rolled around and punched each other. He was having a great time. "They have a policy of kicking the living shit out of troublemakers."


  "I kind of figured that was part of the program. Hell, I've stopped bleeding. I'm ready for anything." I wasn't looking forward to the kicking part. You lays your bets and takes your chances, but I was hoping things would go well and I would not have to deal with any boots.


  You have to believe you're going to win.


  I did have to win. Nobody knew where I was. It could be weeks before anybody even missed me, what with Dean out of town and the Dead Man sleeping. It might be weeks after that before anybody tracked me down. If anybody bothered to try.


  I didn't have weeks. I didn't feel I could waste the time I'd spent inside already. The Dead Man might chuckle and tell me to consider it a learning experience, which is what he does when I have a bad day.


  If I didn't break out, it was going to be the all-time bad day to start a long string of bad days.


  The woman stayed at the observation window. I kept howling my head off and throwing people around and strangling other guys making noise.


  The thing that got me, down deep, was that almost half the guys in the ward didn't get involved. Most of those never opened their eyes. They just laid there, indifferent.


  Man, that was scary. That could be me in twenty years if I blew this.


  Fear provided the inspiration I needed to keep howling and foaming at the mouth. I tried speaking in tongues. That came to me naturally. A little something for when I got too old to make it on the street. A good howl and roll man can start his own church.


  The door opened.


  Wonder of wonders, miracle of miracles, those dopes actually opened the door.


  It swung outward. Attendants boiled inside. They knew something was up. They were ready for bear. They had clubs and small shields. They all looked about twelve feet tall. They formed in a tight knot before they started forward.


  A few months earlier, in a moment of weakness brought on by engulfing an inland sea of beer, I'd bought some stuff from a third-rate wizard who'd called himself Dread but whose name was really Milton. You don't never trust the skills of a wizard named Milton—as I'd learned to my sorrow on trying to use one of his charms. His stuff came with a warranty, but he wasn't around to make good on it.


  In my pockets were several tiny bottles, the last of my purchase. According to Dread, they constituted the ideal means of dealing with unfriendly crowds. I didn't know, never having tested them. I wasn't sure I even recalled Dread's instructions. It was real drunk out that night.


  I told me I had another good reason for wanting out. I had to find old Milt and register a consumer complaint.


  As I recalled, all I had to do was throw a bottle against a hard surface, then stand back.


  I did the throwing part. My bottle missed all the boys and bounced off the wall. It skittered back into the midst of the attendants. Guys walked all over it, but it didn't break.


  My guardian angel was on the job. Cursing him, I tried again.


  The second bottle broke. Gray mist boiled off the wall. It reached the attendants. They started cussing. Cussing turned to howling fast.


  Meantime, my little breed volunteer slithered into the doorway so it couldn't be closed. His job was going to get nasty if the staff got determined.


  The attendants in the ward lost all interest in quieting people down. They were too busy scratching and rubbing and yelling.


  Maybe Dread wasn't a complete fraud.


  I inhaled a bushel of clean air and charged. I was ashamed of me for pulling such a dirty trick. Almost. I wouldn't take it back. If I spent much time hanging out with Ivy and the boys, I'd end up singing in the same choir.


  The mist didn't bother me much. I did start itching a little. Since I had a major headache and an acre of bruises, an itch seemed pretty trivial.


  Somebody was hollering in the corridor. They'd left somebody to cover the door. He was aggravated at my breed doorstop.


  Who wasn't doing so good. The mist tended to settle. He'd gotten more than the attendants had.


  Nonetheless, he fulfilled his mission.


  I smashed into the door so hard I feared I'd dislocated my shoulder. Oh, damn, did that hurt! And that damned door only gave barely enough to let me skip over the whining breed.


  "Surprise!" I popped the guard outside. A whole herd of patients stampeded out behind me. Those that didn't have scores to settle with particular attendants still inside.


  Naturally, luck would have another squad of staffers arriving just then. I did my banshee routine and charged. Boy, was I going to have a sore throat when all the hollering was over.


  These attendants were bigger and meaner than the first bunch. There were eight of them. That put the odds in my favor because I was mad enough to whip a whole battalion. "Nothing personal, guys." Then I recognized two of the clowns who had carried me in the wet blanket. "Like hell!"


  I didn't get a lot of help at first. Surprise did for a couple of attendants, but then the others got going. They played a game using me for a shuttlecock. My companions had been beaten too often. They held back till my nine-foot buddy jumped in.


  "Oomph!" I said, breaking some guy's knuckles with my forehead. "Took you long enough."


  It turned into a real brawl. Fists and feet and bodies flew. I skinned my knuckles to the elbow pounding handy chins and jaws. I got my own chin and jaw liberally pasted. My nose avoided rearrangement.


  All that thumping was just the thing for a headache.


  I had opportunities to be thankful that I have good teeth as I sank them into people who didn't have my continued good health foremost in mind.


  When the fur stopped flying and the dust settled, me and the big guy were the only ones standing. And I needed the help of a wall.


  I stumbled to the door at the end of the hall, beyond the vanquished attendants. It was locked. It looked every bit as massive as the door to the ward. Well, all that work for nothing. I exchanged glances with the big guy. He grinned, said, "I told you." He wiped blood off his face, grinned some more. "They going to have a time cleaning this one up, though. We got most of the night staff in here."


  "Fine. We're a step closer. Let's drag these guys into the ward." Maybe we could use them as hostages.


  All of a sudden, we had plenty of helpers. Guys turned brave, thumped heads soundly whenever an attendant threatened to wake up.


  I checked the end of the hall I hadn't checked before. Another locked oaken vault door. Of course. "I guess this just isn't my day." It had had its moments earlier, but the downs were starting to outweigh the ups. "Anybody want to guess how long it'll be before they come after us again?"


  The big guy shrugged. Now that the active part was over he seemed to be losing interest.


  I produced two tiny folding knives that hadn't been taken, reflected that this incident was going to generate strident calls for an investigation of how blades and sorcerous gook and whatnot had gotten to the inmates. Like there'd ever been a doubt that any inmate who could flash the cash couldn't buy any damned thing he wanted.


  An investigation might mean hope. If it was serious, it would require my testimony. That would mean the pointing of fingers at the kind of people who'd take bribes for falsely imprisoning heroes like me. Ugh! They'd be villains who'd be aware of the distress my testimony could cause their careers. Surely they'd take steps to assure a paucity of witnesses likely to testify.


  I gave the big guy a knife. "Carve me some kindling out of anything wooden. If we get a decent fire going, we can burn our way through those doors."


  He grinned but without the wild eagerness he'd shown before. He was winding down.


  The notion of arson did excite some of the others. We all got to work ripping the stuffing out of pallets and whittling on the ward door.


  Then I suffered another brainstorm, way late, unlike the hero of an adventure story. I claim genius only because nobody else thought of the obvious first. The adventure boys would have planned it from the start. It's one of their old tricks.


  The Bledsoe staff wore uniforms, scruffy though those were.


  I got my fires burning at both ends of the hall. Ivy tended them. His vocabulary didn't improve, but he became more animated. He liked fires. He even paid attention when I said, "Use plenty of horsehair. We want plenty of smoke." The horsehair came out of the pallets.


  Ivy grinned from ear to ear. He was one fulfilled lunatic.


  The people outside would have to make a move. They couldn't wait us out once we had fires burning. Fires had to be fought.


  I had to have a guy follow Ivy and make sure his fires didn't grow too fast. Already they seemed likely to burn through the floor before they ate through the doors.


  Once the smoke was thick enough, I picked an attendant my size and started trading clothes. He got the best of the deal.


  My companions caught on. Soon they were squabbling over the available uniforms. I made sure Ivy and the big guy got theirs. I wanted one for the little breed who'd body-blocked the ward door, but he'd have gotten lost in a shirt.


  Interesting that I had so many supporters now that it looked like I had prospects.


  The smoke almost got too thick before somebody outside decided action had to be taken now.
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  They brought almost every warm body they had left. They burst through both doors at once, behind thrown buckets of water. They concentrated on the fires to begin, taking what lumps they must until those were extinguished, then they started whipping on anybody in arm's reach. When they got into the ward, they started hauling fallen comrades away.


  It was real exciting for a while. The issue was definitely in doubt.


  The smoke got to me more than I expected. After they dragged me out and I decided it was time I made a run for it, I found that my legs were saying no way.


  "Don't. You aren't ready yet."


  I didn't look up and give myself away. Around me, impelled by the cunning of madness, my buddies did the same. What a team!


  There were better than twelve men scattered along the hallway, many from the ward. The rest had gone down in the current invasion.


  The speaker was a woman, the owner of the legs. She added, "Get the smoke out before you do anything."


  I coughed and made noises and kept my face hidden. She moved on, evidently to tend someone else who was stirring. A female doctor? How about that? I never heard of such a thing, but why not?


  I scooted back till my spine found a wall, raised myself up against that, lifted my head to scope out an escape route. I kept seeing two of things when I could see through the water in my eyes. I got my feet under me again and practiced standing up till I could do it with no hands.


  My chosen escape route did not become overgrown while I was catching my breath. I shoved off the wall and started staggering. There was a stairwell door straight ahead, out in the remote distance, on the far horizon, about twenty feet away. All kinds of racket came from behind it, as though thunder-lizards were mating in the stairwell. I didn't pay the racket any mind. I didn't have any mind left over. What I had was busy thinking "out."


  I was chugging right along, hardly ever falling down, when she of the glorious gams intercepted me. "What are you trying to do? I told you. . . . Oh!"


  I grinned my winningest grin. "Oh-oh."


  "Oh, my god!"


  "Hey, no. I'm just a regular guy."


  Maybe she had trouble hearing over the racket from the stairwell. Or maybe she had trouble hearing over the uproar from the hall and ward. She sure didn't get my message. She whooped and hollered like she thought she was going to get carried off by a lunatic or something.


  I grabbed a wrist, mostly to keep from falling down. I noticed that she was blond and recalled that that was one of my favorites but I didn't have oomph enough to let her know. The bleeding had stopped a long time ago, but my head wasn't much better. The smoke hadn't done me any good, either.


  I hacked out, "Pipe down! We're going for a walk, sister. I don't want anybody should get hurt, but that ain't my top priority. You get the drift? You keep on wailing—"


  She shut up. Blue eyes big and beautiful, she bobbed her head.


  "I'll cut you loose at the front door. Maybe. If you're good and I don't get no more trouble." Snappy rhetoric, Garrett. Your roots are showing.


  I was getting the edge on the smoke, though. I was ready to bet myself she would be good. A figure like that, it burned. No. Forget fire. Fire means smoke. I just swallowed enough smoke to last forever.


  I leaned on the lady like she was my sweetie. "I need your help." Rotten to the heart, I am. But this would be our only date.


  She nodded again.


  Then she tripped me, the naughty girl.


  And then my friend Winger blasted through that stairwell door, flinging battered orderlies ahead of her. "Goddamn, Garrett! I bust in here fixing to save your ass and what do I find? You trying to bop some bimbo in front of the whole damned world." She grabbed my collar, hoisted me away from my latest daydream, who had gone down when I had. Winger set me on my feet, then proceeded to whip the pudding out of a burly, hirsute attendant who meant to object to the irregularity of the way she was checking me out. Between punches she grunted, "You got to get your priorities straight, Garrett."


  No point mentioning who tripped who. You don't explain to Winger. She creates her own realities.


  While she was amusing herself with the hairy orderly, I asked the lady doctor, "What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?"


  She wouldn't answer even after I apologized for playing so rough.


  "For heaven's sake, Garrett, give it a rest," Winger snapped. "And come on."


  I went along because she grabbed hold and took off. I grabbed the blonde as we went past. Down those stairs we went, stepping over the occasional moaning attendant. Winger had come through like a natural disaster. I bubbled, "I do hope I haven't been too much trouble. Unfortunately, I can't hang around just because somebody out there wants me in here instead of stomping on his toes." I put on my grim face. "When I catch up with him, I'll make sure he gives you a big donation. Big enough to cover damages."


  Winger rolled her eyes. She didn't slow down and she didn't let go.


  The lady of the legs said, "You're serious, aren't you?"


  Winger grumbled, "As serious as he can get when he's in rut."


  My new friend and I ignored her. I said, "That's right. I find things for people. Just this morning, a lady from the Hill asked me to find her daughter. I'd barely started looking when a band of ruffians set upon me. Next thing I knew, I was coming to and there you were and I thought I'd died and gone to one of those afterlives where they have angels, only my head hurt too much."


  "I risked life and limb for this," Winger muttered. "Your head is about to hurt a whole lot more."


  The lady doc looked at me like she really wanted to believe. She said, "He does spread it thick, doesn't he?"


  "With a manure rake," Winger growled, reverting to uncultured country ways. You can take the girl out of the sticks, and so forth.


  I said, "You ever feel the need to get in touch, just go up Macunado Street. When you get to Wizard's Reach, start asking around for where the Dead Man stays."


  The lady offered a weak smile. "I might do that. I just might. Just to see what happens."


  "Fireworks. For sure."


  Winger suggested, "Save yourself for marriage, honey. If there's anything left."


  The lady's smile vanished.


  You can't win them all. You especially can't when you have friends intent on throwing the game.


  We'd reached the street in front of the Bledsoe. I tried to sprint off into the night at a fast shamble. I figured I ought to make tracks before some avenging orderly appeared.


  After I'd gone a few steps, Winger observed, "That was the most disgusting display I've seen yet, Garrett. Don't you ever stop?"


  "We have to get out of here." I glanced over my shoulder at the Bledsoe. A glimpse of the place nearly panicked me. That had been close. "We got to disappear before they send somebody after us."


  "You think they're not going to know where to look? You all but gave that bimbo your address."


  "Hey! You're talking about the love of my life. She won't give me away." I didn't let her see my crossed fingers.


  Winger shifted ground. "Why would they bother, anyway? Really?"


  At this point, they probably wouldn't. Anything they did now was likely to draw more attention than they could stand.


  I shrugged. That's always a useful, noncommital device.
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  I waited till we had a good head start, just in case the hospital gang did decide to come after me. Then I grabbed Winger's hand in a comealong grip.


  "Hey! What the hell you doing, Garrett?"


  "You and me are going to sit here on these steps like young lovers and you're going to whisper sweet nothings about what the hell is going on. Got it?"


  "No."


  I added some muscle to the hold.


  "Ouch! Ain't that just like a man? No gratitude. Save his ass and—"


  "Looked to me like I was doing an adequate job of saving it on my own. Sit."


  Winger sat, but she kept grumbling. I didn't let go. I wouldn't get any answers if I did.


  "Tell me about it, Winger."


  "About what?" She can turn into the dumbest country girl that ever lived.


  "I know you. Don't waste stupid on me. Tell me about Maggie Jenn and her missing daughter and how come as soon as I take this job I get jumped, cold-cocked, and shoved into the cackle factory in such a big hurry the fools don't bother to empty my pockets? All the time I'm in there, I'm wondering how this could happen to me when only my pal Winger knows what I'm doing. And now I'm wondering how my pal Winger knew I needed help getting sprung from the Bledsoe. Stuff like that."


  "Oh. That." She thought a while, making something up.


  "Come on, Winger. Give truth a try. Just for the novelty."


  She offered me a Winger-sized dirty look. "I was working for this pansy name of Grange Cleaver. . . ."


  "Grange Cleaver? What kind of name is that? Come on. Tell me there ain't nobody named Grange Cleaver."


  "Who's going to tell this? You or me? You want to sit there and listen to the echo of your lips clacking, that's all right with me. Only don't expect me to hang around listening, too. I know how corny you get when you're up on your high horse."


  "Me? Corny?"


  "Like some holy joe Revanchist roll in the aisles preacher."


  "You wound me."


  "I'd like to, sometimes."


  "Promises, promises. You were working for a character with a name even a dwarf wouldn't tolerate."


  "Yeah. His mom and dad were probably named Trevor and Nigel." She gave me another dirty look, thought about getting stubborn. "I was working for him, you like his name or not. He had me watching Maggie Jenn. Because he expected her to try to kill him, he said."


  "Why?"


  "He didn't say. I didn't ask. The kind of mood he was in most times, it didn't seem like a bright idea to nag."


  "Not even a guess?"


  "What's with you, Garrett? I get three marks a day if I mind my own business and do my job. I maybe get kneecapped if I don't."


  Thus did we head for an argument about moral responsibility. We'd had it about fifty times before. The way Winger saw it, if you covered your own ass you were doing your part.


  She was trying to divert me.


  "Guess it don't matter, Winger. Go on. Explain how you ended up here."


  "That's easy. I'm a big dummy. I figured you for a pal. Somebody what didn't deserve that raw a deal."


  "How come I feel like there are some details shy here? You think you could put a little flesh on those bones?"


  "You can be a real pain in the butt, Garrett. Know what I mean?"


  "I've heard that rumor." I waited. I did not relax my grip on her hand.


  "All right. All right. So I was working for this Cleaver. Mostly on watching the Jenn bimbo, but on other stuff sometimes, too. It was like regular work, Garrett. Top pay and always something needed doing. Tonight I figured out why. Cleaver was putting me out front. People watched me while him and his nancy boys pulled stunts in the shadows."


  I grunted but provided no sympathy. I can't find much of that for somebody who won't learn. Winger had gotten herself used before. She was big and good-looking and a woman, and because she was a woman hardly anyone took her seriously. This Grange Cleaver probably just thought she was a handy freak, though he was a freak himself.


  "I know, Garrett. I know. You heard this one before. Probably you'll hear it again. Sometimes it works out profitable."


  Meaning she took advantage of those who used her, playing dumb country girl while she pocketed their silver candlesticks.


  I gave her a shot at my famous raised eyebrow.


  "I know. I know. But I got to get by while I build my reputation."


  "I suppose." Getting a nasty rep was an obsession with her.


  "Thanks for the passionate support. At least I caught on before it was too late to get out."


  "Did you?"


  "Get out? Damned right I did. See, this Cleaver told me, yeah, Winger, that's a great idea, putting somebody next to Maggie Jenn. Somebody else on account of she'd recognize me. But when I told him it was you I got to cover it, he got a face looked like he was about to have a shit hemorrhage. You'd a thought one of his buddies sneaked up and showed him he loved him by surprise. He got me out so fast I got suspicious. I sneaked around to where I could listen in on him."


  I suspected Winger had done plenty of eavesdropping. "I've never heard of Cleaver. How come he's shook up about me?"


  She spat. "How the hell should I know? You do got your rep as a super straight-arrow simp. Maybe that done it."


  "Think so?" Winger was after an angle all the time. "So you wised up. Hard to believe. Usually it takes—"


  "I ain't as dumb as you think, Garrett." She refused to provide proof, though. "What Cleaver was up to, he called in this bunch of street Brunos. Not his regular butt buddies, just some muscle. He told them he had this big problem name of you and asked could they solve it for him? How about they sent you off to the Bledsoe? The Brunos said sure and laughed and joked about how they done it before with some guys Cleaver didn't like. He's got people on the inside on the pad. He's connected to the hospital somehow. Probably through that blond baggage you was drooling on when I was trying to get you out of there."


  "Yeah. Probably." But I didn't believe that and neither did she.


  "Anyways, it took me a while to get away without nobody noticing. I came straight to the hospital."


  I could imagine why it had taken her so long to slip away. Once she decided to quit Cleaver, she would want to collect everything valuable she could carry. Then she'd have to take that wherever she kept her stuff. Then she might have tested the waters to see if she couldn't carry off another load before she finally got around to me.


  She knew I wasn't going anywhere.


  The big rat.


  "So you came whooping to the rescue only to find out that, through my own cunning, I had proceeded to effect my own release."


  "You was doing all right," she conceded, "but you wouldn't never of gotten out of there if I hadn't whipped up on all them guys what would've gotten in your way downstairs."


  Whatever else, Winger was a woman. I granted her the last word.


  "You can let go the hand now," she said. "There ain't nothing left to squeeze out'n me."


  "That a fact?" Then how come the country was coming on stronger all the time? She was putting on her camouflage. "And just when I was thinking it might be useful to learn how Maggie Jenn knows you. Just when I was getting curious about your pal Grange Cleaver. Since I've never heard of the guy, it'd probably save me a lot of time if you were to clue me where he lives, is he human or whatever, is he connected with the Outfit or anybody, stuff like that. Details. I'm a detail kind of guy, Winger."


  Winger is your basic jump on the wagon and head out without checking to see if the mules are hitched up kind of woman, never long on scoping out plans or worrying about consequences. Neither past nor future mean much to her. That isn't because she's stupid or foolish, it's because that's the way she's made.


  "You're a royal pain in the ass kind of guy, Garrett."


  "That too. Hear it all the time. Especially from you. You're going to give me a complex."


  "Not you. You got to be sensitive to get a complex. You're sensitive like a stinky old boot. Grange Cleaver, now he's a sensitive kind of guy." She grinned.


  "You ever going to tell me something? Or you just going to sit there smirking like a toad on a cowpie?"


  She snickered. "I told you, Garrett, Grange Cleaver is the kind of guy wears earrings."


  "Plenty of guys are the kind of guys who wear earrings. That don't make them poofs. They might be fierce pirates."


  "Yeah? He's also the kind of guy wears wigs and makeup and likes to dress up in girl clothes. I heard him brag about how he used to work the Tenderloin without the johns ever knowing how unique an experience they'd had."


  "It happens." In the Tenderloin, in TunFaire, everything happens. I didn't consider this big news, though Cleaver did seem careless with his secrets. You get too public you can end up with more trouble than you can handle. Asking for trouble is plain dumb.


  "He human?" I asked.


  "Yeah."


  "And don't hide his quirks?"


  "Not around home. I never saw him go out in the street and run after little boys. Why?"


  "He don't sound careful enough. You got any idea what a poof goes through in the army? Hell like you wouldn't believe. Bottom line is, any of them that don't hide it damned good don't last. The Cantard is no place to belong to an unpopular minority."


  "I don't think Grange was in the service, Garrett."


  "You're on a first-name basis?"


  "He has everybody call him Grange."


  "Real democratic kind of guy, eh?"


  "Yeah."


  "Right. So. He's human and male, he had to be in some service, Winger. They don't allow exceptions."


  "Maybe he was a dodger."


  "They never give up hunting those guys." They don't. Not ever. There is no privilege when it comes to conscription. Say that for our masters. No favoritism is shown there. In fact, in that regard they pay more than their share of the price. They do lead from the front.


  Notice how Winger got me off on a tangent? I did. She had dropped out on this Cleaver princess but did not want to give up any information about him. That meant she still saw an angle.


  Winger always sees an angle.


  "Let's get back to the high road. What's between Cleaver and Maggie Jenn? If he's a shrieking faggot, why is he interested at all?"


  "I think she's his sister."


  "Say what?"


  "Or maybe his cousin. Anyway, they're related somehow. And she's got something he wants. Something he figures is his."


  "So she's going to kill him?" This was getting weirder by the minute.


  I hate family wars. They're the worst kind. They put you out in no-man's land all alone without a map. Whatever you do turns out wrong. "What's he after, Winger?"


  "I don't know." Now she was getting long suffering, the way people do when small children ask too many questions. "I just worked for the guy. I didn't sleep with him. I wasn't his social secretary. I wasn't his partner. I didn't keep his diary for him. I just took his money and did what he said. Then I came out to save your butt on account of I kind of felt responsible for getting you into a jam."


  "You were responsible. You were running a game on me. I don't know what it was because you've kept it to yourself. Chances are you're still running a game on me, you being you."


  I was a little tired of Winger, which was another of her talents. She could exasperate you till you ran her off, leaving you thinking it was your idea that she was gone; leaving you feeling guilty for doing her that way.


  "So what're you gonna do?" she asked. I had let go of her hand.


  "I figure I'll suck up a few beers, then I'll get me some sleep. After I get me out of this clown costume and delouse myself."


  "Want some company?"


  That's my friend Winger.


  "Not tonight. I just want to sleep."


  "All right. You want to be that way." She got gone before I could react to the smug smile she left floating behind her. Before I fully realized that she was going without having told me anything useful, like where the hell I could find friendly Grange Cleaver.
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  "Ijust want to get some sleep." Usually famous last words for me when I'm working. I'd get three hours of shuteye the rest of the month.


  The gods were toying with me—nobody messed with me at all. So naturally I kept waking up to listen for pounding at the door. Somewhere up there, or down there, or out there, an otherwise useless godlet was earning his reputation by tormenting me in ingenious ways. If he keeps on, he may get promoted to director of heavenly sewers.


  So I failed to rest well despite the opportunity. I wakened cranky and stomped around cussing Dean for being out of town. There was no one else I could make miserable.


  The true breadth and depth of my genius didn't occur to me till I was well along toward whipping up a truly awful breakfast of griddle cakes. I had forgotten to ask Winger about the guy who had followed me to Maggie Jenn's place.


  Someone tapped on the front door. What the hell? It was a civilized hour, almost.


  The knock was so discreet I almost missed it. I grumbled some, flipped a flapjack, and headed up front.


  I was astounded when I peeped through the peephole. I threw the door open to let the radiance of that blond beauty shine on me. "Didn't expect to see you again, Doc." I examined the street behind the lovely, in case she headed up a platoon of Bledsoe guys who couldn't take a joke. I didn't see anybody, but that meant squat. Macunado Street was so crowded you could have hidden the entire hospital staff out there.


  "You invited me." She looked like she had come directly from work, like maybe she'd pulled a double shift cleaning up. "You were panting over the idea." She had a sarcastic tone to counterweight a blistering smile. "Your big friend dunk you in icewater?"


  "I just didn't expect to see you again. Look, I'm sorry about that mess. I just get wild when somebody pulls a dirty trick like dumping me in the cackle factory."


  Her lips pruned up. "Can't you use a less contemptuous term?"


  "Sorry. I'll try." I encouraged myself by recalling a thing or three people have said about my profession, most of it unflattering.


  She relaxed. "The dirty trick is why I'm here. What is that smell?"


  I whirled. Tendrils of smoke slithered from the kitchen. I shrieked and bounded down the hall. Our lady of the marvelous legs followed at a dignified pace.


  I scooped blackened griddle cakes into the sink. They sent up smoke signals denouncing my skills as a chef. Hell, I was so bad I might be able to get on in Morley's kitchen. They had an opening. "I can use these to patch the roof," I grumbled.


  "Too brittle."


  "Everybody's a comedian. You had breakfast?"


  "No. But. . . ."


  "Grab an apron, kid. Give me a hand. A little food will do us both good. What you want to know, anyway?"


  She grabbed an apron. Amazing gal. "I didn't like the way you were talking last night. I decided to check it out. There was no record of your commitment, though when I joined the orderlies carrying you they assured me that you had been brought in by the Guard and the records were in order."


  I made rude noises, started flapping a new generation of flapjacks.


  "That was easy to check. A ranking Guard officer is an old friend of my family. Colonel Westman Block."


  I squeaked three or four tunes before I managed to ask, "Colonel Block? They made a colonel out of him?"


  "Wes speaks highly of you, too, Mr. Garrett."


  "I'll bet."


  "He told me you were not sent to the Bledsoe by his people—though he wished he'd thought of it."


  "That's Block. Playful as a hogshead of cobras."


  "He did speak well of you professionally. But he warned me to remain wary in other respects." She could get a laugh into her voice, too.


  "You going to want bacon?"


  "You just starting it now? You're supposed to start the bacon first. It takes longer."


  "I cook one thing at a time. That way I only burn one thing at a time."


  "A daring approach."


  "Holds down expenses."


  We cooked together and ate together and I spent a lot of time appreciating the scenery. The lady didn't seem to mind.


  We were cleaning up when she said, "I won't tolerate this sort of thing. I won't tolerate the corruption that allows it to happen."


  I stepped back, checked her out with different eyes. "You just start working there? You'd have to look hard to find a place more corrupt than the Bledsoe."


  "Yes. I'm new. And I'm finding out how rotten the place is. Every day it's something. This is the worst yet. You might've spent your whole life wrongfully imprisoned."


  "Yeah. And I wasn't the only one in there. You an idealist and reformer?" TunFaire is infested with those lately.


  "You don't need to make me sound like a halfwit."


  "Sorry. Most wannabe Utopians are, reality-wise. They come from well-to-do families and haven't the vaguest notion what life is like for people who have to depend on a Bledsoe. They can't imagine what life is like for the kind of people who work in a Bledsoe. For them taking bribes and selling donated supplies are perks of the job. They wouldn't understand you if you bitched about it—unless they figured you were trying to increase the override you take off the top."


  She gave me a disgusted look. "Somebody suggested that yesterday."


  "There you go. I bet you blew up. And didn't get through. And now everybody in the place thinks you're crazy. Maybe the better-placed guys in the bigger money are wondering if you're dangerous crazy. They worry about these new Guards kicking ass and taking names. It takes a while to corrupt reformers."


  She settled with a fresh cup of tea, honey and mint in it. She eyed me, then mused, "West says you can be trusted."


  "Nice of him to say. Wish I could say the same."


  She frowned. "Point is, I'm dangerous already. A few days ago, several thousand marks worth of medical supplies vanished. Right away I filled two orderly slots with men I knew personally. Men I can trust."


  "I see." In view of her Guard connection, I guessed they were Block's men. He had a character named Relway working for him, running his secret police force. Relway was nasty.


  If Relway became interested in the Bledsoe, heads would roll and asses get kicked. Relway doesn't let bureaucratic roadblocks and legal technicalities get in his way. He gets in there and rights those wrongs.


  I suggested, "You be careful. They think you brought in spies, they could forget their manners."


  She sipped tea, studied me, which made me uncomfortable. Not that I object to having a beautiful woman check me out. I was born to be a sex object. But this beautiful woman had something less thrilling in mind. "I'm not as naive as you think, Garrett."


  "Good. That'll save you a lot of pain."


  "You have any idea who signed you in?"


  "No. I was asleep. But I hear the prince who paid for it goes by the name Grange Cleaver."


  "Cleaver? Grange Cleaver?"


  "You know him?"


  "He's a hospital trustee. Appointed through the imperial household." She studied me some more. "I told you I'm not as naive as you might think. That does include understanding that I might be in danger."


  Could be was not how I would put it. "So?"


  "So maybe I should get somebody to stick close by till the dust settles."


  "Sounds like a good idea."


  "You game?"


  I was game, but not for that. "You want a bodyguard?"


  "Wes says you won't sell out."


  "Maybe not. But there's a problem."


  "What?" She sounded irked.


  "I don't do bodyguard work. Sorry. And I have a client already. Wouldn't do to let that obligation slide, much as part of me wants to. Also, your staff is going to harbor grudges. I wouldn't dare hang out around there."


  She looked like she was getting mad. "Then what would you suggest?" She didn't try to change my mind. My feelings were hurt. Maybe she could have talked herself into something.


  She was too damned businesslike.


  Maggie Jenn would have tried to talk me into something.


  "Friend of mine, Saucerhead Tharpe, could do the job. Or several other guys I know. Trouble is the best guys all look like what they are." Then my muse inspired me. "My friend from last night will be looking for work."


  My guest brightened, her mind darting past all the obvious caveats that would have obtained had Winger been male. "Can she do the job?"


  "Better than I could. She doesn't have a conscience."


  "She trustworthy?"


  "Don't put her in temptation's way. The family silver might accidentally fall into her pockets. But she can get a job done."


  "She tough?"


  "She eats hedgehogs for breakfast. Without peeling them first. Don't get into a tough contest with her. She don't know when to quit."


  She smiled. "I understand the impulse. When you step outside tradition, there's a temptation to show the boys you can do everything they can do better. All right. Sounds good. I'll talk to her. How do I get in touch?"


  Finding Winger isn't easy. She wants it that way. There are people she'd rather not have sneaking up.


  I explained what worked for me. She thanked me for breakfast, advice, and help, and headed for the front door. I was overwhelmed still. She was ready to let herself out before I got myself together. "Hey! Wait up. You didn't introduce yourself."


  She smirked. "Chastity, Garrett. Chastity Blaine." She laughed at my goofy look, slipped out, and closed the door behind her.
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  By daylight, the Joy House is dull. Lately Morley has been open continuously, driven by some bizarre civic impulse that wants weeds and grass clippings made available to all. I was concerned. The place might start attracting horses.


  I invited myself up to the bar. "Cook me up a rare steak, Sarge. And let Morley know I'm here."


  Sarge grunted, scratched his crotch, hitched his pants, thought about it before he did anything—which was mainly to wonder aloud why I thought Morley Dotes gave one rat's ass whether I was infesting the Joy House or stinking up the place in Hell, where I belonged.


  "You ought to open a charm school for young ladies of superior breeding, Sarge."


  "Fugginay. Ain't dat da troot?"


  I settled at a table. My steak arrived before Morley did. It was a thick, rare, prime center cut. Of eggplant. I forced part of it down by holding my breath and closing my eyes. If I didn't have to smell it or see it, it wasn't too bad.


  Sarge's buddy Puddle trundled out of the kitchen, half a foot of hairy bare belly hanging out from under his shirt. He paused to blow his nose on his apron. He had him some kind of key on a rope around his neck. I asked, "What the hell are you supposed to be? One that got away? They didn't tie the noose tight enough?"


  "I'm da wine stewart aroun' here, Garrett." My worst fears were confirmed—not only by ear but by nose. Puddle's breath told me he diligently tested his vintages. "Morley says we got to attrack a better class a' custom."


  Time was you could have done that by dragging in a dozen derelicts. "You're just the guy who can do it, Puddle."


  "Fugginay. Ain't dat da troot?"


  These guys had the same rhetoric teacher.


  "You want some wine, Garrett? To go wit' what you're havin' dere we got us a perky little fortunata petite what's maybe not as subtle as a Nambo Arsenal but—"


  "Puddle!"


  "Yeah?"


  "It's spoiled grape juice. If they call it wine, it's spoiled grape juice. I don't care if you call it coy or brujo or whatever. Talk that wine snob talk till doomsday, that don't change the main fact. Hell, go look at the stuff while it's changing into brassy brunette or whatever. It's got mold and shit growing on it. What it is, really, is how you get alcohol that winos and ratmen can afford."


  Puddle winked and whispered, "I'm wit' you. The gods meant real men to drink dat stuff dey wouldn't of invented beer."


  "What you do, you get Morley to serve beer by telling him it's cream of barley soup?"


  Morley arrived during this exchange. He observed, "Wine is how the smart restauranteur fleeces the kind of man who walks around with his nose in the air."


  I asked, "How come you want that kind of guy cluttering up your dance floor?"


  "Cash flow." Morley planted himself in the chair opposite me. "Plain, simple, raw money. If you want it, you have to find ways to pry it loose from those who have it. Our current clientele doesn't have it. Often. But I've noted that we've begun to attract adventurers. So I've started positioning us to become the in place."


  "Why?"


  He looked at me funny.


  "Don't let me throw you with the trick questions, Morley. If they get too tough for you, holler."


  "Look around. There's your answer."


  I looked. I saw Puddle and Sarge and a few local "characters" using the place to get out of the weather. "Not real appetizing." I meant Puddle and Sarge.


  "It's that old devil Time, Garrett. We're all a pound heavier and a step slower. It's time to think about facing realities."


  "Puddle and Sarge, maybe." Morley didn't have an ounce of fat on him. I did my famous eyebrow trick, one of my more endearing skills.


  He read that right. "A guy can get a step slow between the ears, too. He can lose that lean and hungry way of thinking." He eyed me as though I, of all people, should know that.


  "Or he can start thinking like a cow because he doesn't eat anything but cattle fodder." I laid a pointed stare on the corpse of my eggplant filet. It had failed to live up to even my low expectations.


  Morley grinned. "We're breaking in a new cook."


  "On me?"


  "Who better? Right, Puddle? No way we can disappoint Garrett. He was disappointed when he walked in the door. He'll bitch and gripe whatever we serve him."


  I grumped, "You could poison me."


  "If it would improve your disposition."


  "There's an idea!" Puddle enthused. "Hows come I never thought a' that one?"


  "Because you've never had a thought. If one got loose in that abandoned tenement of a head, it'd never find its way out," I muttered, but Puddle caught on anyhow.


  "Yo! Sarge! We got any of dat rat poison left? Tell Wiggins to bring dis guy Garrett a special chef's surprise dessert."


  I made noises to let them know what I thought of this level of humor and told Morley, "I need the benefit of your wisdom."


  "You going to cry on my shoulder about one of your bimbos?"


  "There's a thought. I never tried that. Maybe by way of a little sympathetic magic. . . ."


  "Don't expect sympathy from me."


  "What I want to do is listen to you, not have you listen to me."


  "This has to do with your Maggie Jenn thing?"


  "Yes. The name Grange Cleaver mean anything?"


  Morley glanced at Puddle. A shadow crossed his features. Puddle exchanged glances with Sarge. Then everybody faked indifference. Morley asked, "You saying the Rainmaker is back?"


  "Rainmaker?"


  "The only Grange Cleaver I know was called the Rainmaker. He was a fence. Big time. Where did you come onto the name?"


  "Winger. She said she was working for him."


  "That woman isn't your most reliable witness."


  "You're telling me. But she did have an interesting story about how this guy was using her to keep tabs on Maggie Jenn. She said she thought Cleaver was Maggie's brother. Or some sort of close relation."


  Again Morley tossed a glance at Puddle, then looked thoughtful. "I've never heard that one." He chuckled. There was no humor in the sound. "It can't be true, but it would explain a lot if it was. Maybe even including why she is back in town."


  "You changing your position?"


  "Huh?"


  "You said she was in exile. What're you going on about, anyway?"


  "All right. Grange Cleaver, alias the Rainmaker, was a very famous fence years ago."


  "How can you be a famous fence? Seems to me you could be one or the other but not both."


  "Famous among those who use the services of fences, wholesale or retail, supplier or end user. The Rainmaker operated on the swank. There were rumors he choreographed several big jobs himself, that he had a connection who got him the inside information he needed. He hit several Hill places. There weren't many guards back then. His raids were one reason the Hill folk set up their goon squads."


  "This all connects with Maggie Jenn?"


  "Maybe. It just occurred to me that the Rainmaker's heyday coincided with Maggie Jenn's famous affair. Specifically, with those months when Theodoric was dragging her around in public, not giving one good goddamn what anyone said."


  "You have to admit nobody would've figured her for a spotter."


  "Exactly. Her social crimes were reason enough to hate her."


  "All of which is interesting but, as far as I can see, doesn't have anything to do with the job I'm getting paid to do." Though I might be wrong. Cleaver hadn't drafted me into the crackdome brigade because my colors clashed when I dressed. I was a threat somehow. "You still say Maggie Jenn doesn't have a daughter?"


  "I said I didn't know about one. I still don't. But now I have a notion there's a lot I don't know about Maggie Jenn."


  "Heard anything off the street?"


  "Too soon, Garrett. It's a big town. And if the Rainmaker is in it, people who remember him might not talk."


  "Yeah." A big town. And somewhere in it, a missing girl.


  Somewhere in TunFaire there are scores of missing girls. More vanish every day. This just happened to be a girl who had someone willing to look for her.


  I started toward the street.


  "Garrett."


  I stopped. I knew that tone. The real Morley was about to speak from behind all the masks. "What?"


  "You be careful about the Rainmaker. He's as crazy as they come. Dangerous crazy."


  I leaned against the door frame and did some ruminating. "I've got some real funny people in this one, Morley."


  "How so?"


  "They all have two faces. The Maggie Jenn I know and the one Winger told me about aren't much like the woman you describe. The Grange Cleaver Winger worked for and the one you describe aren't anything like the Grange Cleaver I heard about from another source. That Cleaver is one of the directors of the Bledsoe. He's connected with the imperial family."


  "That's another new one on me. But so what?"


  Yeah. So what? It occurred to me that Chastity's troubles with theft and corruption might stem from the very top.


  For some reason, I just can't get used to the thinking it takes to encompass that kind of villainy. It doesn't seem reasonable to steal from the poor and the helpless, though I'm sure Morley could paste on his puzzled frown and make it all clear: you steal from the poor and helpless because they can't fight back. Because nobody gives a damn. But you do have to do one hell of a lot of stealing in order to make much money.


  That's why most thieves prefer wealthier victims.
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  I decided my best course was to go home and settle in with a beer or five while I figured out how to do my job. Grange Cleaver was a side issue. Maybe I'd put time in on him after I found the missing daughter. I owed the clown. But Emerald came first.


  Speaking of debts, by now his people inside the Bledsoe should have reported my brilliant, dashing escape. It might behoove me to keep a close watch on my behind.


  You work yourself into the right frame of mind, it's sure something will happen. I was all primed to turn paranoid. Naturally, fate just had to set me off.


  "How are you doing? I'm Ivy."


  I squeaked and jumped up there where the pigeons fly. I could have clicked my heels and turned a somersault on the way down but was too busy making funny noises. I landed. And there, by the gods, was my old prison pal Ivy.


  And not just Ivy. Behind Ivy, grinning merrily, was that big bozo who'd helped me with my breakout.


  "You guys made it, eh? That's great." I tried easing around them. That didn't work. "How many others managed? Any idea?" I was just being sociable. You do that with unpredictable and potentially dangerous people. Hell, you should do that with anybody you don't know. You should be rude only to friends you're sure won't slice you into cold cuts. That's what manners are for.


  The grinning fool grinned even wider. "Most everybody scooted, Garrett. The whole ward, I think."


  "How did that happen?" I'd thought the staff were gaining control when I ran out.


  "Some of us guys that had uniforms on decided to go get some paybacks after we got the smoke out of our lungs. And then a bunch of the guys still inside went berserk."


  "Lucky for us they weren't crazy before." But they were crazy now and on the loose. I tried easing away again. The big guy had a knack for staying in my way.


  I hadn't overlooked the fact that he knew my name even though I hadn't introduced myself. "How did you guys come to be here?" Here being Macunado Street less than two blocks from my house. A coincidence that monstrous could occur only every third leap year. It wasn't leap year.


  The big guy got red. He confessed, "We was sneaking around trying to find a way out and we heard you talking to Doc Chaz. So we're on the street all this time, we don't know where to go or what to do. I ast Ivy and he don't got no suggestions."


  Ivy's face brightened at the mention. He introduced himself, in case he'd forgotten his manners, then went back to studying the street. He seemed more perplexed than frightened, but I didn't think it would be long till he was ready to go back inside. I suspected that would be true for a lot of men.


  "So you came looking for me."


  The big guy nodded like a shy kid. "Seemed like you was a guy would know what to do."


  I cussed myself silently for being the kind of fool I am. "All right. I got you into this, I'm kind of responsible. Come on. I'll get you fed, put you up tonight, maybe help you make arrangements."


  Yeah. I know. Chances were good they would smell like long-dead fish before I got them out. But I did have a card up my sleeve. The Dead Man isn't handicapped by manners or an overdeveloped sense of social obligation. Guests don't overstay his welcome.


  I wondered if it wasn't maybe time to start nudging him. I could use a little advice.


  I let my guests into my house. The big guy was as nervous as a kid in unfamiliar territory. Ivy was as curious as a cat. Naturally, the Goddamn Parrot started raising hell in the small front room. Ivy invited himself in there while I tried to solve a problem by asking the big guy, "Do you have a name? I don't know what to call you."


  Mr. Big cussed Ivy for not bringing him food.


  I was beginning to miss Dean for yet another reason. He had dealt with that foul feathered fiend before he left. I still wasn't used to it.


  It went into its act. "Help! Rape! Save me! Oh, please, mister, don't make me do that again." It managed to sound like a preadolescent girl. The only parrot in captivity smart enough to remember more than four words, and some wit had taught it that. I just knew if the neighbors ever heard the beast I'd never convince the lynch mob that a parrot had done the squawking. The bird would not say boo till I was swinging high.


  Meantime, the big fellow stood around wearing a thoughtful look, trying to remember his name. His wits seemed to turn through seasons. Must have been summertime when he helped me at the Bledsoe. Now it was late autumn or early winter. I was glad I didn't have to deal with him all the time. I could go crazy myself.


  Powziffle.


  Ivy closed the door to the small front room. The Goddamn Parrot went right on screeching. Ivy grinned from ear to ear. I had a feeling I knew what was going to become of that bird. He could become the companion of a tortured fellow who needed a friend desperately.


  The tortured fellow roamed on down the hall while his sidekick continued to ruminate the big question.


  "Hey! Yeah!" His face brightened. "Slither." Brighter still. "Yeah! That's it. Slither." His grin dwarfed Ivy's.


  "Slither?" What the hell kind of name was that? A nickname for sure, though he didn't look like a Slither to me.


  Ivy had his face shoved into my office. He froze. Eventually he let out a little squeak of dismay, the first break in his six-word pattern. From the direction he was facing, I guessed he'd gotten a look at Eleanor. That painting had plenty to say to anyone with the open eyes of madness.


  Slither preened, proud that he had recalled his name.


  I said, "You guys come back to the kitchen. We'll have us a beer and a snack." I suspected that they hadn't eaten since their flight from the hospital. Freedom does have its disadvantages.


  Slither nodded and flashed his grin. Ivy ignored me. He crossed the hall to the Dead Man's room, went inside, and got himself a shock even more horrible than the terror in the shadows behind Eleanor. The Dead Man isn't furry, little, or cuddly. He can't win instant love through cute.


  I pried Ivy out of there and got him into the kitchen. We settled down to a snack of cold roast beef, pickles, cheese, mustard with verve enough to water your eyes, and adequate quantities of beer. I did more sipping than eating. Once Slither and Ivy slowed enough so they took time to breathe as well as eat, I asked, "You guys able to do anything?"


  "Huh?" That was Slither. Ivy was sucking up another mug of beer, his fifth. He'd begun to look brighter, more human. I'd begun to suspect the nature of his madness. He was a wino.


  "What did you do before they put you in that place?"


  Slither started another five-fall match with his memory.


  I wondered how well he'd done before his venture inside.


  Ivy drained his mug and headed for the cold well. I caught his wrist. It didn't take much to set him down. "Don't let's overdo, Ivy."


  He stared at his plate a minute, then lifted a sliver of meat to his lips. He chewed slowly for a long time. After he swallowed he startled me by saying, "You can't forget to eat, Garrett. That's the thing you've got to hang onto. You can't forget to eat."


  I stared at him. Slither stared at him. Slither howled, "I'll be damned! I'll be double dog damned, Garrett! He talked. What did we do? I never heard him talk before."


  The event seemed to give Slither's intellect a kick in the slats, too. He started chattering at Ivy, trying to draw him out. Ivy didn't want to be drawn. He stared at his plate and picked at his food. He looked up only once, to toss a longing glance toward the cold well. The object of his affection, my keg, lay there all alone.


  "Well?"


  Slither looked at me. "Huh?"


  "I asked what you did on the outside, before you went in."


  "How come you want to know?" The fires of genius never burned real hot here.


  I had to move before he faded again. "I want to know because if I know what you can do maybe I can find somebody who'll pay you to do it." There is no shortage of work in TunFaire, honest or otherwise, what with all our young men spending five years in the Cantard and a lot of them never coming home.


  "Mostly I done bodyguarding. I was pretty good when I started, but I figure I picked up something when I was down south. I started kind of fading out sometimes. I started making mistakes sometimes. I screwed up on a real good job I got on account of my size mostly, so I took another one that wasn't quite as good and I screwed up on that one, too, so I took another job and all the time the fading got worse and worse. I started not remembering anything sometimes. Nothing. Except I kept getting the feeling that I was doing things that weren't right. Maybe really wicked things, only whatever I was doing I wasn't getting caught by nobody because I always woke up at home. Sometimes I had bruises and stuff, though. And then I was right in the right place at the right time and landed me a real sweet job. I don't know what happened or how. One day I wake up, I'm there where you found me and I don't know how long I been there or what I done to get myself put inside."


  I'd seen him during one blackout. Powziffle. Maybe that one had been mild and harmless. Maybe he went berserk sometimes.


  But then he'd have been in the violent ward. Wouldn't he?


  "What did you do in the army?" I asked.


  "Nothing, man. I wasn't no friggin' ground-pounder."


  I knew that tone and that look and that fire in the eye. "You were a Marine?"


  "Absofugginiutely. First Battalion. Fleet Marines."


  I was impressed. That meant something to a Marine. Slither had been one of the elite of the elite. So how come ten years later he set up housekeeping in the charity bughouse? The man had to be tougher than rawhide.


  On the other hand, how many tough guys fall apart with a nudge in the right way at the right time?


  Slither asked, "What about you?"


  "Force recon."


  "Hey! All right!" He reached out to slap my hand, a silly habit left over from the Corps.


  They told us when we went in we'd never stop being Marines.


  "If you can keep your head together, I could maybe use you on the job I'm doing."


  He frowned. "What kind of work you do? Besides bust places up like you was trying to turn the whole world into a barroom brawl?"


  I explained. I explained again. He didn't get it till I told him, "It's kind of like being a mercenary—only I just find things or figure things out for people who can't handle their problems themselves."


  He still frowned but got the basic idea. His trouble was that he couldn't grasp why I'd galavant around like I was some kind of white knight.


  So I put that into terms he could understand. "Most of my clients are loaded. When things go my way, I can soak them for a bundle."


  Even Ivy brightened at that. But he kept looking at my cold well like it was the gate to heaven.


  I got up, dug out a bottle of wine that had been around since the dawn of time, plopped it down in front of Ivy. I drew more beer for Slither and me. I settled. Ivy went to work on his bottle. After he finished a long pull, I asked, "How about you, Ivy? What did you do in the war?"


  He tried. He really did. But his tongue got tangled. Gibberish came out. I suggested he take another long drink and relax. He did. That worked. Sort of.


  "So?" I urged, gently, in the back of my mind beginning to hear guilt nag because I was getting soaked with a pair of fruitcakes when I ought to be hunting a missing daughter. "What did you do down there?"


  "La-la-long ra-range re-re-recon. Ra-ranger stuff."


  "Excellent!" Slither murmured. Civilians wouldn't understand.


  I nodded encouragement and tried to cover my surprise. Ivy didn't look the type. But a lot of guys don't. And it's often guys who make the elite outfits who're good enough to survive. They know how to take care of themselves.


  "Pretty grim?" I asked.


  Ivy nodded. Any other answer would have been a lie. The fighting had been tough, vicious, endless, and unavoidable. Mercy had been an unknown. The war seems won now, years after our hours in the ranks, but fighting continues on a reduced scale as Karenta's soldiers pursue diehard Venageti and try to stifle the guttering republic created by Glory Mooncalled.


  "Dumb question," Slither observed.


  "I know. But once in a while, I run into somebody who insists he liked it down there."


  "He was rear echelon, then. Or a liar. Or crazy. The ones that can't live no other way just stay in."


  "You're mostly right."


  In a thin voice, Ivy said, "Th-there's sp-space for them na-now we ga-got out."


  I agreed with him, too.


  "Tell us more about what you do," Slither said. "What you working on now that got somebody so pissed they shoved you into the Bledsoe?"


  "I'm not sure anymore." I saw no reason not to so I shared most of the details. Till I mentioned Grange Cleaver.


  "Wait a minute. Whoa. Hang on. Cleaver? Like in the Rainmaker, Cleaver?"


  "He's called that sometimes. Why?"


  "That last job I had. The plush one. I was running errands for that faggot asshole."


  "And?" I suffered a little twinge.


  "And I don't remember what the hell I was doing before I woke up in the bughouse, but I'm damned well sure it was the Rainmaker what put me there. Maybe on account of I bucked him."


  "This is interesting. How come you're so sure?" It wasn't that long since he couldn't remember his name.


  "Account of now we're talking about it, I remember two times I helped carry guys in there myself. Guys what the Rainmaker didn't figure was worth killing but what he had a hard-on for anyway, one reason or another. He'd say anybody crazy enough to give him grief belonged in the bughouse."


  I held up a hand. "Whoa!" Once he got rolling he was a rattlemouth. "I have a feeling I need to talk to Mr. Cleaver."


  Slither got pale. I guess the idea didn't have a universal appeal.
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  My conscience insisted I do something to fulfill my compact with Maggie Jenn. What? Well, her daughter's backtrail had been strewn with mystical whatnots, supposed surprises to mom, indicators that Emerald was into that old black magic.


  The juju stuff had been so plentiful and obvious that you had to wonder about a plant. Then you had to wonder who and why (guess I should have been digging into that), and then you had to wonder if the obviousness of the evidence argued against its having been planted. Could anybody be dumb enough to think someone would buy it?


  Well, sure. A lot of TunFaire's villains aren't long on brains.


  I decided I'd follow the road signs, genuine or false. If they were false, whoever planted them could tell me something.


  I couldn't discount the witchcraft angle. My fellow subjects will buy anything if the guy doing the selling is a good enough showman. We have a thousand cults here. Plenty lean toward the dark side. Plenty go in for witchcraft and demon worship. Sometimes bored little rich girls amuse themselves by dabbling.


  Maybe I should have inquired after the state of Emerald's virtue. That had not seemed important at the time. From her mother's account, she was in good health and otherwise normal. There was no apparent reason for her to suffer virginity at her age. Most adolescents cure that before they get rid of their acne.


  If you want information about something, it always helps if you corner an expert. Sure, the street is a great source of news, but out there sometimes you have to separate raindrops from the downpour. That's maybe a lot of needless sorting if you know somebody who stays on a first-name basis with all the interesting raindrops.


  People had called her Handsome for as long as I can remember, for no reason I know. Though mostly human, she had enough dwarf blood to give her a very long life. She'd been a cranky old woman when I was a kid. I was sure time had not improved her temper.


  Her shop was a hole in the wall in my old neighborhood. It lay down an alley so dark and noisome even homeless ratmen would have avoided it had it not led past Handsome's place.


  The alley was worse than I remembered. The trash was deeper, the slime was slipperier, the smell was stronger. The reason was simple. Every day things do get worse than they've ever been before. TunFaire is falling apart. It's sinking into its own offal. And nobody cares.


  Well, some do. But not enough. Scores of factions front as many corrective prescriptions, but each group prefers to concentrate on purging heretics and infidels from the ranks, which is easier than improving the state of the city.


  I should complain? Chaos is good for business. If only I could recognize lawlessness as a boon.


  No wonder my friends don't understand me. I don't understand me.


  There were ratmen sheltering in that alley, which was so insignificant it didn't merit a name. I stepped over one and his wine bottle bedmate to get to Handsome's door.


  A bell jangled as I entered. The alleyway had been dark. Handsome's hole was darker. I closed the door gently, waited for my eyes to adapt. I didn't move fast, didn't breathe deeply for fear I would knock something down.


  I remembered it as that kind of place.


  "Gods be damned! It's that Garrett brat. I thought we got shut of you years ago. Sent you off to the war."


  "Nice to see you again, too, Handsome." Whoops! Big mistake there. She hated that name. But she was in a forgiving mood, apparently. She didn't react. "You're looking good. Thank you for caring. I did my five. I came home."


  "Sure you didn't dodge? Garrett men don't never come home."


  Gave me a twinge there. Neither my brother nor my father, nor my father's father, had come home. Seemed like a natural law: your name was Garrett, you got the glorious privilege of dying for crown and kingdom. "I beat the odds, Tilly." Handsome's real name was Tilly Nooks. "Guess that old law of averages finally caught up with the Venageti."


  "Or maybe you're smarter than the run of Garrett men."


  I'd heard similar sentiments expressed before. Tilly spoke more forcefully than most. She carried a grudge. My Grandfather Garrett, who went long before my time, jilted her for a younger woman.


  That bitterness never kept her from treating us kids like we were her own grandchildren. Even now I can feel her switch striping my tail.


  Handsome entered the shop through a doorway blocked by hanging strings of beads. She carried a lamp that had shed no light on the other side. The lamp was for me. Her dwarvish eyes had no trouble with the gloom.


  "You haven't changed a bit, Tilly." And that was true. She was just as I remembered.


  "Don't feed me that bullshit. I look like I been rode hard and put away wet about a thousand times."


  That was true, too.


  She looked like a woman who'd survived seventy very hard years. Her hair was white and thin. Her scalp shone through even in that light. Her skin hung loose, as though she'd halved her weight in a week. It was pale though mottled by liver spots large and small. She moved slowly but with determination. It hurt her to walk, but she wouldn't surrender to her frailties. I recalled those making up the bulk of her conversation. She complained continuously but wouldn't slow down. She was wide in the hips and her flesh drooped badly everywhere. Had I been asked to guess, I would've said she'd borne a dozen kids from the shape she was in, only I'd never seen or heard of any offspring.


  She peered at me intently, trying to smile. She had only a few teeth left. But her eyes glittered. The mind behind them was as sharp as ever. Her smile turned cynical and weary. "So, to what do we owe the honor, after all these years?" Maybe she wasn't going to catch me up on her lumbago.


  The rest of "we" was the scroungiest calico cat that ever lived. Like Handsome, she was ancient. She, too, had been old and scroungy and worn out all those long years ago. She looked at me like she remembered me, too.


  You can't lie to Handsome. She always knows if you do. I learned that before I was six. "Business."


  "I heard the kind of business you're in."


  "You sound like you disapprove."


  "The way you go at it, it's a fool's game. You're not going to get you no happiness out of it."


  "You could be right."


  "Sit a spell." Groaning, she dropped into a lotus position. That she could had amazed me as a kid. It amazed me now. "What's your business here?" The cat set up camp in her lap. I tried to remember the beast's name, couldn't, and hoped the question wouldn't come up.


  "Witch business, maybe. I'm looking for a missing girl. The only clue I have is that I found witchcraft type stuff in her rooms."


  Handsome grunted. She didn't ask why that brought me to her. She was a major supplier of witchy stuff; chicken lips and toad hair and frog teeth. "She left it behind?"


  "Apparently." Handsome provided the very best raw materials, but I've never understood how. She never left home to acquire stock and I never heard of anybody who wholesaled that stuff. Rumor says Handsome is rich despite the way she lives. Makes sense to me. She's supplied the witch trade for generations. She's got to have chests full of money somewhere.


  "Don't strike me as the kind of thing a witch would do."


  "Didn't me, either." Occasionally a bunch of baddies will ignore the lessons of history and try to rob Handsome. None succeed. Failure tends to be painful. Handsome must be a pretty potent witch herself.


  She's never said she's a witch. She's never claimed special powers. The fakes do that. The fact that she's grown old swimming with sharks says all that needs saying.


  I told her my story. I left nothing out because I didn't see any point. She was a good listener.


  "The Rainmaker is in it?" Her whole face pruned into a frown. "I don't like that."


  "Oh?" I waited.


  "We haven't seen him for a while. He was bad news back when."


  "Oh?" Handsome liked to talk. Given silences to fill, she might cough up something especially useful. Or she might take the opportunity to catch me up on her illnesses and infirmities. "People keep telling me he's bad, but it's like they're embarrassed to say how. It's hard to get scared once you've spent five years nose to nose with Venageta's best and more than that butting heads with people like Chodo Contague." Chodo used to be the kingpin of crime in TunFaire.


  "A Chodo uses torture and murder and the threat of violence like tools. The Rainmaker hurts people on account of he enjoys it. My guess is he's anxious not to get noticed. Otherwise he wouldn't stuff people into the Bledsoe. We'd find pieces of them all over town." She went on to paint the portrait of a sadist, yet another view of Cleaver.


  I was starting to have misgivings about meeting the guy. But I had to do it, if only to explain that not liking a guy isn't any reason to shove him into the cackle factory.


  Handsome rattled on, passing along fact, fancy, rumor, and speculation. She knew an awful lot about Cleaver—in the old days. She could tell me nothing about him now.


  "All right," I finally put in, stopping that flood. "What about witchcraft cults today? The kind of black magic stuff that would appeal to bored kids? Any of that going around?"


  Handsome didn't say anything for a long time. I wondered if I'd overstepped somehow. Then she said, "There could be."


  "Could be?" I couldn't picture her not knowing everything about such things. "I don't get it."


  "I don't got a monopoly on witchcraft supplies. They's other sellers around. None to match me for quality or inventory, but they's others. Been new people coming into the trade lately. Mostly they go after the nonhuman market. The folks you want to talk to is Wixon and White. They don't ask questions the way I would and their slant is toward your rich crowd."


  "I love it when you talk dirty."


  "What? Don't you jump to no conclusions about folks on account of where you find them, boy. They's geniuses in the Bustee and fools on the Hill."


  "I don't see what you're saying."


  "You always was dense."


  "I'd rather people said things straight out. That way there's no confusion."


  "All right. I don't know anything about anything like what you're hunting, but I got me a strong suspicion that they's a whole passel of rich folks getting used by some real nasty demon worshippers. Wixon and White is where you start. They'll sell anything to anybody what's got the money."


  "That's all I wanted. A place to start. You remember Maggie Jenn?"


  "I recollect the scandal."


  "What kind of woman was she? Could she have been connected to the Rainmaker?"


  "What kind of woman? You think we was friends?"


  "I think you have an opinion." If she didn't, it would be a first.


  "They was a thousand stories. I think maybe they was some truth in all of them. Yes, she was connected. Bothered that Teodoric considerable. One time he threatened to have the Rainmaker killed. Worried the Rainmaker enough that he got out of town. I heard Teodoric was plotting to hunt him down when he got killed hisself."


  "Any connection?"


  "Coincidence. Every king makes him a crop of enemies. The Rainmaker staying away after Teodoric died says he had other reasons to go. There was talk he got the wise guys mad. I wonder what brought him back?"


  She mentioned wise guys. It could have to do with Chodo's semi-retirement. Already several ambitious men had tried to take advantage, but Chodo's daughter played the game as hard as her father. She would cast a cold eye on the Rainmaker if he made a wrong move.


  And on the law side we had us the new Guard, who would love to lay hands on a famous villain—if one could be found who didn't have connections. The Rainmaker might do.


  I inched toward the exit. "Wixon and White?" I was afraid she'd do the old give us a kiss.


  "That's what I said. You come around more than once every twelve years, you hear?"


  "I will," I promised, with all the good intentions I always have when I make that promise.


  She didn't believe me. It was getting so I was beginning to doubt myself.
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  I've done some dumb things in my time—for example, forgetting to ask Handsome where Wixon and White hung their shingle. I remembered after I was three blocks away. I hustled back—and got what I deserved.


  Her shop wasn't there anymore. The alley wasn't there. I was boggled. You hear about that stuff, but you don't expect it.


  After that disappointment, I just strolled to the nearest place where I knew somebody and asked if they'd ever heard of Wixon and White. It's a fact. Somebody you know will at least know somebody who knows the person or place you want.


  That's the way I got to it. A bartender I knew, name of Shrimp, had heard of Wixon and White from a client. So Shrimp and I shared a few beers on me, then I started hiking. The Wixon and White establishment lay way out in the West End.


  They were closed. Nobody answered my knock. The place was a rental. Wixon and White were so highly priced and cocksure they didn't live on the premises.


  That part of the West End is pure upscale. The shops all serve those who have money they don't know what to do with. Not my kind of people. Not any kind of people I can understand, buyers or sellers.


  I kept an eye out for armed patrols. Those had to be around, else the shops would all be boardups. I wondered if the Outfit wasn't involved. Some of the shops had glass windows. That meant real heavyweight protection.


  Wixon and White looked like a place that would serve upper-crust dabblers in black magic, at embarrassing prices. Wixon or White, whoever did the buying, probably acquired inventory from Handsome, tripled her retail, then tripled it again. Then they'd probably jack up the price on particularly thick-witted customers. The people who shopped the area would be the kind who got off on telling friends how much they paid for things.


  Feeling my prejudices coalesce into an urge to break glass, I got me out of there.


  I had nothing to do and no inclination to go home to a house where all I'd have for company would be a psychotic parrot and a couple of bark-at-the-moon boys. I hoped that foul-mouthed squab was starving to death.


  I asked myself why I didn't stop in and see how Playmate was doing. He might have regained consciousness by now.
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  Damn! Playmate looked none the worse for wear. I snapped, "What the hell are you? Twins?"


  "Garrett!" He swept out of the shadows of his stable, arms spread wide. He'd been using a pitchfork to do what you do a lot of if you operate a stable. He didn't seem stiff or sore. He swept me up in a hug. He's never stopped being demonstrative when I come around, though it's been a long time since I saved his business.


  "Easy, man. I'm breakable. Unlike some I could name." The tenderness wasn't gone from my ambush bruises.


  "You heard about my mishap?"


  "Heard? I was there. I'm surprised you can walk, what they had to do to bring you down."


  "I am a little sore. But somebody's got to care for the beasties."


  "So send for the boys from the tannery." Me and horses don't get along. Nobody takes me seriously, but I know for a fact that the whole species is out to get me. The moment nobody is looking, the moment I have my back turned, those damned oatburners start moving in.


  "Garrett! What a cruel thing to say."


  "You think the best of everybody." They've got Playmate fooled. They stood right there in their stalls sneering and measuring me for a shroud while he defended them. He actually loves the monsters. He thinks I'm just ribbing him, making jokes in bad taste.


  Somebody he'll learn. When it's too late.


  I asked, "Got a lot of work to do?"


  He indicated the manure pile. "You have to haul the hay in and the fertilizer out. They don't take days off."


  "Make that pressing work. You have time for a few beers? On your old buddy? That pile won't go anywhere."


  "Not if I don't move it." He frowned. "On you? Must be an awful big favor."


  "What?"


  "Must be some giant favor you want. You never offered to buy me a beer before."


  I sighed. "Wrong." This was a battle I'd been fighting for years. All my friends insist I never come around unless I want something. Wasn't all that long since I'd bought Playmate dinner and all the beer he could drink, so he'd introduce me to a man who made coaches. "But I'm not going to fight." I'd show him.


  "You coming?"


  

  


  


  The trouble with a guy Playmate's size is, he can't just drink a beer. One beer is a drop in the necessary stream. The man decides to get seriously ripped you have to send for the beer wagons.


  He picked the place. It was a small, dark, shabby one roomer furnished in Early Thrownaway. Everyone there knew Playmate. They just had to come say hello. It was a long time before we could talk—and that got interrupted every time another body arrived.


  Meantime, we ate. And drank. On me. Ouch, said my purse.


  Hole in the wall though that place was, it served a fine dark ale supposedly brewed on the premises. And someone in the kitchen had a more than nodding acquaintance with the art of cookery. I devoured slice after slice of a roast that would have embarrassed Dean's best effort.


  The prices were reasonable, too—for those not trying to support a one-man regiment in the habit of eating only when someone else was buying. I asked, "How come this place isn't swamped with customers?"


  Playmate awarded me one of his righteous, thoughtful looks. "Prejudice, Garrett."


  "Uh-hum?" It was testing time again. Playmate, who wanted to be a priest once, has to keep checking to make sure I stay more good guy than bad.


  Forewarned, sure he was going to zing me by telling me the place was run by ratmen—whom I dislike more than I dislike horses, with, admittedly, weaker cause—I was pleasantly surprised when he told me, "It's run by centaurs. A refugee family from the Cantard."


  "Where else?" Through a heroic effort I kept a straight face. "I can see how they might have trouble building a clientele." Centaurs aren't beloved. They'd long served Karenta's forces as auxiliaries in the Cantard. But when the mercenary Glory Mooncalled defected and proclaimed the Cantard an independent republic, every centaur tribe joined him. Chances were this family had fought Karenta till recently. When things fell apart down there, where did they run? Straight to the cities of Karenta, whose soldiers they'd been killing.


  I don't understand why they're welcomed. Sure, there's room in the economy, what with all the young men gone for soldiers. But all those young men are going to be coming home. Venageta has been driven from the Cantard. Glory Mooncalled has been crushed. Sort of.


  Centaurs. Bloody hell.


  I kept my thoughts to myself, shifted subjects, told Playmate what I was doing for Maggie Jenn. I didn't overlook such embarrassing adventures as my unexpected visit to the Bledsoe. Playmate wasn't Winger. He wouldn't spread it all over town. He smiled gently and forebore the opportunity to score a remark on the state of my mental health. That's why I love the guy. None of my other friends could have resisted.


  He asked, "What do you need from me?"


  "Need? Nothing."


  "You come, brought me out here, fed me, and filled me up with beer, Garrett. You got to want something."


  "That stuff used to be funny, Playmate. About a thousand years ago. Ragging me for the fun, I can go along with that. For a while. But it's gotten real old. I wish you guys would find a new song to sing."


  "You mean that?"


  Butter wouldn't have melted in my mouth. "Damned straight." I was getting what I needed already, an uncritical ear and a break from loneliness.


  "You just don't realize," he muttered. Louder, "In that case, maybe I can help."


  "Huh?"


  "I know a little something about the witchcraft scene. I have clients who belong to that world."


  I was surprised. His religion, a self-defined offshoot of Orthodoxy, doesn't hold much truck with witches. Which doesn't make a lot of sense when you think about how big sorcery and demonism are in this burg. But I have a suspicion that religion isn't supposed to make sense. If it did, there'd be no buyers.


  This was Playmate showing off his tolerance again.


  "All right. I'll take you up on it. There any new covens around?"


  "Of course. In a city this size, there are always covens forming and falling apart. Human nature, being what it is, there are always egos getting bruised and—"


  "I understand. You heard of any in particular? Any that have been recruiting young women?"


  "No."


  "Damn! So, that's that. Well, then, tell me about Maggie Jenn. Morley tells me you've got the skinny on the royals."


  "Tell me what you already know."


  I highlighted.


  He told me, "There isn't much I can add. She did have a daughter. I thought the girl died but evidently not. Nobody's proved it, but Maggie probably was a pricy pro before Teodoric took her up. Under a different name, of course. Morley was wrong about her being in exile. She does spend most of her time on the Isle of Paise, but that's preference. She spends a month each year in the Hill place. If she doesn't use it, she loses it. She does keep her head down when she's in town. She doesn't want her enemies to get too unhappy."


  I nodded, understanding. I signaled for more of that excellent house brew. I had enough inside me already that sounds had buzzes around their edges, but that superman Playmate hadn't yet stumbled over his tongue.


  "Grange Cleaver," I said. "The Rainmaker. What about him?"


  "Been a while since I've heard of him. Curious that he's back in town."


  "Maybe. I think it has something to do with Maggie Jenn."


  "You be careful of him, Garrett. He's crazy. Blood crazy. They called him the Rainmaker because he left so many weeping widows around. He was big into torture."


  "Just your average, everyday psycho next door. What was between him and Maggie Jenn?"


  "I can't swear. From the little I've heard, he could've been her pimp."


  "Her pimp?" I tried it out. "Her pimp." That had a feel to it, all right.


  I dropped some money in front of Playmate, for the house. "Enjoy. I'm going to go put my thinking cap on."


  Playmate divested himself of various remarks of the sort that have become fashionable among my acquaintances. I ignored him.


  That last piece of news put a whole different weight on everything. Unless I was guessing way wrong.


  It could happen.
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  Once bitten, twice shy? How often have I gotten nipped because I don't have the sense to get out of this racket? Often enough that I no longer wander around without tools to defend myself. Often enough that I stay alert once somebody starts getting physical.


  Despite a few ales too many, I spied the ambush on Macunado—mainly because the night traffic was missing. The denizens of my fair city can smell trouble at a thousand yards, like small game when a troll is prowling the woods.


  So it was as rowdy as a desert ruin around my place. It was so quiet I had trouble picking out the ambushers.


  I finally caught the stir of a shadow in a breezeway across Macunado. There was no way to sneak up from where I was, so I retreated, took a long way.


  All of a sudden I felt cheerful, the prospect of cracking heads making me high. That wasn't my way. The case was getting to me—if it was a case. I wasn't convinced.


  I came at the guy from behind, singing a ratman working song. Far as I know it's the only working song they have, so few of them actually hold jobs—


  Between the fake accent and fake drunken singing, my man was way off guard. He cussed me instead of getting set for trouble.


  I staggered up and popped him between the eyes with my headthumper. He said "Gleep!" and stumbled backward, his knees watery. I grabbed his shirt, pushed him down onto his knees, slipped behind him, and laid the length of my stick under his chin. "All right, Bruno, I lean back sudden and you find out what it'll be like the day you hang." I gave a little jerk to make my point. Also to keep him from getting too much air. He wouldn't be interested in much else if I kept him on short rations. "Get the point?"


  He got the point. He grunted cooperatively—after I'd cut him off for a while.


  "Excellent. Now here's the part where you tell me who sent you and how many buddies you have and where they're hanging out."


  Give the guy credit. He was loyal to his pals. You don't see a lot of that in street thugs. He made me take him to the brink of the big sleep before he gave in. That was right after I whispered, "I've always found that the best way to run a bluff is don't be bluffing. You don't help me out here I'll just hunt me down another guy."


  I was bluffing.


  He made noises indicating that I'd smooth-talked him into cooperating. I eased off on the stick. "Maybe you better talk on the exhale. Or I might get edgy. You guys messing with me last night got my dander up."


  Wham! I quick thumped him for thinking about what he was thinking of trying. "So who sent you?" I went back to choking him.


  "Cleafer," he gasped. "Guy named Cleafer."


  "Surprise, surprise," I muttered. "He happen to say why?"


  Grunt and choke. Meant no, and who gave a damn why anyway? This Cleafer was paying real money.


  "How may pals you got with you?"


  Seven. Seven? "I'm flattered. This Cleafer must have a high opinion of me." I have a high opinion of me, but my enemies don't usually agree.


  My man made sounds indicating he couldn't have agreed less. I took that to mean that he was recovering too fast. I popped him again.


  I get less nice as I get older.


  We chewed the fat till I knew where his buddies were hiding and I understood their grand strategy, which was to round me up and drag me off to their boss's hideout. Friendly Grange Cleaver, pre-owned property salesman, wanted to have a chat.


  "Yeah. I like that idea. We'll do that. Only maybe we won't stick too close to the original scheme."


  I popped the guy again, hard enough to put him to sleep. He was going to have a headache worse than the one his gang had given me.


  Funny. I didn't feel bad about that.


  So I went around pounding the stuffings out of guys till thumping heads no longer made me feel better. I wondered what folks on the shadow side would say when word got around. After the usual exaggerations, it might start worrying the kind of people who get in my way.


  Nobody would believe it, probably. Everybody thinks I use Morley Dotes for all my heavy work.


  I rounded up the smallest thug, a bit of a guy so tiny he had to be a breed. I slung him over my shoulder and headed for the Joy House.


  Sometimes you can use a helping hand.
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  Morley tousled the little fellow's hair. "He's mad, Garrett. This is one you'd better not leave behind." We were in Morley's office upstairs at the Joy House. The veggie killers were rioting downstairs.


  "And after I decided to give him a break. Any of those guys related to you, Stubby? Your lover or something?"


  The little breed glared.


  "I like this guy." Morley frowned at Spud, who was sizing the prisoner up for some painful burns.


  "What?" the kid demanded.


  "He's still officially a guest."


  "Sure. And if I was here with a guy who'd just offed my whole gang but me I think I'd be a little more disturbed. Look at that fool. He's already sizing us up for some pain when it's him that's in the shit."


  "Narcisio! Language!"


  "He's got a point, Morley," I said. "The clown ought to be more scared."


  "He's going to be, Garrett. It's just that he's from out of town."


  I agreed. "How can you tell?" I wanted to see if his thinking paralleled mine.


  "Because he isn't scared. Look, now he's got an idea who has him. He's starting to tense up. They didn't tell him anything when they gave him the job. They just put money in his pocket and told him to help with a snatch."


  "I do believe you're right." I tried out a ferocious smile, like the guys from the violent ward would wear if they were sent out to play.


  Morley was right. The little guy had heard of Morley Dotes even if he hadn't heard of me. He squeaked. Maybe Winger was right about reputation's tool value.


  "I do believe he has a notion to deal," Morley observed.


  "So," I said. "You want to be lucky number seven, the one who got away, or just another stiff?"


  "Lucky seven sounds great to me."


  "Look at that. He kept his sense of humor, Morley. I think that's great. All right, Lucky, what was the plan?" I told Morley, "Be a shame to let it go to waste."


  Morley flashed a humorless grin. "Best thinking you've done in years." He was ready to go. I'd been surprised by how quickly he'd agreed to help. I recalled the glances between him and Sarge and Puddle. Was there old business between them and the Rainmaker?


  I worry when Morley gets agreeable. I always end up getting jobbed.


  "How much are you ready to spend, Garrett?"


  I considered my agreement with Maggie Jenn, then the size of my advance. "Not much. You have something in mind?"


  "Recall the Rainmaker's reputation. We could use some specialists to calm him down if he gets excited."


  "Specialists?" Here comes a sales pitch. "Like who?"


  "The Roze triplets." Naturally. Perennially underemployed relatives.


  Specialists I wouldn't call them, but those guys could calm people down. Doris and Marsha were about sixteen feet tall and could lay out a mammoth with one punch. Part giant, part troll, the only way to beat them was to booby-trap their resolve with barrels of beer. They'd drop anything to get drunk.


  The third triplet was an obnoxious little geek barely Morley's size good for nothing but translating for his brothers.


  "No, Morley. This is a freak show already. I just want to talk to the guy, find out why he's messing with me."


  Morley stared at Lucky. "Garrett, Garrett, just when I thought you were developing sense. You don't talk to the Rainmaker. All he understands is raw power. Either you can kick his ass or he can kick yours. Unless he's changed his spots in a big way."


  I grimaced.


  "What?"


  "My budget is pretty tight."


  "Big news, big news."


  "Hey!"


  "There you go getting cheap again, Garrett. You want to save money? Don't bug the Rainmaker. Just lock your door and snuggle up to your moneybags and hope he can't think of a way to get to you. After tonight, he'll be trying for real."


  I knew that. Cleaver sounded like he was all ego and no restraint. All the reason he needed I'd already provided.


  What a dummy, Garrett. Your troubles are all your own fault. You should try a little harder to get along.


  I mused, "How did he know I was out of the Bledsoe?"


  Morley and Spud perked up, smelling a tale not yet told. I had to yield enough sordid details to get them off my back. Which was way more than I wanted anyone to know, really. "I get any razzing back off the street I'm going to know where to lay the blame."


  "Yes." Morley gave me his nasty smile. "Winger." That smile turned diabolical. He saw he'd guessed right. I hadn't thought about who knew the story already.


  What Winger knew could spread from river to wall in a night. She liked to hang out with the guys, get drunk and swap tall tales. The story would grow into a monster before she was done with it.


  I said, "You really feel like we need the Rozes, get the Rozes."


  "You gave me a better idea."


  "Well?"


  "Use those clowns you have stashed at your place. Make them earn their keep. You said the big one owes Cleaver anyway."


  "That's an idea. Lucky, what direction are we going to head?"


  Morley added, "Keeping in mind that I'll be a lot deadlier a lot quicker than Cleaver if Garrett is disappointed."


  "West." The little fellow's croak contained undertones of frightened whine. I didn't blame him. He was in the proverbial between of the rock and the hard place.


  "West is good," I said. "West means we can drop by my place on the way."


  I assumed Lucky's buddies would have cleared off.


  Morley and his bunch looked unexcited by this opportunity. They're villains, though, and no villain in his right mind got within mind reading range of the Dead Man. However strong my assurances that he was asleep.


  "His bark is worse than his bite," I said.


  "Right," Sarge sneered. Puddle and Morley backed him up. Spud took that as his cue to ape his elders. I gave up.
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  I found Ivy in the small front room arguing with the Goddamn Parrot. The Goddamn Parrot was making more sense. Beer and brandy odors were potent. Which had drunk more? Who knows? The Goddamn Parrot would suck it up as long as you let him.


  Ivy seemed determined to clean me out before he got kicked out. I told him, "You'd better ease up or there won't be anything left for breakfast."


  Ivy looked distressed. You could see him struggling to light a fire under the pot of his thoughts. I doubted he'd get them simmering. He did seem to grasp the notion that my alcohol reserves were finite.


  "Where's Slither?" The big guy was nowhere in sight. There was a racket from upstairs, but nothing human could be making that.


  I could see through the open kitchen doorway. The view set me to talking to myself. Friend Slither was trying to do to my larder what Ivy was doing to my drinking supply.


  So much for good deeds.


  They start preaching at you when you're barely old enough to walk. But what the hell happens when you do try to help your fellow man? You get it up the poop chute every time. Without grease.


  Where do the preachers get their crazy ideas? How many cheeks do they have to turn? How come they aren't hobbling around with bandages on their butts?


  "Where's Slither?" I demanded again.


  Ivy answered with a slow shrug. I don't think he understood anything but my tone. He started trying to explain Orthodox transcircumstantiation to the Goddamn Parrot. The Goddamn Parrot made remarks with which I agreed.


  I commenced a quest for Slither. Snores from above seemed worth investigation.


  

  


  


  Slither was sprawled across Dean's bed, on his back, his snores like the bellows of mating thunder-lizards. Awe held me immobile. The man couldn't be human. He had to be a demigod. He was producing an orchestra of snores, humming and roaring and snorting and sputtering. He seemed capable of combining every known species of snore. All in the same breath.


  When I could move again I went to my own room. I hate to disturb an artist at work. I shut my door, went to the window, checked Morley and his crew and the ever astonishing traffic on Macunado. Where could all those creatures be going? What drove them to be out at this hour? Was just my neighborhood in a ferment? I couldn't recall seeing as much traffic anywhere else—though the whole city seemed crowded these days.


  I could hear Slither's every snore. I'd hear every snore plainly for however long he remained in my house.


  So much for doing good deeds.


  

  


  


  Morely gave the boys a glance and said nothing. He did shake his head. Even I now wondered if they hadn't made it all up about their service. Especially Ivy. He had the Goddamned Parrot on his shoulder. It mixed its finest gutter observations with declarations of, "Awrrgh, matey! We be ferocious pirates." That naturally drew a lot of attention. Just the thing you want when you're out to sneak up on a guy calls himself the Rainmaker.


  My prisoner indicated a brick and stone monstrosity he insisted was the Rainmaker's headquarters. Dotes opined, "You get what you pay for, Garrett." His glance speared Ivy and Slither. "You didn't pay for the Roze brothers."


  "Don't remind me." Slither was awake but might as well have been snoring. It was winter at his house. Ivy was still trying to argue with the Goddamn Parrot. The feathered devil figured he'd sorted Ivy out already and had turned to reminiscing about his sailing days.


  Morley tossed a glance sideways, checking to see how near Spud was. He flexed his fingers like he suffered the same temptations I did. "Go ahead," I said.


  He scowled. "Can't. But I'll figure a way."


  I said, "The course of our relationship has shown me a few things about dear Mr. Big." More cunning than usual, having foreseen the possibility that the Goddamn Parrot might become a liability, I'd brought a little flask of brandy I'd dug out of a cache Ivy hadn't found.


  Morley snickered. So, he knew. I said, "We need to keep Ivy away long enough to get the bird snockered."


  "He was a scout, send him scouting. Along with Spud."


  "You sneak." I looked at Cleaver's place. "What did they do to the guy who designed that place?" The building had been a small factory once. Undoubtedly manned by the blind. It was ugly. I was amazed that so much ugliness could be committed with simple construction materials.


  "Probably burned him at the stake because they couldn't think of a punishment nasty enough to fit the crime." Dotes chuckled. He was going to have some fun with me playing high-nose elf.


  His tastes in art and architecture naturally weren't human. For all I knew, the lunatic who designed that factory was one of his forebears.


  I expressed that opinion and added, "It may be on the elvish list of historic structures."


  Morley scowled. He wasn't pleased. He grabbed Spud and Ivy and told them to go check the place out. "And leave the bird here. It doesn't have sense enough to keep its beak shut."


  Off they went. The rest of us got out of sight and listened to Cleaver's man bitch because I hadn't cut him loose yet. "I'm busy, man," I told him. "I'm feeding my parrot." The Goddamn Parrot was sucking up the brandy. "I'll cut you loose as soon as I know you didn't job us." I didn't think he had. Nobody sane would pick such an ugly hideout. Cleaver did sound like he had the kind of ego that would appreciate the place.


  Ivy and Spud scurried back. The kid said, "The place is occupied. I didn't ask names, though. The guys I did see looked antisocial enough to be the sort Mr. Garrett wants to find."


  I didn't want to find anybody. "You been giving him lessons?"


  "It's in the blood. Needs to work on his diction and grammar, though."


  "Definitely. Smartass ought to know how to talk good."


  "Can I go now?" the prisoner asked.


  Spud demanded, "What happened to Mr. Big? Hey! He's drunk. Uncle Morley, did you? . . . "


  "No, Lucky," I said. "I still don't know you didn't job us. Suppose you just led us to a place where some hard boys hang out?"


  Morley opined, "That monstrosity is the kind a fence would use. Plenty of storage. Probably an owner who hasn't been seen in years. No traceable connection to anyone if you looked for one. You going to do it?"


  I considered my help. Neither Ivy nor Slither incited confidence. "Looks like we're as ready as we're gonna get. Any tactical suggestions?"


  "Straight through the front door might work."


  "Wise ass. Slither, Ivy, come on." I trotted toward that monument to ugliness. My strange assistants toddled after, bewildered but loyal. Morley told Sarge to stick with us, just in case. He came himself. So Spud and Puddle volunteered, too. Spud was protesting, "Mr. Garrett, you shouldn't give Mr. Big alcohol."


  What I always wanted to do: storm a fortress at the head of a pack of killer elves, fugitives from an insane asylum, and a drunken parrot.


  The Goddamn Parrot was muttering something about its imperiled virtue but in Drunkenese so fluent even a tipsy ratman would have had trouble following him.


  Spud said, "Uncle Morley, did you? . . . "


  "Be quiet."


  I looked at that jungle chicken and grinned like a dwarf just awarded an army weapons contract.
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  The place was ugly, but it was no fortress. We found an unguarded side door. I cracked the crude stopper and invited us in. Dean should've been there to see how much good locks do.


  "Dark in here," Ivy said. What did he expect?


  He sounded troubled, like somebody wasn't playing fair.


  "Crackbrain's got one sharp eye on him," Sarge sneered. "Goddamn Rainmaker can't fool him for a secont."


  "That's enough," Morley snapped. He peered around. Elves really can see in the dark, almost as good as dwarves.


  "What you see?" I whispered. We all whispered. Seemed the sensible thing to do.


  "What you would expect."


  What kind of answer was that? What I'd expect was filth and squatters and a lot of upset on account of the style of our entrance. But only the rats seemed disturbed—and they were so confident they just went through the motions.


  According to Spud, the natives resided on the other side of the building. And so they did. Mostly.


  We were sneaking along a hallway illuminated by one halfhearted candle, me thinking what a cheapskate the Rainmaker had to be, when some sleepy-eyed goof ruined everything.


  He stepped out of a room just ahead, both hands harrowing hair already well-harvested by time. He woke up fast, generated one man-sized squeal before I bopped him with my second-best headthumper. He squealed even louder. I had to pop him four times before he laid down.


  "That tears it," Slither muttered. It was hard to hear him because of the racket being raised by people I couldn't see wanting to know what the hell was going on.


  "Never mind the opinion survey. You know this place?"


  "Never seen it before."


  "Thought you said. . . ."


  "Never was here. That I remember."


  The hall hung a right. I stayed with it. I met a native coming the other way. He had a stick, too. His eyes got big. So did mine. I swung first. He ducked, showed me some heel, whooped and hollered.


  "You could have moved a little faster there, Garrett," Morley suggested. The racket ahead grew louder. Morley was concerned.


  The fugitive blew through a doorway. I was only two steps behind, but when I got there the door was closed and locked. I flung one granite shoulder against it. It gave about a thousandth of an inch.


  "You do it." Morley indicated Slither. "Stop whimpering, Garrett."


  "I dislocated everything but my ankle bones."


  Slither knocked on the door with his very large feet, smashing away numerous times before he risked his own tender shoulder.


  The door exploded like stage furniture. Guess you have to have the knack.


  We'd reached the warehouse area. Only a few lamps burned there. Definitely a cheapskate, the Rainmaker. Looked like the place was being used as a barracks. People flew around like startled mice, headed for other exits. Only the guys from the hall looked like fighters.


  Curious.


  Amidst the howl and chaos I glimpsed a familiar gargoyle, my old pal Ichabod. Excuse me. My old pal Zeke. Zeke did a fast fade. I went after him. We needed to have a talk. My pretty Maggie Jenn had troubles enough without her butler being hooked up with the Rainmaker.


  I didn't find a trace. He vanished like the spook he resembled.


  We searched the dump. We found no sign of Grange Cleaver. We caught only three people—the guy from the hall who I'd bopped, plus an old couple who hadn't reached their walkers in time to grab a head start.


  The old woman was about a week younger than Handsome. Her husband and the thug showed little inclination to talk, but she chattered like she was so full of words they ripped out of her like gas after an unfriendly meal.


  "Whoa, granny, whoa!" She'd lost me in some kind of twin track complaint that blamed her lumbago on the incredible ingratitude of her willfully neglectful children. "That's unfortunate. It really is. But what I need to know is where is Grange Cleaver?"


  "You might try to be more diplomatic," Morley suggested. Like he had the patience of a saint when he was after something.


  "I was diplomatic the first three times. I did my part. Now I'm not in the mood for diplomacy, I'm in the mood for busting heads."


  I didn't do it good enough. Nobody was impressed until Spud let his young mouth run too long and the bad folks figured out that they were in the hands of the infamous Morley Dotes. Then, even the hard boy developed a mild case of cooperation fever.


  Yep, maybe Winger was right.


  Fat lot of good that all did. Granny Yak-Yak had the definitive answer and the definitive answer was: "He just went out, him and his boys. He never said where, but I figure he was gonna check on some guys he sent out a long time ago. He paid them and they never reported back." She laid a hard look on pal Lucky.


  Lucky looked a tad frayed. The old folks understood whose information had brought us to uglyville. He was growing concerned about his boss's temper.


  Morley spun him around. "Cleaver brought you from out of town. He do that with a lot of men, Lucky?"


  Lucky gave us the daggers glare. We were leaving him no exit. "Yeah." Sullenly. He thought we were cheating on our end of the deal. Maybe we were. Tough.


  "Why?"


  "I guess on account of he couldn't find anybody here what was willing to work for him. 'Specially after they found out who he was when he was here before. Way I hear it, he made him some enemies back then what nobody wants to piss off."


  I gave Morley a look. Some people might consider him major bad news, but he wasn't big enough bad news that his displeasure would intimidate thugs working for somebody he didn't like. I didn't think. "Chodo," I said. Call it intuition.


  Morley nodded, "There was a little brother who died badly. Chodo was way down the ladder then. He couldn't get the go-ahead. But he didn't forget."


  Not once in his life had Chodo Contague let a debt go unpaid. "But. . . ."


  "You and I know. No one else does."


  He and I knew that Chodo had become a vegetable after suffering a stroke. These days, his daughter was the power in the outfit. She only pretended to take instructions from her father.


  "Crask and Sadler." Those two knew, too.


  Morley inclined his head slightly. "They might explain a few things."


  Crask and Sadler had been Chodo's chief bone-breakers before they turned on him, caused his stroke, tried to take over. They disappeared after Chodo's daughter outmaneuvered them.


  Coincidentally, there'd always been some doubt about their commitment to masculinity, despite the fact that they were two human mountains on the hoof.


  I described them. Lucky's discomfort made it obvious he had met the boys. I shot Morley a look. "I don't need any more complications."


  Morley prodded Lucky. Lucky admitted, "You won't see them guys around here. Grange, he's got a straight look to him back home. Didn't want them guys turning up in his public life. Figured they'd be lightning rods for trouble around here. So he gave them jobs in Suddleton."


  Where, I had no doubt, they spent their spare time scheming revenge on me. "Morley, you get the feeling pal Lucky is holding out? He knows an awful lot about the Rainmaker's business."


  "I noticed that."


  Lucky protested. "I just heard his regular guys gossiping. You know how it is, guys sitting around, killing time drinking."


  "Sure. Tell me, Lucky, where you going to run when we cut you loose?"


  Lucky checked the old folks, shrugged. He was scared. They weren't, though the old woman had chattered. I wondered if they were something special to the Rainmaker.


  I was about to ask about Zeke when Morley remarked, "We've spent enough time here, Garrett. Help could be on its way."


  Yes, indeed. It could be.
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  "You just walk along with us, answer a couple more questions," I told Lucky and the old folks, "and we'll be done." I gestured, a comealong. "There was a guy named Zeke. . . ."


  The Goddamn Parrot did the only worthwhile thing I ever saw him do. He flailed out of the darkness shrieking, "Save me! Oh, save me, mister." His tone suggested he wasn't just being obnoxious.


  He wasn't.


  There were eight of them. Wasn't hardly fair to them, even considering they were all big, experienced villains. Sarge and Puddle pounded our captives, then vaulted the leftovers and began twisting limbs. There was something evilly fascinating about them at work. It was kind of like watching a snake swallow a toad.


  I didn't have time to be fascinated. I was up to my crotch in crocodiles. I held them off till help arrived.


  Morley and Spud flew around like they were part of some absurd combat ballet. Mr. Big flapped and squawked. He made more racket than a herd of peafowl. His vocabulary achieved new lows. Puddle, Sarge, Slither, Ivy, and Cleaver's thugs tried to help him expand that but had nothing to teach him.


  Four Brunos took quick dives.


  I've heard people that've never been there claim it's impossible to lay somebody out with your fists. That's true for your average drunken amateur who gets into it with his brother-in-law at the corner tavern but not so for the unrestrained violence of professionals.


  Puddle developed a bloody nose. Spud managed to get kicked in the funny bone. He leaned against a wall clutching his elbow, face pale, language vile. Such a look Morley gave him.


  "Kill them, damnit! Kill them all!" The girlish voice slashed through the mayhem. "Stop playing with them and kill them!"


  I spotted a short guy screaming from what he thought was a safe distance. Cleaver? The Rainmaker himself?


  Morley spotted him. Cleaver's Brunos were coming to the conclusion that it was not a bright idea to piss off guys who could handle them so easily. They didn't follow orders. Morley grinned and headed for the Rainmaker.


  I was on my way already.


  The Rainmaker, however, did not care to join the party.


  That little bastard could run!


  Naturally, our whole crowd dropped everything and lumbered after us, with predictable results. The Rainmaker vanished down the same rabbithole that had swallowed Zeke. His people grabbed up each others' parts and headed for the exits. Suddenly, we had us nothing but one big empty building and one hysterical parrot. And, according to Morley, "The Guard's on its way."


  "You could be right." These days, people actually called for official help. These days, the police forces sometimes actually responded.


  Morley snapped, "Narcisio, catch that faggot pigeon and shut it up." Mr. Big was no joke right then.


  I checked to see if all our people could leave under their own power. No major injuries. Workable legs were available. It was brains that were in short supply.


  Slither and Ivy helped round up the GDP. Mr. Big made it easy. He flew into a wall full speed, cold-cocked himself.


  Pity he didn't break his neck.


  I considered wringing it and blaming it on the bird's own erratic piloting, but Spud kept too close an eye on the beast.


  As we hustled into the street, I asked Slither, "That short guy was Cleaver, wasn't it? The shrimp with the girl voice?"


  Morley seemed intensely interested in Slither's reply. Could it be he'd never seen Cleaver before?


  "Yeah. That was him. That hunk a shit. I'da caught the little turd I'da turned him into a capon. Put me in the bughouse. I'da used my bare hands. Twisted 'em off. I'da fixed him." But he was shaking. He was pale. He was sweating. Rock-throwing range was as close to Grange Cleaver as he wanted to get.


  Cleaver must be some swell guy.


  I checked Ivy. Ivy didn't have an opinion. Ivy was all wrapped up in his feathery buddy.


  Morley opined, "Cleaver is going to turn scarce now."


  "Think so?"


  "His being in town is no secret now, Garrett. A lot of people who don't like him will hear. And he'll have a good idea how many enemies he has once he gets together with Lucky."


  "Think he'll leave town?"


  "No. But he would if he had the sense the gods gave a goose. You going to have another chat with Winger?"


  Guess who was hiding in the shadows outside when we came thundering out. "You saw her, eh?"


  "I saw her."


  We cleared the area before the Guard arrived. Safely away, I checked our surroundings more carefully. No more sign of my oversize blond friend. Maybe she wasn't interested anymore.


  "You need to get her to talk, Garrett."


  "I know. I know. But I want to let her come in when she's ready." I wondered why Winger wasn't off looking out for Chastity Blaine.


  Morley made no mention so I supposed he'd missed the other watcher, the character who'd followed me to Maggie Jenn's place.


  I was confused. Nothing made sense.


  It wasn't going to get any better.


  "Don't wait too long," Morley told me. "Two tries in two nights means the Rainmaker is serious."


  "Seriously disturbed." Cleaver's enmity made the least sense of all. "Yeah. With that thought in mind, I'm going home and get some shuteye."


  Spud had the Goddamn Parrot. He kept whispering to the fancy pants little drunk. I tried to ease away before anyone noticed. Morley grinned and shook his head. "No, you don't. Narcisio."


  My luck stays stuck in the same old rut.


  


  


  


  32


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Slither surprised me. He was a decent cook, which I learned when I stumbled down for breakfast, after having been rousted out by Ivy, who must have caught something Dean had left behind.


  "You have to loosen up, Ivy," I grumbled as I toddled into the kitchen. "This isn't the service. We don't have to haul out before the goddamn crack of noon."


  "My daddy always told me a man's got no call lying in bed after the birds start singing."


  Inertia more than self-restraint kept me from expressing my opinion of that perverted delusion.


  One songbird was wide awake up front, rendering chorus after chorus of such old standards as, "There was a young lady from. . . ." I wondered if Dean still had some of that rat poison that looked like seed cakes. The rats were too smart to eat it, but that bird. . . .


  "You're working on a job, aren't you?" Slither was still vague about what I do.


  "The mission," Ivy mumbled. "Old first rule, Garrett. Even a jarhead ought to know. Got to follow through on the mission."


  "Watch that jarhead stuff, Army. All right. All right." Good old attitudes from the bad old days. But was the mission more likely to be advanced at sunrise than at high noon? Excuse me for entertaining doubts.


  I wondered if they had noticed the changes in TunFaire. Probably not. Neither was in close touch with the world outside his skull.


  I surrendered. "I guess we can hit Wixon and White."


  At the moment, the occult shop was my only angle. Mugwump had not yet materialized with the promised list of contacts.


  Slither's cooking would have appalled Dean and sent Morley into convulsions. He fried half a slab of bacon while baking drop biscuits. He split the biscuits and soaked them in bacon grease, then sprinkled them with sugar. Poor people food. Soldier food. Food that was darned tasty when it was hot.


  


  


  


  33


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  It had rained during the night. The morning air was cool. The breeze was fresh. The streets were clean. The sky was clear. The sun was bright. It was one of those days when it was too easy to relax, too easy to forget that a brighter sun means darker shadows.


  Fortunately, even the shadows were relaxing. Not a one belched a villain bent on mischief. The whole town was in a rare humor. Hell, I heard singing from the Bustee.


  It wouldn't last. Before sundown, the wicked would be slashing throats again.


  We did develop a following, including the inept creature who had followed me to Maggie Jenn's place and a guy with an earring who was maybe a ferocious pirate, but I doubted that.


  Even Ivy noticed the clumsy guy.


  "Let them tag along," I said. "They'll go cross-eyed. What I do is excruciating to watch. Not to mention tough on the feet."


  "Be like being back in the Corps," Slither observed.


  Ivy had the Goddamned Parrot with him. That obscene buzzard had a great time. "Holy hookers, check them melons. Oh. Look it there. Come here, honey. I'll show you. . . ." We were lucky his diction was sloppy.


  The streets were crowded. Everybody wanted a lungful of rain-scrubbed air before TunFaire returned to normal. The old and weak would be falling over left and right. All that fresh air would be poisonous.


  Before we reached the West End, I spotted another tail. This guy was a first-string pro. I made him by accident, my good luck and his bad. I didn't know him. That troubled me. I thought I knew the top players.


  It was quite a parade.
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  Wixon and White were open. I told Ivy, "You stay out here. You're the lookout." I went inside. Slither followed me. I wished I was as bad as I tried to look.


  Both Wixon and White were on board, but no other crew or passengers were. "Bless me," I murmured, pleased to have something go my way. And, "Bless me again. More fierce pirates."


  The guys eyeballed us and took just an instant to decide we weren't the sort of customers they hoped to attract. Neither mislaid his manners, though. Neither failed to notice that between us Slither and I outnumbered them by two hundred pounds.


  "How might we help you?" one asked. He made me think of a begging chipmunk. He had a slight over-bite and the obligatory lisp. He held his soft little hands folded before his chest.


  "Robin! . . . "


  "Penny, you just hush. Sir?"


  I said, "I'm looking for somebody."


  "Aren't we all?" Big smile. A corsair comedian.


  Penny thought it was funny. Penny tittered.


  Slither scowled. Garrett scowled. The boys got real quiet. Robin looked past us, toward the street, as though he hoped the answer to his dilemma might show up out there.


  "I'm looking for a girl. A specific girl. Eighteen. Red hair. So tall. Freckles, probably. Put together so nice even fierce pirates might take a second look and maybe shed a tear about choices made. Probably going by either Justina or Emerald Jenn."


  The guys stared. My magic touch had turned them into halfwits.


  Outside, Ivy told a dowager type that the shop was closed, only for a little while. She tried to disagree. The Goddamn Parrot took exception and began screeching crude propositions.


  I moved around the shop, fingering whatever looked expensive. The boys had a lot of square feet and plenty of bizarre furnishings. "That description ring any bells?" I couldn't read their reaction. Its schooled neutrality gave nothing away.


  Penny sneered, "Should it?" I could tell him from Robin only by the size of his mustache. Otherwise, they could have passed as twins. A strong strain of narcissism united these wild and woolly buccaneers.


  "I think it's likely." I described the black magic stuff I'd found in Emerald's rooms. My descriptions were faultless. The Dead Man taught me well. Those studied neutral faces betrayed teensy cracks.


  Penny for sure knew what I was talking about. Robin probably did. Robin was a better faker.


  "Excellent. You guys know the items. Presumably, you provided them. So tell me to who." I picked up a gorgeous dagger of ruby glass. Some true artist had spent months shaping and carving and polishing it. It was one beautiful, diabolic ceremonial masterpiece.


  "I wouldn't tell you even if. . . . Stop that!"


  The dagger almost slipped from my fingers.


  "What? You were going to say even if you knew what I was talking about? But you would tell me, Penny. You'd tell me anything. I'm not nice. My friend isn't as nice as I am." I flipped the dagger, barely caught it. The boys shuddered. They couldn't take their eyes off that blade. It had to be worth a fortune. "Boys, I'm that guy in your nightmares. I'm the guy behind the mask. The guy who'd use a priceless glass ceremonial dagger to play mumbletypeg on a tempered oak floor. The guy who'll vandalize you into bankruptcy. Unless you talk to me."


  I put the dagger down, collected a book. At first glance it seemed old and ordinary, shy any occult symbols. No big thing, I thought, till the boys started squeaking answers to questions I hadn't asked.


  They babbled about the man who'd bought the stuff I'd described. Puzzled, I examined the book. And still saw nothing special.


  Why had it loosened their tongues so?


  Its title was The Raging Blades. That made it the central volume of the semi-fictional saga trilogy No Ravens Went Hungry. The Raging Blades was preceded by The Steel-Game and followed by The Battle-Storm. The whole related the glamorized story of an historical character named Eagle, who plundered and murdered his way across two continents and three seas nearly a millenium ago. By today's standards, the man was a total villain. Friend or foe, everyone eventually regretted knowing him. By the standards of his own time, he'd been a great hero simply because he'd lived a long time and prospered. Even today, they say, kids in Busivad province want to grow up to be another Eagle.


  I asked, "Might this be an early copy?" Early copies are scarce.


  The boys redoubled their babble. What was this? They were ready to confess to murder.


  "Let me check this. You say a man with red hair, some gray, green eyes, freckles, short. Definitely male?" Nods left me with one theory deader than an earthworm in the noonday sun. Not even these rowdy reever types would mistake Maggie Jenn for a man. "Around forty, not eighteen?" That fit no one I'd encountered so far, unless maybe that nasty runt in the warehouse. "And you don't have any idea who he was?" I hadn't caught the colors of Cleaver's hair and eyes. "You know anything about him?"


  "No."


  "We don't know anything."


  Eyes stayed stuck to that book while their owners tried to pretend everything was cool.


  "He paid cash? He came in, looked around, picked out what he wanted, paid without quibbling about inflated prices? And when he left, he carried his purchases himself?"


  "Yes."


  "A peasant, indeed." Smiling, I put the book down. "You see? You can be a help when you want. You just need to take an interest." Both men sighed when I stepped away from their treasure. I asked, "You don't recall anything that would connect all that junk together?" It had seemed of a sort to me when I'd seen it, but what did I know about demon stuff? Mostly, I don't want to know.


  I got headshakes.


  "Everything had its silver star with a goat's head inside."


  Penny insisted, "That's generic demon worship stuff. Our stock is mass-produced by dwarves. We buy it in bulk. It's junk with almost no intrinsic or occult value. It isn't fake, but it doesn't have any power, either." He waved a hand. I stepped to a display box filled with medallions like the one I'd found in Justina's suite.


  "You know the girl I described?"


  Headshakes again. Amazing.


  "And you're sure you don't know the man who bought the stuff?"


  More of that old shaka-shaka.


  "You have no idea where I might find this guy?"


  They were going to make themselves dizzy.


  "I might as well go, then." I beckoned to Slither.


  Wixon and White ran for their lives for their back room. I don't know what they thought I meant to do next. Nothing pleasant. They slammed the door. It was a stout one. We heard a heavy bar slam into place. Slither grinned as he followed me outside.


  


  


  


  35


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Slither glanced back. "How come you didn't push them harder? You seen how they sweated, 'specially when you was messing with that book."


  "Sometimes I take the indirect approach. Ivy, wait right here. Whistle if anybody comes snooping." Right here was the end of a breezeway that led to the skinny alley behind Wixon and White.


  The shop had no back window. Surprise, surprise. Even in the best parts of town there are few windows at ground level. You tempt fate as seldom as possible.


  The place did have a rear door, though. And that wasn't much more secure than a window. I wondered what the boys did that they needed a sneak-out door. Was that how they handled customer complaints?


  That back door led to the room whither the boys had fled. It did little to muffle their argument.


  ". . . could you have been thinking of, leaving it lay out like that?"


  "I forgot it. All right?"


  "You forgot it. You forgot it. I don't believe this."


  "He didn't think anything about it. You saw that. All he cared about is where the Jenn chit is."


  "Then why couldn't you tell him and get him out? He has to be suspicious, the way you were. . . ."


  "I didn't tell him because I don't know, love. She hasn't been seen since her mother came to town."


  Well, well, well.


  "Stop worrying about the damned book. A thug like that can't read his own stupid name."


  Slither said, "Garrett. . . ."


  I waved him off, listened as hard as I could. I had to fill in here and there, from context, to get everything.


  Me and the occult corsairs were going to have another talk.


  "Garrett!"


  "Wait a minute!"


  An unfamiliar voice observed, "You guys better be ratmen trash hogs in disguise because if you ain't. . . ."


  "Which one you want I should eat first, Garrett?"


  ". . . if you ain't, you're gonna be going outa here on a trash wagon." This sweet-talker was the spokesman for five thugs in slapdash butternut costume. I assumed that was the uniform of the neighborhood watch. I did mention how peaceful and confident the area seemed? Getting old and slow. I'd forgotten that, then I'd failed to stay alert.


  They'd come from the direction Ivy wasn't covering.


  I heard no more conversation behind the alley door. Naturally.


  "Which one first?" Slither asked again. He was hot to go and sure he could handle them all. They weren't big guys and they all had bellies that hung over their belts. They had mean little pig eyes. Slither's growling got the boss pig thinking. He got a look like he thought maybe Slither could follow through.


  Didn't seem like the best time to get into a fight. I still had a bottle of Miracle Milt's Doc Dread magic getaway juice. Last one. I whistled so Ivy would know something was up, then slammed the bottle into the bricks at the toes of the guardians of order.


  I was lucky. The bottle broke.


  A nasty dark stain spread like something alive. And nothing else happened. The Brunos didn't twitch. They understood that something was supposed to happen. They didn't want to get it started.


  I grabbed Slither's arm. "Time to take a hike."


  A thin feather of mist curled up off the bricks. Well, better late than never. Only it leaned toward me, the one guy moving.


  Slither said, "Aw, Garrett. Do I have to? Can't I just bust up one or two?"


  "Go right ahead. But you're on your own. I'm leaving." The streamer of mist reached farther toward me.


  I exercised my philosophy of discretion swiftly and with great enthusiasm. I grabbed Ivy as I flew out of the breezeway. That startled the Goddamn Parrot into one of his more memorable sermons.


  Slither must have had an epiphany because he was stomping on my heels.
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  The Wixon and White street door was locked. The closed sign stood in the window, supported by drawn shades. I had a feeling the boys wouldn't answer if I knocked.


  I said, "We'll check back after those characters start thinking we've forgotten them. Right now, we'll find the weather friendlier in another part of town." I could see several butternut outfits. They weren't easily overlooked since all normal traffic had deserted the street. Way it goes in TunFaire.


  We moved out as fast as Ivy would travel with that idiot bird. The butternut Brunos were content to let us take our trouble elsewhere.


  After a while, I asked, "Slither, you know why I like working alone?"


  "Huh? No. How come?"


  "On account of when I'm working alone, there's nobody around to call me by name in front of people I don't want to know. Not even one time, let alone four."


  He thought about that and eventually concluded that I was peeved. "Say! That was pretty dumb, wasn't it?"


  "Yes." Why shield the man's feelings? That kind of mistake can be fatal.


  On the other hand, the butternuts had no reason to keep after me. They had run me off before my pockets filled with doodads they doubtless felt only they had the right to pilfer. They could beat their chests and tell the merchants association they were mighty hunters and protectors.


  I couldn't see the swashbucklers pursuing the matter. All they cared about was that book. I growled, "Shut up, you mutant pigeon."


  I wondered about the book. I'd read all three volumes of No Ravens Went Hungry, waiting around at the library. What set the story in motion was a dynastic squabble among mobs of people who were all related somehow. The prize was an almost nominal kingship over a loose association of barbarian clans. Not one person in the whole saga was the sort you'd ask into your home. This hero, this thug Eagle, murdered more than forty people during his life.


  No Ravens Went Hungry was based on actual events that marinated in the oral tradition a few centuries before being recorded.


  I hadn't enjoyed it, partly because no likable people were involved, but more because the author had felt a duty to name every player's antecedents and cousins and offspring and, likewise, those of everyone they ever murdered or married. After a while, it got hard to keep track of all the Thoras, Thoralfs, Thorolfs, Thorolds, Thords, Thordises, Thorids, Thorirs, Thorins, Thorarins, Thorgirs, Thorgyers, Thorgils, Thorbalds, Thorvalds, Thorfinns, and Thorsteins, not to mention the numerous Odds and Eiriks and Haralds—any one of whom could change his name any time the notion hit him.


  "What now?" Slither asked, prodding me out of my thoughts.


  Ivy looked over his shoulder, expectant. He seemed more disappointed than Slither about having missed a brawl. But he did stifle the Goddamn Parrot whenever that stupid harlequin hen started propositioning passersby.


  "I'm going to go home, get me something to eat. That's what now."


  "What good will that do?"


  "It'll keep me from getting hungry." And it would set me up to get shut of him and Ivy and the parade that stretched out behind us.
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  I let Slither and Ivy make lunch. I retreated to my office to commune with Eleanor. Eleanor didn't help me relax. My restlessness wouldn't go away. Curious, I crossed the hall. The Dead Man appeared to be soundly asleep, but I wondered. I'd suffered similar restlessnesses before.


  I didn't feel up to dealing with him, so I gobbled some food, fed the boys a quick, plausible lie about ducking out for just a minute, hit the cobblestones. I lost the people watching me by using the density of the crowds. The streets were busier than usual. There were refugees everywhere. In consequence, every street corner boasted its howling mad bigot who wanted to run them all out. Or worse.


  I sensed another crisis in the wind.


  Sure I was running free, I headed for the Hill.


  

  


  


  I strode up to Maggie's door as bold as if I'd been summoned. I used that discrete knocker, over and over. Nobody responded.


  Was I surprised? Not really.


  I studied that grim, featureless facade. It remained grim and featureless. And uninviting.


  I wandered the neighborhood for a while and wasn't challenged. I didn't stick with it long enough to press my luck.


  I was halfway to Morley's place when I realized that I was no longer without a tail. The inept guy was on me again. Say what? Maybe he had something going after all.


  

  


  


  I walked into the Joy House. There sat my two best pals, Morley Dotes and Saucerhead Tharpe, making goo-goo eyes at my favorite fantasy. "Chastity! What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?"


  Morley gave me a look at his darkest scowl, the one he reserves not for victims but for guys who venture to hint that they might possibly think the Joy House is less than the epitome of epicurean paradises.


  Saucerhead grinned. He is one great huge goof. I love him in a brotherly way. I noticed he was missing another tooth.


  Chastity said, "I was checking up on you."


  "Don't believe anything these guys tell you. Especially Morley. Can't tell the truth when a lie will do. Just ask his wife or any of his seventeen demented children."


  Morley showed me a bunch of pointy teeth. He looked pleased. Saucerhead's grin got bigger. He had teeth like yellow and green spades.


  I figured it was time to check my shoes, see what I'd stepped in because my feet were whizzing past pretty close to my mouth.


  Unlikely as it seemed, folks had been saying nice things. I sat down. "Puddle! I need some apple juice. Shoeleather leaves a bad taste in your mouth."


  Dotes and Tharpe kept smirking. Spud brought me my drink, like to dumped it all over me. The kid couldn't keep his eyes off the lady doctor. I couldn't fault his taste. She sure looked good.


  I told her, "You didn't answer my question."


  "Why I'm here? Mr. Tharpe suggested we eat here before we go to the hospital."


  "We? The Bledsoe?" Mr. Tharpe hated the Bledsoe with a blind passion. Mr. Tharpe was poor. Mr. Tharpe had been born in the Bledsoe and had been forced to rely upon its medical care all his life, excepting during his years in military service, when he had discovered what real doctoring could be. I could not imagine Saucerhead going near the place voluntarily.


  A lot of people will suffer almost anything before letting themselves be committed to the Bledsoe. Many see it as the last gate to death.


  "I'm bodyguarding her," Saucerhead told me.


  "What? I thought. . . ."


  "I saw your friend." Chastity smiled. My best pals snickered.


  "My friend? I'm beginning to wonder. She didn't want the job?"


  "Sent her on to me," Tharpe told me.


  That deserved some thought.


  Morley asked, "Where are your buddies, Garrett?"


  "Home minding the Goddamn Parrot. Slow roasting it, I hope. Why?"


  "There's a story going around about the three of you trying to rob some nancys out in the West End."


  I frowned. Strange that should be out already. "I was trying to get a line on Emerald. I never pushed that hard." I told the story.


  Morley soon developed a deep frown. He let me talk, but when I finished he asked, "You're sure it was an old copy of one of the volumes of No Ravens Went Hungry?"


  "It was The Raging Blades. You know something I don't?"


  "Do you know the story?"


  "I read the book."


  "That doesn't surprise me." He grinned. He recalled my troubles with Linda Lee. "Since you've read it, you know what happens at the end. Eagle is in his eighties, still hale except that he's going blind. The women start pushing him around, probably getting even for the way he always treated them. He gets pissed off, grabs a couple of slaves, takes the treasure he's stolen over the past seventy years, and heads for the boondocks. A few days later, he comes home alone and empty-handed and never says a word about what happened to the slaves or the treasure."


  "So?"


  "So Eagle's treasure is one of the big prizes treasure hunters yak up when they get together. One of their myths says the earliest version of No Ravens Went Hungry contains all the clues you need to find it. The copyists supposedly actually found the treasure, after they produced maybe five copies of each volume, but they murdered each other before they dug it up." Morley touched the highlights of a tale of greed and double-dealing worthy of Eagle himself.


  Tell the truth, Morley's story sounded like one of those worth the paper it was written on. If he hadn't had a certain familiar gleam in his eye, I would have ignored everything he said. But that gleam was there. I knew his gold sniffer had been excited. He believed. He was thinking of paying Wixon and White a visit that had nothing to do with mine.


  "The second volume?" I asked, hoping to cool him down. "Why that one? It wasn't until the end of the third that Eagle buried the treasure."


  Morley shrugged, smiled. Poor dumb Garrett couldn't see the obvious. Chastity gave us a funny look. She knew something was going on but wasn't sure what it was. Morley said, "You could be right," which I assume he said to confuse everybody.


  He knew something he didn't want to tell. Like everyone lately. I shrugged and said, "I'm going to visit Maggie's house. Want to come along?" His gold sniffer would respond to that, too.


  He said, "Why not?"


  Saucerhead got it, too. He gave me a dubious look but asked no questions. No need letting Chastity in on everything. Especially since she had friends in the Guard.


  She knew we were closing her out. She didn't like it, but she had a strong notion she wouldn't want to know anyway.


  I asked her, "You familiar with Grange Cleaver? He ever hang out at the Bledsoe?"


  "I've seen him. More lately than in the past. He seems to be living in the city, now. He's Board. Board are in and out all the time. The rest of us only pay attention if they start throwing their weight around."


  "I see. What's he do there?"


  "I don't know. I'm a ward physician. I don't fly that high."


  Morley was ready to go. He asked, "What's he look like these days? He used to play around with disguises. Only his closest friends knew what he looked like."


  Perplexed, Chastity said, "How would a disguise do him any good? There aren't many men that short."


  "He wasn't always a man," Morley told her. "He could be a dwarf if he wanted."


  "Or an elf?" I suggested.


  "Never was an elf that ugly, Garrett!" Morley snapped. "Not that lived long enough to get out of diapers."


  I thought about the prince at the warehouse. Effeminate but not ugly. Just an unlucky gal fate stuck with the wrong plumbing. "Could you describe him, Chastity? I mean, besides as short."


  She did her best.


  "Good enough for me. That's the guy, Morley."


  Morley grunted irritably. Chastity looked perplexed again. "I'll explain later," I promised. I wondered what it was between Dotes and the Rainmaker.


  Morley did have his share of feuds. I stayed out of them. And I figured it was just as well I didn't know their details. I hoped he would explain if I needed to know.


  I would keep my eyes open, though. He'd been known to wait a bit too long in the past.


  "You going or not?" he grumped.


  "I'll catch up with you later," I told Chastity.


  "Promises, promises."


  Saucerhead gave me a look that told me, yes, he would look out for her. I wouldn't suggest it because it was a big sore spot with him. Once upon a time, I asked him to guard a woman and he didn't come through. She died. He slaughtered a whole herd of villains and came within an inch of death himself, but all he saw was that he'd failed. There was no talking him out of thinking that.


  Chastity was as safe as it was possible for her to be.
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  "Hey, Garrett! How about you do away with the goofy grin and the glassy eyes long enough to let me in on the plan?"


  "Jealous." I wrestled with the grin, got the best of it. "We're going to take what I call the Dotes Approach." We were nearing the Hill. Soon we would be on patrolled streets. I had to get my grin under control, stop daydreaming about remarkable blondes. The thugs up there had no patience with happy outsiders.


  "The Dotes Approach? Dare I ask?"


  "You ought to know. You invented it. Straight ahead and damn the witnesses—we'll just bust in."


  "One time. During a thunderstorm in the middle of the night. Talk about exaggeration."


  I didn't grace his protest with a reply. I told him, "There's an alleyway runs behind those places. Used for deliveries and by the ratmen who haul the trash away."


  "Haul the trash away?"


  "A novel concept, I admit. But it's true. This alley is cleaner than the street out front. I never saw anything like it."


  "Almost unpatriotic, what?"


  "Un-Karentine, certainly. High weirdness."


  "A conspiracy."


  He was needling me, probably because I was running the inside track with Chastity.


  "That thing about a wife and kids wasn't playing fair." He glanced back casually.


  "Sure it was. You're just sore because you didn't try the gag first. They still back there?"


  "Stipulated. Maybe. She is worth a trick or two. They're still there. A whole parade of potential witnesses. This one is a first-class lady, Garrett. Don't mess up the way you did with Tinnie and Maya." Before I could object, he added, "You do attract it, don't you?"


  "What?"


  "You said it. High weirdness."


  "I can't argue with that. Though this one is only weird because it doesn't make sense, not because I've got guys walking through the sky or refusing to stop committing murder just because we've killed and cremated them. I haven't seen any shapechangers and nobody is going around biting anybody's neck."


  "There is an occult angle of some kind."


  "I think it was planted by Cleaver. I think Cleaver has the girl. The occult crap is to throw Maggie off the trail."


  "You going ahead anyway?"


  I'd been considering. "For now. For them back there. Might be interesting to see who does what once they figure out what we're doing." We were on the Hill now, strutting like we were honest. Act like you belong, who notices you? Even on the Hill there's plenty of legitimate traffic. The local guardians didn't dare roust everybody. I remarked, "Someday these clowns will recall their training and set up checkpoints and start issuing passes."


  Morley snorted. "Never happen." He didn't think much of the Hill Brunos. "People who live here won't tolerate the inconvenience."


  "Probably right." That's the problem with public safety. It is so damned inconvenient.


  "You counting on those people back there being as crooked as you are? That would be as bad a bet as counting on everyone to be honest."


  "Crooked?" I protested, but I knew what he meant.


  "You know what I mean. One might be secret police." The secret police were a new problem for TunFaire's underworld. Always flexible, though, Morley seemed to be having no trouble adapting.


  "Might be." But I didn't believe that and doubted that he did. The Guard were less shy than these people. Even Relway's spies.


  Morley did have to say, "Winger could have that kind of connection."


  Damn! "Yeah. If there's a profit in it." I wondered. Could Winger turn up the closest thing she had to a friend, just for money? Scary. I couldn't answer that one.


  I said, "You gave me some advice one time: never get involved with a woman crazier than I am."


  "And I was right. Wasn't I?"


  "Yeah. Oh, yeah."


  We turned into the alley that passed behind Maggie Jenn's place. Luck had given us clear sailing so far. Not one patrol even came into sight. We were as good as ghosts in the official eye.


  "Be careful with Winger, Garrett. She is crazier than you." He stared down that improbably clean alleyway. "Though not by much. It isn't closed off. Anyone could walk in here," He sneered, unable to believe the arrogant confidence that showed. Nobody lives so high on the Hill that they're immune. Even the great witches and wizards, the stormwardens and firelords, who set counts and dukes to shaking in their boots, get ripped off.


  "I'll worry about Winger later. Right now we need to do a B and E before our fans show. Up there." I indicated a wrought iron balcony that existed as a drop point for garbage. The ratmen ran their waste wagons in underneath and household staff dumped away. Similar balconies ornamented the rough stonework all along the alley.


  "Except for the clean, they didn't do much to put on the dog back here, did they?" Morley asked.


  "You want they should've done fancy masonry for the likes of us?"


  Sneering, Morley darted forward, found handholds in the rough stonework, scrambled up, did a job on the flimsy door, then hung over the rail to help me up. The balcony creaked ominously. I flailed my way aboard. An instant later, Morley and I were inside. We peeked out an archer's slit of a window, looking for witnesses. It was a minute before any of our tails entered the alley.


  Morley chuckled.


  I sighed. "Only Winger."


  "Where does she get those clothes?"


  "If I knew, I'd strangle the seamstresses. That stuff has got to be against divine law if nothing else."


  "We're inside. What do we look for?"


  "Hell, I don't know. Anything. Things keep happening that don't make sense, since I'm only supposed to be looking for a missing girl. I shouldn't be up to my mammaries in maneating pirates. I'm pretty sure that finding Emerald isn't the main reason Maggie hired me."


  "Huh?"


  "You recall I got into this because Winger wanted me to keep tabs on Maggie. She thought Maggie wanted me to waste somebody."


  "And now you're thinking maybe Winger was right, that the whole point might have been to get you butting heads with the Rainmaker."


  "Could be. I thought I might find a clue here."


  "So let's dig. Before Winger figures out what happened and walks through the wall."


  "Absolutely. But first let's see who else takes a chance on the alley."


  The whole parade passed by before it was over. Morley got a good look at them.


  "That one," I said. "That's the pro."


  "I see it. I smell it. He's a major player."


  "Who is he?"


  "That's the rub." Morley looked worried. "I don't know him."


  I worried, too. I could figure Winger was working for Winger and anybody else she could get to pay her. The fierce pirate had to be on Cleaver's payroll. But what about this slick pro?


  They did seem to be aware of one another.


  Their sneakery caught some squinty eyes. Guard thugs began to appear. Even Winger cleared out rather than tempt those clowns too much.


  "Quit your snickering and get to work," Morley advised. "The guys with the squashed noses won't hang around forever."


  We started right there in that very room.
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  We had been whispering. Soon I wondered why. We found no trace of Maggie or her marvelous staff.


  I thought it but Morley voiced it first. "People don't live here, Garrett. They haven't for years." Not one room that I hadn't visited earlier wasn't in mothballs and choked with dust. I kept hacking and honking.


  "Yeah. It's a stage set they used to play out a drama for me."


  "Make a guess. Why?"


  "That's what I'm here to find out, if Winger wasn't right the first time."


  Over and over, all we found was more of the same old dusty rooms filled with covered furniture.


  "Some nice antiques here," Morley noted. He pretended indifference, but I sensed his disappointment. He could find no wealth that was easily portable. He was trying to think of ways to get the furniture out.


  In time, because we had time to look, we did find an upper-story bedroom that had seen use but which I hadn't visited before. Morley opined, "This was occupied by a woman with no compulsion to clean up after herself."


  And nobody to clean up for her, apparently. Remnants of old meals provided spawning grounds for blue fur.


  Morley said, "My guess is this stuff dates from before your visit. Let's check this room carefully."


  I grunted. What genius.


  A minute later: "Garrett."


  "Uhm?"


  "Check this out."


  "This" was a shocker. "This" was a woman's wig. "This" was a wild shock of tangly red hair so much like Maggie Jenn's that, in an instant, I was mug to ugly mug with a horrible suspicion.


  "What's that?" Morley asked.


  "What?"


  "That noise. Like somebody goosed you with a hot poker."


  "I tried to picture Maggie without hair." I lifted that wig like it was an enemy's severed head.


  "Out with it. Out with it."


  "Know what's the matter? Here's a hint. You take a wig like this wig and grab the Rainmaker and stuff his head into said wig, you'd have a dead ringer for the little sweetheart who hired me to find her kid—assuming you dressed her girlie style. A dead ringer for a sweetheart who all but point-blank invited me up here for. . . ."


  Morley grinned. Then he snickered. Then he burst out laughing. "Oh! Oh! That would have made the Garrett story to top all Garrett stories. People would have forgotten the old lady and the cat like this." He snapped his fingers. He started grinning again. "I'll bet you Winger knew. I'll just bet she did. At least she suspected. Maybe that's what she wanted to find out. Send in Garrett. He has a way with redheads. He'll go for it if you drop one in his lap." He was breaking up now, the little shit. "Oh, Garrett, she just rose way up in my estimation. That's a slicking I wouldn't have thought of."


  "You have a tendency to think too complicated," I protested. "Winger don't think that way." I went on, arguing, I don't know with whom. My voice rose and rose as I imagined the myriad piratical horrors that might have befallen me simply because of my connoisseur's appreciation of the opposite sex. Just because Maggie Jenn, who had heated me to a rolling boil, might have been wearing a wig.


  I glared at that wig. The fury of my gaze changed nothing. It remained a perfect match for Maggie's hair.


  "You get it?" Morley asked, like it hadn't been my idea in the first place. "Grange Cleaver put on a wig and fooled you one thousand percent." His leer set my cheeks ablaze.


  "Maybe he did. Maybe he didn't. Let's say he did. Just for now, let's say he's the Maggie Jenn who hired me. Let's ignore the fact that that makes things make even less sense than before. Cleaver wouldn't aim a dagger at himself. So let's look for the bottom line. Let's figure out what my employer really wanted, whoever he, she, or it was."


  "Don't be so touchy, Garrett." He kept fighting the giggles.


  "The question, Morley. The question. I got paid a nice advance. Why?"


  "You could always assume you were supposed to do what you were hired to do. Find the girl. When you think about this mess, Maggie Jenn not really being Maggie Jenn makes sense."


  "Huh?"


  "Look. If she was Cleaver in disguise, then there'd be no conflicts in what us old experts told you about the woman."


  "I saw that when you waved that damned wig in my face. The real Maggie Jenn is probably on her island with her feet up and not a suspicion that her old pal Grange Cleaver is blackening her reputation by pretending. . . ."


  "You have to wonder how much he did that in the old days. When she was involved with the crown prince."


  "Not around the prince, he wouldn't have. The prince definitely preferred girls and wasn't patient with girls who played hard to get. He knew the real Maggie Jenn."


  "But a fake Maggie could have gone around looking at places that interested the Rainmaker."


  "Somebody told me Cleaver might be her brother. Maybe they were twins."


  "He was his sister's pimp?"


  "Like that'd be the first time a guy ever sold his sister?"


  "You're right. I lost it for a second. Wishful thinking. Thought I'd outgrown that. Shouldn't ever forget what slime humans can be."


  "We've still got rooms to search." I didn't want to get into the subject of necessity—though Morley would have to slither down there under a snake's belly to hold an opinion of my species lower than I do.


  Necessity I understand. Necessity I won't condemn. The despicable are those who sell their sisters and daughters and wives because that saves them having to work. "Bear with me, Morley."


  "I do, Garrett. And with all your kind. Like it or not, you're the present and future of the world. The rest of us are going to have to find what niches we can. Otherwise, time will pass us by."


  "Bravo!" I clapped. "You've got the vision. Get yourself appointed to the city board of aldermen."


  "I'm not human enough. And I wouldn't have time."


  I boggled for an instant. My facetious remark had been heard seriously. Interesting. Morley Dotes, bone-breaker and lifetaker, your alderman and mine?


  Actually, that could be an idea whose time had arrived. The Goddamned Parrot could do as well as the crooks and incompetents and senile halfwits running things now.


  TunFaire is a human city in the human kingdom of Karenta. This is established by numerous treaties. It means human rule prevails except in such ways as may be modified by treaty in particular regards or areas. TunFaire is also an "open city," meaning any race with a treaty can come and go freely, essentially with the same rights and privileges as Karentine subjects. And, in theory, the same obligations.


  In practice, all races come and go, treaty or no, and a lot of nonhumans evade their civil obligations. Centaurs are the outstanding example. All treaties with centaurs perished when the tribes went over to Glory Mooncalled. Legally, they're enemy aliens. But they've been flooding into city and kingdom as Mooncalled's republic fades and nobody except extremists seems to object.


  Guest workers and resident nonhumans make up half of TunFaire's population. With the war winding down and ever more folks realizing that society is headed for dramatic changes a lot of resentment is building.


  Shouldn't be long before the nonhuman question becomes a central fact of politics. It is now for splinters like The Call. You won't find any euphemism or circumlocution in the message of The Call. Their strategy is kill nonhumans till the survivors flee.


  Gods, I didn't want this mess of mine to lead me into the snakepit of racial politics. Lords Above or Below, render me outside politics of any stink.


  Morley and I pressed on. We searched high and low, right and left, north, south, east, and west. We placed special emphasis on the suite supposedly belonging to Justine Jenn. Morley opined, "Nobody lived here, Garrett. It was stage-dressed."


  I agreed.


  "Think there's anything else to find?" he asked.


  "I doubt it. Want to try the basement?"


  "Do you?"


  "I remember the last time we did a basement. I'm more inclined to go shopping."


  "Wixon and White. The hens' teeth salesmen. They actually knew the girl?"


  "A girl," I grumped, identities being so shifty lately.


  "Good point. But it's a start. Mind if I tag along? I haven't been out that way for a while."


  "Gee. I'm psychic." I'd just known he would want to go. "Wasn't for those buccaneers, I'd have serious doubts that the girl exists."


  "A girl. Like you said. What say let's don't just hit the street?"


  "Good thinking." We checked for observers. Winger and a ferocious pirate type were holding down the alley, pretending they couldn't see each other. "Nice to see folks get along."


  "Makes the world run smoother. Crack that view slit up front and check the genius out there."


  The front face of the house wasn't as featureless as it had looked from the street. I peeked.


  The pro had decided we would walk out the front door like we lived there. Which he'd have done himself. He had done an admirable job of fading into the background. Nobody looking for him was going to miss him, though.


  There was no sign of the inept guy. Curious.


  Chuckling, Morley asked, "How long will they wait if they don't know we're not in here anymore?"


  "How?"


  "The rooftops."


  I chuckled right back. "Sounds like an experiment worth making. Let's do it."


  "We could even sic the Brunos on them after we're clear."


  "No, no. That's too much. I don't want to spend the rest of my life watching over my shoulder for some of Winger's paybacks."


  "Good point. Let's go."


  We went. It was easy. The roofs were all flat. The only hitch we encountered was getting down.
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  We tried three downspouts. None would support me. "Need some home repairs in these parts," I grumbled. "People ought to show some pride. Ought to keep up their property."


  "Or we could start a weight loss program at the Garrett dump." Morley, the little weasel, could have gone down any of the spouts.


  Worse, last try we had caught the eyes of some prematurely cynical kids who'd jumped to the conclusion we were up to no good. Just because we were running around on the roofs. We could have been roofers shopping for work.


  No more fun. The patrol would be along soon.


  Morley bent over the edge, tried another downspout. A herd of preadolescents watched from the street. I made faces, but they didn't scare. Morley said, "This will have to do."


  I shook it myself. Not that I didn't trust him. He was right. It would have to do. It was more solid.


  Still. . . .


  "We have to get down now, Garrett."


  "I'm not worried about getting down. What concerns me is how many pieces of me there're going to be after I get there."


  Morley went over the side, abandoning me to my fate. I gave him a head start, then followed, my weight taken by different supports. I had descended about eight feet when furious elvish cursing broke out below me. For a second, I thought I had stepped on his fingers.


  "What?" I demanded.


  "I'm hung up."


  I leaned out so I could see. Sure enough. His shirt was out and tangled in one of the supports that anchored the downspout to the building. He tried to climb a little to get loose. For reasons known only to the gods who engineer these things that only made things worse. I heard cloth tear. Morley started cursing all over again. He let go with one hand and tried to work his shirt loose.


  It would not yield. But he was being awfully damned delicate about it.


  Down below, some kid came up with the notion that it would be fun to throw rocks at us. First shot he got Morley on the knuckles of the hand he was using to hang on.


  Only thing that saved him was that his shirt was hung up.


  The gods give and the gods take away.


  Morley's shirt tore a little more.


  Morley's temper ripped. He invented new curses.


  "Cut it loose!" I yelled.


  "It's a new shirt. First time I ever wore it." He continued fighting with it.


  Stones peppered the wall. A racket from up the street gave warning of the patrol. "You'd better do something. In a couple of minutes, you're going to have people throwing more than rocks at you."


  "I am?"


  "You am. I'm going to climb down over you and leave you hanging."


  He started to say something testy, but a small stone hit him in the back of the head.


  Blur of steel. Pretty cloth flying. Morley down that spout like a squirrel as kids shrieked and scattered. I caught up while he was trying to decide which kid to run down. "Let's go." The patrol were damn near in spear-chucking range.


  Morley looked like he'd rather stay and fight. He wanted to hurt somebody. He rubbed the back of his head and got set.


  "Come on!" I commenced the old high-speed heel and toe work.


  Morley opted not to take on the world alone.
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  Even Morley was puffing before we shook the pursuit. Staggering, I gasped, "It was torn already. And you've got another shirt. I've seen it."


  He didn't respond. He was holding a wake for his apparel, though you could hardly tell there was a problem if he stayed tucked in.


  I croaked, "Those guys've been working out." My legs were rubber.


  "Good thing you started before they did." He wasn't puffing nearly enough to suit me. I don't know how he stays in shape. I've seldom seen him do anything more strenuous than chase women.


  Maybe he just lucked out when he picked his ancestors.


  "How about we take five?" We could afford it. I needed it. Before I puked up my toenails.


  We had ended up dodging into one of those small sin sinks that cling to the skirts of the Hill and cater to and prey upon the idle rich. Nobody would help trace us there. Patrol folks weren't welcome.


  Morley and I planted our posteriors on a stoop where traffic seemed limited. Once I had sucked in enough air to rekindle my sense of humor, we began fantasizing scenarios wherein Winger did Winger sorts of things to find out what we were up to inside Maggie's house—only with her suffering my kind of luck instead of her own.


  You would have thought we were eleven again. We ended up with the giggles.


  "Oh, damn!" I couldn't stop laughing, despite the bad news. "Look who just showed up."


  The clumsy guy almost tripped over us before he realized that he had found us. His eyes got big. His face went pale. He gulped air. I gasped, "This clown has got to be psychic."


  "Want to grab him?"


  The suspicion that we might try occurred to him first. He went high-stepping around a corner before we finished swatting the dust off the backs of our laps.


  "Damn! Where did he go?"


  "What I expected," Morley said, suddenly morose as he stared down that empty cross street.


  "Expected?"


  "He's a spook. Or a figment of your imagination."


  "No. He's no ghost. He's just lucky."


  "I've heard luck called a psychic talent."


  "Give me a break, Morley. How can random results have anything to do with talent?"


  "Luck was really random it would even out, wouldn't it?"


  "I suppose."


  "So you ought to have some good luck once in a while, right? Unless you're directing it somehow."


  "Wait a minute—" Our squabble wandered far afield. It kept us entertained all the way to the West End. For the heck of it, we set a couple of ambushes along the way. Our tail evaded both through sheer dumb luck. Morley did a lot of smirking.


  I told him, "I'm about to come around to your way of thinking."


  "You say this Wixon and White place has a flimsy back door?"


  "A bad joke. Unless it's a trap." There are spiders that specialize in catching other spiders.


  "Show me. We'll treat your friends to chills and thrills."


  Right. Morley was along just for the fun.


  Wixon and White were open for trade. We lurked, watched a few customers come and go. "We'd better get on with it," I said. "Their local watch is a little too serious for my taste."


  Morley grunted. I introduced him to the alley door. He scoped it out, suggested, "Give me ten minutes."


  "Ten? You going to take it out frame and all?"


  "No, I was considering doing it quietly. You wanted fast you should have brought Saucerhead Tharpe. Finesse, Garrett. Surprise. I don't do Thon-Gore the Learning Disabled."


  "Right." I left the artist to his easel.


  My old pal was hustling a personal agenda again. I had a good suspicion, too. And I didn't care. I just wanted to get on with my job—the way I had defined it.


  I wondered if I had an employer anymore. I hadn't heard.


  I waited in the breezeway while Morley did whatever. He did keep the racket down. I never heard a thing. No butternut thugs showed up to inconvenience us, either. I tried to psych myself into a role.


  Time. I walked to the shop door and invited myself inside.
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  "Howdy." I grinned. Wasn't nobody there but them and me. I locked the door. I put the closed sign in the window.


  One bold corsair demanded, "What are you doing?" He wanted to sound tough, but his voice scrambled right up into a high squeak.


  The other one didn't say anything. After ten seconds frozen like those mythical birds that stare down snakes, he bolted for the back room. A moment later, he squealed like Morley was whipping him with a naked woman.


  I trotted out my cheerful charlie voice. If you do that right, it's really sinister. "Howdy, Robin." It had taken me a moment to sort them out. "We just dropped in to get the real skinny on Emerald Jenn." I pasted on my salesman's smile. Robin squeaked again and decided to catch up with Penny.


  Both those fierce buccaneers were taller than Morley. They looked pretty silly being held by their collars from behind, facing me, when I entered their lumber room. They were shaking.


  I closed the door. I barred it. I leaned back against it. I asked, "Well? Want to pick a spokesman?" The room was an extreme mess. I'm sure it was a wreck to start but now had the air of a place hastily tossed, perhaps by a dedicated bibliophile in quest of a rare first edition. "Come on, fellows."


  Heads shook.


  "Let's don't be silly."


  Morley forced them to kneel. He hauled out a knife way too long to be legal. He made its blade sing on his whetstone.


  "Guys, I want Emerald Jenn. Also known as Justina Jenn. You're going to tell me what you know about her. You'll feel better for it. Start by telling me how you met her."


  Wixon and White whimpered and whined and tried to exchange impassioned farewells. Boy, I was good. Oh, the drama. Morley did his bit by testing his edge on Penny's mustache. A big hunk of lip hair tumbled to the floor. Morley went back to work with his whetstone.


  "Don't nobody need to get killed," I said. "I thought I'd just skin one of you." I toed that glob of hair.


  "Immigrants," Morley observed.


  "Probably." Karentines don't rattle easily, having survived the Cantard. They would have made us work. "Talk to me, outlanders."


  Robin cracked. "It was almost a year ago."


  Penny glared.


  "What was almost a year ago?"


  "The first time the girl came to the shop. Looking lost. Looking for any handle."


  "Just wandered in? Wanting to borrow a cup of frog fur?"


  "No. She was just looking. In more ways than one."


  "Uhm?"


  "She was a lost soul, drowning in despair, looking for straws to grasp. There was a young man with her. Kewfer, I believe she called him. He was blond and beautiful and young and that was the only time he came around."


  "Sorry he broke your heart. Don't go misty on me."


  Penny didn't like Robin's wistful tone, either, but he just kept the glare cooking.


  "Kewfer?" I stressed it just as he had.


  Thoughtfully, Morley suggested, "Quince Quefour?"


  "Quince." Left me thoughtful, too. Quincy Quentin Q. Quintillas was pretty enough to launch a thousand ships filled with fierce pirates. He was a small-time conman of the smallest time, too damned dumb to amount to anything. He was part elvish. Made him look younger than his real years and got him out of army time. A faked spook thing would be right up Quefour's alley.


  I barely knew him, didn't want to know him better. I described him.


  Robin nodded vigorously, eager to please. I wondered if he was just telling me what he thought I wanted to hear.


  "Thank you, Robin. You see? We can get along fine. What was Quefour up to?"


  Baffled look. "He wasn't up to anything. He was just with the girl. Wasn't much special about her, either."


  Of course not. You were lusting in your heart. "Please explain."


  "She wanted an easy answer. She was looking for easy answers."


  "I thought she was desperate."


  "Desperate after the fashion of her age. Kids want results without work. They believe they deserve magical answers. They don't want to hear that real magic is hard work. Your stormwardens and firelords spend twenty years studying and practicing. These kids think you just wiggle your fingers. . . ."


  Morley's magic fingers darted, slapped Robin's hand. Robin had started wiggling fingers as if by way of demonstration. He might have suckered us had we not been in the back of a shop that supplied witches and warlocks.


  "Stick to Emerald Jenn. I develop a taste for social commentary, I'll head for the front steps of the Chancery." The most marvelous lunatics hold forth there. "Emerald, Robin. Quefour didn't come back but she did. Talk to me."


  "You don't need to be brutal. Emmy was a runaway. Came from upcountry. We knew that but not much more till a few weeks ago."


  "A runaway," I repeated, trying to put an evil twist on everything I said. Morley rolled his eyes. "On her own here for a year." Scary idea. A girl can live a lifetime in a year on the streets of TunFaire. "What did she run from?"


  "Her mother."


  Who had been worried because her baby had been missing six days. "Go on."


  "She didn't go into detail, but it was obvious the woman was a horror."


  "Emerald spend a lot of time here?"


  "She helped out. Sometimes she stayed back here." Gesture toward a ratty pallet. I didn't apologize for what I had thought about that. "She was a wounded bird. We gave her a place to feel safe." Hint of defiance.


  I could see a girl feeling safer with Penny and Robin than on the street. Trouble was, I had trouble accepting them as philanthropists. Too cynical am I.


  Robin was a real chatterbox when he loosened up. I spent a lot of energy guiding him back to the main path.


  "Seen her lately?"


  "No. She heard her mother had come to town."


  "That would make her stay away?"


  "She thought her mother would look for her. And she is looking, right? You're here. She doesn't want to be found. People who don't know where she is can't give her away."


  Morley and I exchanged glances. "What's she scared of?"


  Robin and Penny got into the look-trading business. A growth industry. Only they were puzzled.


  "You don't know." My intuition was at work. "She told a tale but you didn't buy it. Think you know her? She the kind to fill you up and leave you to feed the wolves?"


  "What?"


  "She knows her mother. She'd know what kind of people would be sent."


  More looks flashing. The ferocious pirates of this world are paranoid. Given our record, they are justified in expecting evil of the rest of us.


  Penny had spent the interview glowering at Robin. He seemed to suffer a sudden pessimistic epiphany. He barked, "Marengo North English."


  "What?" Tell me I heard wrong.


  "Marengo North English."


  I heard right. But why did he have to say that? Things had been crazy enough. I feigned ignorance. "What's that?"


  Robin tittered. "That's a who. One of our biggest customers. A very powerful underground adept."


  That was disheartening news, but useful if ever I found myself dealing with the lunatic fringe.


  Penny said, "He met Emmy here. Invited her into his coven. She went a few times but didn't like the people or what they wanted to do."


  Robin said, "We thought she might have run to him."


  I stipulated, "He could protect her." Morley looked at me askance. I said, "I've met the man. I didn't know he dabbled in black magic, though." North English mostly concentrated on virulent racism.


  Penny and Robin seemed surprised, as though they had not heard of Marengo North English in any but an occult context. Silly boys. The man had a special place in his heart for their sort, too.


  Morley moved sudden as heat lightning, startling us all. He ripped the alley door open, stepped out, stared for a moment, shook his head, and closed up. "Guess who?"


  "Some guy who tripped over his own feet getting away."


  "You win first prize. Near time to go."


  "I have a few more questions."


  "That guy is a lightning rod for the law."


  Right. And I didn't accomplish much more, though I had hoped to get at their angle for helping Emerald. I did get the names of three people who were on speaking terms with the girl. Not real friends. Not people likely to be useful. Emerald evidently didn't have any friends.


  We departed as suddenly as we had arrived. We were gone before those bold buccaneers knew we were going. We were out of the West End moments later. We were long gone before the boys in butternut closed in.
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  Miles from the West End, we ducked into a smoky dive frequented by the lowest classes. The bar was wide planks on sawhorses. The fare consisted of bad red sausages and worse green beer. Nobody paid me any mind, but Morley drew some vaguely hostile looks. Nobody would recognize him if he stayed a year, though. You don't look for Morley Dotes in that kind of place.


  Morley settled opposite me at a scarred trestle table and steepled his fingers. "We have some names."


  "Five. And none worth the paper it's written on."


  "You reacted to one."


  "Marengo North English. I don't know why the black magic connection surprised me. The man has the brain of a snake."


  "You met him? Tell me about him."


  "He's a loony. A racist loony. The Call. Sword of Righteousness. He wouldn't be involved in this. He would have cut Emerald off the second he heard about Maggie and the Rainmaker. Not our kind, you know, old bean."


  "Wasn't what I meant. I think."


  "He's The Call."


  Not many patrons found themselves in circumstances sufficiently insufficient to have to take their custom into that dump, but those that did were curious. Ears pricked up and twitched first time I mentioned The Call. Second time, various faces turned toward us.


  This was the sort of place where The Call would find recruits for the Sword of Righteousness, the sort of place infested by folks who'd never once in life had a bad break that was their own fault.


  Morley caught the significance of my glare. "I see."


  In a softer voice, I said, "He was a founding father of The Call. I met him at Weider's estate. I was doing security. Weider mentioned my military background. He tried to recruit me into the Sword of Righteousness. Sicking him on me was Weider's idea of a joke."


  Party police isn't my usual, but Old Man Weider had asked nice and he's had me on retainer so long we're practically business partners. I said, "Be afraid of Marengo North English. He's crazy as hell, but he's the real thing. Had me ready to puke in his pocket two minutes after he started his spiel."


  "But you didn't."


  "Of course not. That was Weider's place. He was Weider's guest." The brewery retainer keeps me going through the hard times. "Like me, Weider can't help it if he has to do business with crazies."


  "You didn't sign on with the Sword?"


  "Give me a break. I grunted and nodded and got away from the man. The way you do when you don't want to make a scene. Why're you so interested?"


  "Because I know Marengo North English, too. That man is going to be trouble. Why don't you sign up? Give sanity an agent inside."


  I hemmed and hawed and cast meaningful looks at the big-eared clientele. I waved for another pint.


  Morley got it. "Something to think over. We can talk about it later. Meantime, I think you're right. He might have seen a chance at some sweet young stuff, but he wouldn't keep her around ten seconds after he found out she had a scandal in her background."


  I must have had a funny look on. He added, "I get to meet all kinds." I presume he had done some work for North English. I didn't ask.


  "Where are you going from here, Garrett?"


  "I was thinking Quefour. Not that he'll know anything."


  "I need to get back to the store."


  "Got to read that book?"


  "Book?" He started out with a hard look, decided on a different tack. "Wasn't a book. It was gone already." He grinned. Beat me to death with honesty.


  "I'm heartbroken for you." I tossed coins onto the table. The tavernkeeper made them vanish before they stopped rattling. "Thanks for your help."


  "Hey, it was fun. Anytime. I have some advice for you, though."


  "I can't wait."


  "There's a chance black magic is involved. You should take precautions."


  "I'm a certified genius. I was thinking that very thought." Really. Because I was getting uncomfortable about how easy it was for one inept gorilla to keep getting back on my tail.


  I knew I would see him as soon as we stepped into the street. And he didn't disappoint me.
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  Handsome's alley was back where it belonged. I examined it as I ambled past, not wanting to lead trouble to the house of a friend. Neither did I want to make a fool of myself by stepping into something unpleasant.


  Second time past I turned in, leaving the inept guy trying to blend into a mob of dwarves. What worried me was that my other fans might realize they could stay on me by keeping track of him.


  The trash had deepened. It was deeper everywhere. Such was the nature of things.


  

  


  


  The shop felt unnaturally quiet—though how that was possible I couldn't say. It never got rowdy. Maybe it was like the breathing of the mice and roaches was absent.


  Handsome's ragged cat padded in, sat, fixed me with a rheumy stare. I wondered how bad its eyes were. I didn't move around. I killed time watching from inside while my eyes adjusted. No point finding out how Handsome protected herself.


  Then she was there. For one moment, I lapsed into a daydream and suddenly I wasn't alone.


  Spooky.


  She looked me in the eye. "You grew up with some sense after all."


  "Only a fool goes around touching stuff in a place like this."


  "Not what I meant, boy. You learned better than that when you was a pup. I'm talking about you having sense enough to know you're in over your head."


  I did? I was? I nodded. I never shatter illusions.


  "Garrett men just bull ahead, confident they can handle anything."


  That was me, sort of. Except the part about the confidence.


  "Explains how you managed to come home when they didn't."


  Mystified, I let her talk. Patience is a sound strategy when you don't know what is going on. When she did slacken, I wedged in, "Wixon and White did know the girl. But it looks like Grange Cleaver faked up the black magic connection." I related the details of my adventures as I would have done for the Dead Man.


  Handsome let me run dry. She let me stand empty a while, too. Then, "Why would the Rainmaker want to find the girl?"


  "I don't have a clue. Maybe her mother is dead and he needs Emerald to control the estate."


  "She is valuable or dangerous. One or the other."


  "Or both."


  "You'll have to find her to know which. Can you?"


  "Given time."


  "You've made enemies. And you let someone mark you with a finding spell."


  "I was afraid of that. The stumblebum?"


  "He's tracking you. He didn't mark you."


  "Winger or Maggie, then."


  "And the Jenn woman seems to be the Rainmaker in drag."


  "Who wants me sleeping with the fishes."


  "And who wouldn't be above using a dollop of sorcery to get his way."


  "No way can this klutz be Cleaver's. Whenever I sit still long enough to draw a crowd, I accumulate one of Cleaver's own kind. So who could the guy work for?"


  "Am I a mind reader? You want that, go home."


  "Why did Cleaver get after me in the first place? I just can't figure that."


  "At this point, why don't matter. He is. Deal with that."


  I moved slightly. Just a twitch of impatience, really. But the old cat hissed.


  "Patience, boy. And caution. These days a hundred evils could jump you before you got a hundred paces from this shop."


  "I know." That was why I was there.


  She told me, "I'm not going to let you go back out there till you're better prepared."


  Who, me argue? "Thank you. That was in the back of my mind."


  "I know."


  "I'd be eternally grateful for any help."


  "Don't heap it on with a manure fork, boy. It's all part of putting the Rainmaker in his place."


  She knew the rules. Never let on how much you care. If you care, you're vulnerable.


  The cat hissed again.


  "What? I didn't do anything."


  "Never mind Malkyn. She can smell the trouble on you. She worries about me."


  Malkyn. Of course. What the hell else? "I smell the trouble on me, too. It's a curse."


  "Or a calling." Her right eyebrow rose. Excellent! There was one talent I hadn't known she commanded.


  "No. I just wish I could wash it off. I don't want to get into all these crazy things. I'd rather sit around the house drinking beer and—"


  "You're bullshitting an old bullshitter, boy. I know more about you than you think."


  My cue to hoist a brow.


  "That don't slice no ice." She started moving around, fiddling, muttering. I realized she was naming names. "Hey! Wait a minute! What do they have to do with anything?"


  "You wouldn't have met one of those ladies if you'd stayed holed up. And you ain't going to meet no more—"


  "All right!" Truth is pain. Female remains my great weakness. A flashy smile and saucy wink can lure me away from safety.


  Grinning evilly, Handsome cleared nonhuman skulls off a fern stand, started assembling her candidates for weirdest items in the shop. I started to say something but didn't get past opening my mouth.


  "Give me that stick, boy."


  I surrendered my headknocker, then opened my flycatcher again.


  She didn't give me a chance to speak. "We don't got no idea what you're gonna run into, so what I'm gonna do is give you a range of generic defenses."


  Oh, that sounded good. If it meant anything. "What are you doing to my stick?"


  "Toughening it up, boy. When I get done with it, you're going to be able to whack right through all the common protective spells. You see that red thing there?"


  "Looks like a dried-out sow's ear somebody dyed red?"


  "The very thing. It looks like a sow's ear on account of once upon a time somebody hacked it off the side of a pig's head. I want you should take it and put it in your right front pocket. And keep it there until you settle up with the Rainmaker."


  "Why?" She was getting ahead of me.


  "On account of the Rainmaker is the kind who would get a laugh out of fixing you so's you wouldn't have no more reason to leave your house looking for women."


  Ouch! I needed only about a quarter-second to mull things over. I accepted the sow's ear, placed it as directed. "You're the expert." Some fates are too horrible to contemplate.


  "Remember it." She aligned four more objects, then regrouped them. One was a small wooden box given to fits of angry buzzing. Whatever was in there sounded huge for a bug.


  Handsome noted my interest. "It's more wicked than it sounds."


  "I wanted to hear that."


  "It's not gonna bother you, son. Once I tell it you're its friend."


  "Oh, hey, by all means. I'm a bug-lover from way back. I probably met most of its family when I was in the islands. I got intimate with lots of bugs when I was down there."


  "You always did have a tongue of nonsense, boy."


  What the hell did that mean?


  She continued, "You don't want to use the little devil, don't bother. What they call a last resort. When you and your tongue have gotten you into something where there ain't no weaseling out, just pop that lid open."


  "Yeah?" Call me dubious. I stopped being a bug booster during my Marine days. "Then what? It bites a hunk out of me and I scare the bad guys away with my screams?"


  "Maybe. Or maybe it just comes home and tells me you need help."


  Somehow having a bug in a box didn't sound that useful if I was in it deep, but Mom Garrett never raised her boys to backtalk the likes of Handsome. She always said we should keep our yaps shut when we were around somebody who could turn us into table scraps. There were times when Mom was pretty astute. "Uhm," I grunted.


  Handsome gave me the fisheye, then resumed her explanations. I did listen. And found my imagination captivated immediately.


  Handsome offered me a doodad that looked like a wood chip stained red on one side and green on the other. She told me, "When you want you should turn invisible to that guy following you, you should rub your thumb three times across the red side here. He shouldn't ought to turn suspicious because the spell he's using isn't all that reliable. You think it would be handy having him tag along, you rub your thumb three times on the green side."


  "What? Why would I want him following me?"


  "How would I know?" She shrugged. "Reckon that's all I can do for you right now. Time you were getting along, anyway, boy. I've got paying customers backing up."


  Where? But I only thought it.


  The old cat looked at me like she was thinking about taking a bite out of my ankle before I got away. Or like she thought she would take a bite, if only she had some teeth.


  Handsome patted me down, making sure I was carrying everything exactly where she wanted me carrying it.


  I kept at it. "What can you tell me about—"


  "Go on, boy. Out of here. Shoo. Scoot. How do you kids expect me to get any work done if you pester me all day long?"


  Had she gone senile all of a sudden? Or was she trying to make me nostalgic?


  I treasured my childhood memories but didn't consider those times the good old days. The good old days never were. These are the good old days, right here, right now.


  Won't never get no better than this.
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  I'd told Morley I would see Quefour while doubting there was any point. But brave soldier I, dedicated to my mission, I spent a half hour trying to trace that most useless of beings and learned that when last seen he had been floundering around with an inept homosexual murphy in the Tenderloin, which was a stupid game to play. The wise guys could help him take a swim with a hundred-pound rock strapped to his back.


  The beauty of being your own supervisor is you set your own hours. If the spirit moves you, you can procrastinate till hunger boots you into action.


  I headed for home thinking life couldn't get any better.


  

  


  


  Of course, it could have a Chastity Blaine perched on your front stoop when you came home, so damned radiant all your male neighbors had found some reason to come out and gawk.


  She was alone. I broke into a trot, wove through the crowd, felt the deep disapproval radiating from such bastions as Mrs. Cardonlos's rooming house. Chastity was the only woman in the neighborhood smiling when I puffed up. "Where's Saucerhead?" I demanded.


  "Saucerhead?" She really seemed puzzled.


  "You know. Saucerhead Tharpe. Big goof with snaggle teeth. Your bodyguard. Able to outsmart small rocks if you give him an hour."


  She smiled grimly, not in the mood. "I let him go."


  "Why'd you do a fool thing like that?" What a sweet tongue.


  "I don't have to worry anymore. It seems the episode of the escaping patient who couldn't have been in the first place because there's no record of any admission tore it for me. The Knopfler Bledsoe Imperial Memorial Charity Hospital no longer welcomes my services."


  "They canned you. I'm sorry."


  "Don't be. It was a learning experience."


  "Uhm?" Philosophy straight from the Dead Man.


  "I discovered that bitter old cynics like my father are right. No good deed goes unpunished."


  "I like his thinking. So how come you're here? Not that I'm complaining. I couldn't have daydreamed a nicer surprise." I was hungry. I couldn't correct that hanging around on the stoop. I went to work with my key.


  "I guess because you're the only one who knows what's going on."


  "Boy, don't I wish." The door was bolted on the inside. I let out a shriek that got everybody within two blocks looking my way. I pounded away. Nobody responded.


  "Is anyone in there? I couldn't get an answer."


  "They'd better be dead. If they're not, I'm going to kill them. They're drinking up my beer and eating up my food and now they won't let me into my own house. I'm going to skin them and make myself a suit out of their hides."


  "What are you going on about?"


  "How many escaped patients have they recovered?"


  "Only a few. It's not like they're trying real hard."


  "A couple of them turned up here and I let them stay." The Goddamn Parrot was in there hollering so loud I could hear him through the door. I put on eternity's most forced smile. "You said it. No good deed goes unpunished."


  "They're here now?"


  "Somebody barred the door. If I have to break in, I'm going to carve somebody into rat snacks."


  "Aren't you overreacting a little?"


  Yes. "No!"


  I received a completely unexpected hug. "Guess I'm not the only one who's had a bad day."


  "Once we get in, let's butcher one of the clowns and discuss our bad days while we eat him."


  "Don't be so gruesome. Who are they?"


  "Ivy and Slither."


  "Are you sure?"


  "That's the names they use. What they want to be called." I pounded on the door and howled some more. "Soon to be past tense." Across the street, Mrs. Cardonlos came to her window and gave me that look. I was going to get another protest from the citizen's committee. How dare I raise hell on my own front stoop?


  I sent Mrs. Cardonlos a smile. "Wait till I get my next psychopathic killer, lady. I'll tell him you're desperate to meet a real man."


  "You don't have some secret way to get in?"


  "You didn't grow up in this neighborhood, did you? If I had a secret entrance, the villains would have used it to clean me out a long time ago."


  "You don't expect me to apologize for where I grew up?"


  Careful, Garrett. "You didn't pick your parents. Just ignore me. I get testy when I can't get into my own house." I went to work on the door again.


  The lady had begun to doubt the wisdom of being with me. I made a special effort to remain calm and reasonable when Ivy finally cracked the door an inch, keeping it on the chain while he checked me out.


  "Ivy, it's me. I'm home and I'd really like to visit my kitchen. Think you could speed it up?" I scanned the street quickly. Looked like everybody who'd shown any interest lately was out there watching. Even a guy with an eyepatch and an earring. I couldn't see if he had a pegleg, but I knew where he could pick up a parrot cheap.


  The door opened. There to greet me was Slither. "Doc Chaz. Garrett. Sorry. I was in the kitchen whipping something up. I thought Ivy was taking care here." Ivy was at the door to the small front room, looking inside with eyes that had glazed over. "Looks like he's having one of his spells."


  "I'm about to have one of mine."


  "Bad day?"


  "That catches the spirit of it." Slither wasn't listening. He was headed for the kitchen.


  Chastity asked, "These men escaped with you?"


  "Not with me. But they were both in my ward."


  "I know Rick Gram." She indicated Ivy. "The other one is a stranger."


  "Slither claims he got in there the same way I did. And the same guy put him there."


  "Grange Cleaver?"


  "The very one."


  "Maybe. I don't recognize him. But there were four hundred men in your ward. And I was expected to concentrate on the female population."


  We hit the kitchen. Slither announced, "Not a lot of supplies left here, Garrett. You need to do some shopping."


  Scowling, I put an arm around Chastity's shoulder and headed for the back door. I didn't want to be home after all. With the thumb of my free hand I stroked the red side of a wood chip. "I'm ducking out the back way, Slither. The front door ever gets barred again I'm going to cut somebody's heart out. You make sure Ivy understands." Intuition told me that was all Ivy. He been Long Range Recon once upon a time, but he was afraid of his own shadow now. "My house, Slither. My rules and my ways."


  "Stay cool, Garrett. I got it under control. You and Doc Chaz go somewhere, have a good time."
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  "Ihope every villain in town is camped out in front of my place." Chastity and I were enjoying a perfect evening. Nearly perfect. I had one bad moment at a place where I caught a glimpse of Maya Stuub. Once upon a time Maya had thought more of me than I'd thought of myself.


  Maya didn't see me. I put her out of mind and had a nice time.


  Chastity was all right. I could relax with her. I told her tales of the Garrett that was, suitably edited for modern audiences, and she did the same with Chaz Blaine—though she didn't say much about her family. We lost track of time. Time lost track of us. An apologetic fellow with a grungy towel on his arm advised us that it was time to close. We nodded and apologized back and left too much money and went out to wander streets we didn't see. For both of us the world had come into narrow focus. We were our universe—that teenage feeling. . . .


  "My gods you're beautiful," I told her in a place that wasn't mine. And she was. More than I had imagined.


  Her insecurities burned through. She protested, "My nose is crooked and one eye is higher than the other and my mouth is tilted and one boob is bigger and higher than the other."


  "You got weird toes, too, but I don't give a damn. You hear me howling about what a prize I am? Lucky you, not even having to find the end of the rainbow."


  "We're all overstressed these days, aren't we?"


  "Absolutely." Nobody anywhere was comfortable. Conflicts were feeding upon one another. "A moment that loosens us from the cycle of despair is a treasure."


  "Was that a compliment? I'm going to take it in that spirit."


  Actually, it was a quote from the Dead Man, but why disappoint the lady?


  

  


  


  Got to be getting old. I woke up feeling guilty about not having done anything useful about Emerald Jenn. I watched Chaz sleep. I recalled Morley's comment about her quality. I remembered seeing Maya. I felt a twinge of pain.


  Chaz opened an eye, saw me looking, smiled, stretched. The sheet slipped off her. I gulped air, astounded all over again.


  Next time I knew it was an hour later and I hadn't heard a word from my might-have-beens the whole time.


  

  


  


  "So what do you intend to do?" Chaz asked, having heard the details of the case.


  "That's my problem. Common sense says walk away. Tell myself some people tried to use me, I made some money, we're even."


  "But part of you wants to know what's going on. And part is worried about the girl."


  I admitted nothing.


  "Waldo told me about the case he helped you with."


  Naturally. He wouldn't have missed a chance to play his big It Was All My Fault scene. "Waldo?" They were on a first-name basis?


  "Waldo Tharpe."


  "Saucerhead. Sometimes I forget he has a real name."


  "And your friend Morley told me about a case involving a girl named Maya and something called the Sisters of Doom."


  "He did?" That startled me.


  "It's pretty obvious, Garrett. You're an idealist and a romantic. With big clay feet, maybe, but one of the last good guys."


  "Hey! Wait a minute. I'm turning red here. Anyway, there's never been anybody more pragmatic than Mrs. Garrett's little boy."


  "You can't even convince yourself, hard boy. Go. Find Emmy Jenn. Help her if she needs it. I'm getting out of the way. You don't need distractions."


  "That's where we disagree."


  "Down, boy. When you've wrapped it up, send me a message at my father's house. I'll be knocking on your door before you can say Chastity is a naughty girl."


  "Uh-oh." Not again.


  "What?"


  "Don't get mad. I don't know who your father is."


  "You didn't investigate me?"


  "I didn't see a need."


  "My father is the Firelord Fox Direheart."


  Oh, boy. I made a squeaking noise.


  "Can you remember?"


  Squeak. I don't dally with the daughters of sorcerer nobility. I don't relish the honor of having my hide bind somebody's grimoire.


  "Don't let the title intimidate you. He's just old Fred Blaine at home."


  Right. What I've been looking for all my life, a girlfriend whose pop is a frontliner but wants me to slap his back and call him Fred.


  "You'll get in touch?"


  "You know I will, devil woman." I wouldn't be able to resist.


  "Then get back to your quest. I can find my way home." Cute little frown. "And then Daddy will get in his ‘I told you so' about the hospital job. I hate it when he's right, because he's always right about people being cruel and selfish and wicked."


  I collected a farewell kiss and headed for home wondering why one of Karenta's leading sorcerers was here in TunFaire instead of working the cleanup detail down in the Cantard.
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  I slipped in the back door. Slither and Ivy were in the kitchen, one drunk and the other cooking. Slither said, "Yo, Garrett. The cupboard is bare."


  "Need a new keg, too," Ivy slurred.


  "Sing, Johnny One-Note," I grumbled. If they didn't like it, they ought to do something about it.


  Up front, the Goddamn Parrot was squawking about neglect. I wondered if Slither had started eating parrot chow, too.


  I wondered what the Dead Man would think if he woke to find himself in this zoo.


  I said, "I guess that means it's time you moved on to greener pastures."


  "Huh?"


  "You done anything to find work? To find your own place? I think I've done my share."


  "Uh. . . ."


  "He's right," Ivy said. His tongue tangled, but otherwise he was more articulate drunk than his sidekick was when he was sober. "We haven't contributed here. It's possible we're not capable. And this is his home."


  Damn. The man made me feel guilty when all he was doing was telling the truth.


  "I washed the goddamn dishes, Ivy. I did the laundry. I scrubbed woodwork. I even sprayed bugweed juice on the thing in the lib'ary to keep the crawlies off'n it. So don't go saying I didn't do nothing, Ivy. What the hell you keeping a mummy around for, Garrett? And if you got to, how come you got to keep such an ugly bugger?"


  "He makes a great conversation piece. The girls all tell me how cute he is."


  That didn't wake him up, either.


  Slither wasn't listening. "And how about you, Ivy? What've you done? Besides suck down that horse piss till you make me wonder where the hell you put it all? You hungry, Garrett?"


  "Yes."


  "Sink your fangs into these here biscuits. Gravy coming up." He wheeled on Ivy, but Ivy had gotten going, headed up front. I shut them out, ate hastily, wondered if they'd gotten married. Slither started hollering the length of the house.


  "Enough!" I snapped. "Has anyone been around?"


  "Shit, Garrett, you got to be the most popular guy in town. Always somebody pounding on your door."


  "And?"


  "And what? You ignore them, they go away."


  "That's always been my philosophy."


  Ivy stuck his head in. "There was that cute little girl."


  I raised an eyebrow, which was talent wasted on those two.


  "Yeah," Slither said. "Ivy answered that one. He's a sucker for a skirt."


  Ivy shrugged, looked embarrassed.


  "Well, guys?"


  "I don't know," Ivy said. "I didn't understand." Hardly the first time, I thought. "She didn't make much sense. Something about could you help her find her book yet."


  Find her book? "Linda Lee?"


  "Huh?"


  "She tell you her name? Was it Linda Lee?"


  Ivy shrugged.


  No good deed unpunished, Garrett. I downed a last bite, knocked back a mug of weak tea, headed for the front of the house. T.G. Parrot seemed less intolerable by the hour.


  Everything is relative.


  I used the peephole.


  That was Macunado Street all right. Infested with quasi-intelligent life. Not much use studying it through a hole, though. I opened up and stepped onto the stoop.


  I spotted nobody but sensed the watching eyes. I settled onto my top step, watched the sweep of commerce. As always, I wondered where everybody was going in such a hurry. I nodded at people I knew, mostly neighbors. Some responded. Some hoisted their noses and wished I would vanish in a puff of smoke. Old Mr. Stuckle, who roomed at the Cardonlos place, was one of the friendly ones. "How you doing, son?"


  "Some good days, Pop. Some bad days. But every new day is a blessing."


  "I heard that. You got Gert stirred, you know."


  "Again? Or still?"


  He grinned a grin with only two teeth left to support it. "There you go." Gert Cardonlos always took the other side when my neighbors got upset. I wondered whether she had changed her name to Brittany or Misty, she would have grown old without growing sour.


  Probably not.


  As I watched Stuckle breast the stream of flesh a neighborhood urchin sidled up. "There's people been watching your place."


  "No kidding?" Becky Frierka had illusions about getting involved in my adventures. I don't mind having girls around, but they need to be a little older than eight. "Tell me about it." You never know where you'll learn something useful. And me listening would make Becky feel good.


  I don't remember my father much. Mom always said one of his philosophies was each day you should do at least one thing to make somebody feel good. She probably made it up. People like Handsome let me know Mom did a lot of creative revision. But this was a good idea.


  "Thank you, Becky. That's quite useful." I offered her a couple of coppers. "Better scoot."


  "You took that lady to dinner."


  "What?"


  "Last night."


  "So?"


  "I don't want money. I want you to take me out."


  Oh. Right. And would I ever hear the end of that? "How come you know what I did last night?"


  "I saw you go out the back. I followed you." She put on her devil smile. "I know what you done."


  "You a dwarf in disguise? You trying to blackmail me?"


  "No. But I could tell you who else followed you."


  Whoa! I hadn't noticed any tail. Not even her. "You have my attention, Becky."


  "You going to buy me dinner? Same place as the blond lady?"


  "You got it." No problem. Her mother would get me out of it. "Soon as I get this job wrapped. Deal?"


  She was suspicious. I gave up too fast. But, "Deal. And don't think you're gonna weasel out."


  "Talk to me about the somebody who followed me, brat."


  "It was a man. A weird man. Not very tall but really huge-mongous anyway." She spread her arms. "He walked funny." She showed me how.


  "Mugwump," I guessed aloud. I hadn't seen Mugwump's walk, but that had to be it.


  "Mugwump?"


  "Man's name. Probably who that was. He have really big hands?"


  "I don't know."


  Great. "What did he do?"


  "Just followed you where you went. After a while he left. He's really weird, Garrett. He talked to himself all the time."


  "Probably from living in a neighborhood like mine." I spied Saucerhead Tharpe headed my way. I could think of no reason for him approaching with such a purposeful stride. "Thanks, Becky. Time for you to scoot now."


  "Don't forget. You promised."


  "Who? Me? Get on with you." I hoped she would forget, but I never have that kind of luck. "So who died?" I asked Tharpe. The big goof wasn't even breathing heavy.


  "Huh?"


  "You were charging this way like a guy loaded with the worst bad news he could imagine."


  "Really? I was thinking about Lettitia."


  "Lettitia? That off the menu at Morley's?"


  "My lady. You haven't met her yet." Saucerhead always has a new girlfriend. I didn't see any bruises so maybe this one was nicer than usual.


  "You came for advice to the lovelorn?"


  "From you?" His tone wasn't generous.


  "From His Nibs in there. The world's foremost authority." On everything. According to him.


  "Speaking of him, you give him the latest from down south?"


  "Something happen?" The street didn't have the edgy feel it gets when there's big news from the Cantard.


  "Ain't out general yet on account of it's supposed to be a big military secret, but I heard from my sister's husband who's got a cousin works for the Stormwarden Burner Skullspite, First Cav Spec Ops raided Glory Mooncalled's headquarters."


  "Our guys have found his hideout about five times already, you silly groundpounder." A good-hearted fellow, Saucerhead didn't quite grasp reality. He'd been a plain old foot-slogging infantryman during his service. He suffered from the common army delusion that cavalry were some sort of elite. I mean, come on! They're not even Marines. You add in the fact that they're dimwit enough to voluntarily ride horses. . . .


  "This was the real headquarters. An old vampire nest."


  Something about his tone. . . . "Don't tell me."


  "The very one."


  "Life is weird."


  An earlier case had taken me back to the war zone. In the course of events, Morley and I and some others invaded a subterranean vampire nest, a stronghold of horror. We were fortunate. We escaped. We passed word to the Army. The soldiers took time off from the war.


  The war with vampires takes precedence.


  That was before Glory Mooncalled rebelled. Just.


  One of my gang had been a centaur. "There's more?" I asked. Tharpe was antsy. There was something.


  "Yeah. The attack was a big ass surprise. They barely figured out what hit them before it was over. They hardly destroyed any documents."


  So Mooncalled's deep well of luck was running dry.


  "What's the bottom line?"


  "Them documents showed he wasn't in the Cantard no more. Our big boys been chasing shadows."


  I have my moments. "And the only documents the republicans did destroy were ones that might say where the boss was?"


  "How'd you know?"


  "I'm a good guesser." This would interest the Dead Man. His hobby was tracking and anticipating Glory Mooncalled.


  "They get anything out of the prisoners?"


  "Didn't take no prisoners, Garrett."


  "You always take prisoners."


  "Not this time. Them guys never had no chance, but they wouldn't give up."


  I couldn't believe that. However fanatic a group is there's always a member who doesn't want to die.


  "But that ain't why I come here, Garrett."


  "Oh?"


  "Winger wanted me to—"


  "Winger! Where is that oversized. . . ?"


  "If you put a clamp on it, I might tell you something."


  The best advice I ever got. It repeated suggestions from my mother and the Dead Man. You have a hard time hearing with your mouth open. I shut mine.


  "Winger said tell you that you and her ain't pulling the same oar no more but you ought to know them West End pansies was coached to tell you what they told you. You was supposed to head off in a new direction."


  He looked at me like he hoped I would explain.


  I considered. I thought Robin and Penny had talked straight. They maybe forgot a fact or three but steered a tack close to the truth. Why point me at Marengo North English? Why would Winger turn me away?


  Smelled like somebody was dragging a squashed skunk across the trail. Somebody big and blond with too much faith in my naivete. "How would she know?"


  "I figure she got it from her boyfriend."


  "Her what? Boyfriend? Since when?"


  Saucerhead shrugged. "Been around a while, off and on. She never made no announcement. I don't figure she wants us to know. You'd come out of your hole and hang out, you would know, though."


  He had a point. Information was the blood of my trade and connections the bone. I wasn't taking proper care of either. I did before I moved in with the Dead Man. "Go on."


  "She just wanted to warn you. Didn't want you should step in anything unexpected."


  "That's my pal. Always thinking of me. She couldn't drop by herself, eh?"


  Saucerhead grinned. "You ask me, she don't want to get close enough you can get your hands on her."


  "Surprise, surprise." I glanced over my shoulder. The boys and bird weren't watching. "Think I'll wander over to Morley's. I'll buy, if you want to come along."
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  Morley didn't seem thrilled to see Saucerhead. He gave me a dark scowl. I couldn't understand why. Tharpe was a good customer.


  Dotes joined us anyway. It was obvious immediately that he was distracted. He listened with half an ear, kept one eye on the door all the time.


  I told him, "I've got most of it figured."


  "Uhm?" How did he get so much incredulity into one grunt?


  "When Maggie Jenn left town, she was so bitter she never wanted to come back. Her lover had been murdered, his people hated her, but she still had to go through the motions to keep what he gave her, for the kid's sake as well as her own. Her old pal and maybe brother Grange Cleaver played her to get the skinny on the Hill places he robbed, so she got him to play her whenever it was time to make her annual shows. Cleaver was happy to help. It gave him a way to get into and out of TunFaire without getting gobbled up by Chodo Contague. Along the way, he hooked up with the imperials, sold them some con, and got involved with the Bledsoe. Bet you he's been stealing from the hospital and the Hill place both.


  "Now get this. One day along come Crask and Sadler with a tale about Chodo and his little girl. Cleaver eats it up. This is what he's been waiting for. This is his big chance to get back into the big time in the big town. But there's a loose end: Emerald Jenn. She's in the city. A runaway. She knows the truth about Maggie Jenn and Grange Cleaver. And she'll tell it."


  Morley and Saucerhead looked like they were having trouble grasping it. Why? It wasn't hard.


  "So Cleaver tries to set up an operation here, and nobody signs on because they know about Chodo's old grievance. Except Winger. And she starts wondering what's what. But she smells a chance to score. When Cleaver mentions he wants to look for the girl without it being obvious it's him looking, Winger drops some hints about me, figuring to use me somehow. Cleaver puts on his Maggie Jenn face and hires me, only I mess up by letting it drop that I was warned Maggie was coming. He smells a rat inside his outfit. Who it is doesn't click right away. Being a good actor, he doesn't have any trouble staying in character long enough for me to finish up at the Hill place. Soon as I'm gone, though, he takes off for his headquarters and sets it up to get rid of me. He'll get somebody else to look for the girl.


  "Winger hears him sending his men out. She realizes it won't be long before he figures out who told me he was coming. She grabs anything she can carry and takes off. She helps me get away from the Bledsoe.


  "She gives me a double ration of bullshit when I ask her what's really going on. She still thinks she can make a big score, so now she's staying away from me."


  Sarge brought tea while I theorized. Morley poured, sipped, grimaced. Evidently the tea hadn't been brewed from anything off a tea bush. Big surprise. They serve nothing normal there.


  Dotes was distracted. He was listening, but every time the door opened he lost his concentration. Still, he'd remained attentive enough to observe, "Your hypothesis doesn't contradict any of the known facts."


  "Hell, I know that. I made it up. But? I can tell—you have a but."


  "Couple of them. You don't contradict any known facts, but you don't account for everything that's been happening around you. And you've done a feeble job of examining Cleaver's motives."


  "What? Wait. Whoa. You just lost me."


  "Chodo's kid shirked any of the duties of a kingpin?"


  "Hardly. Ice and iron." I had the gashes and frostbite to prove it.


  "Exactly. So whatever Crask and Sadler might claim, being here is a major risk for Cleaver. I've identified the pro who's dogging you. His name is Cleland Justin Carlyle. He's a specialist assigned to watch you. You get three guesses why. Only the first counts."


  I nodded. "And, wonder of wonders, C.J. was never seen in these parts before I mentioned the name Grange Cleaver to my pal Morley Dotes, once said pal failed to meet up with Cleaver his own self."


  Morley shrugged, which was as good as a confession.


  He had no regrets. He never looked back and seldom apologized. He saw no need to apologize now. He asked, "What's Winger's angle?"


  "I don't know. I doubt that it matters. She probably doesn't know what she's doing herself, she just wants to keep the pot boiling till she finds a way to score."


  Morley slew a pity smile a-borning.


  "You know something I don't?"


  "No. You're ahead of me. Though you do seem to be late catching on to an essential point."


  "Really? What?"


  "That Winger lied about everything. Right from the beginning. That not one word she said can be counted on to be true. That anything that comes from her should be thrown out altogether."


  "Oh. Yeah. I knew that."


  I knew it now. Now that I looked at it. Forget everything Winger said. Sure.
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  "Iconned Puddle into doing you a favor, Garrett," Morley told me. I didn't ask; I just waited for the inevitable wisecrack.


  He fooled me again. The crack didn't come. "Uhm?"


  "I had a feeling you wouldn't get around to Quefours."


  "Puddle scare him up?"


  Morley nodded.


  "Waste of time, right?"


  "Puddle's still sulking."


  "What's the story?"


  "Quefours hasn't seen the girl for eight months. His choice. He broke it off because she wouldn't play his way. Made her sound prudish."


  "And Quefours doesn't have the ghost of a notion where to find her now. Right?"


  "Wrong."


  "Huh?" I've always had a knack for witty repartee.


  "He said dig around among the witchcraft community. The girl is looking for something. His notion was you should start with the blackest black magicians. That was where she was headed when they split." Dotes appended a big nasty smile.


  "You saying Cleaver framed her with the truth?"


  "Maybe just to get you headed in the right direction." More teeth. He had to have about two hundred. Looked like he'd been filing them again, too. "Thought you'd get a kick out of that."


  "A kick in the butt." It just got more confusing. I started to get up.


  "Hey!" Saucerhead growled. "You told me. . . ."


  "Feed this beast, Morley. Something cheap. Like alfalfa."


  "Where are you going?"


  I opened my mouth to tell him and realized that I didn't know.


  "Like that? Then why not just go home? Lock your doors. Get comfortable. Read. Wait for Dean. Forget Grange Cleaver and Emerald Jenn."


  I responded with my most suspicious look.


  "You got your advance, didn't you? This Jenn chit sounds like she can take care of herself."


  "Answer me one answer, Morley. Why did she run away from home?" Might be important if the whole thing had to do with a missing kid after all.


  "There are as many reasons for going as there are children running."


  "But they mostly boil down to a perceived need to escape parental control. I don't know enough about Emerald. I don't know enough about her mother. Their relationship is a mystery."


  "What did I just recommend? Don't keep gnawing on it, Garrett. You don't have any reason. You don't need any more grief. Turn loose. Spend some money. Spend some time with Chastity."


  "What?"


  "Gods preserve us," Saucerhead muttered. He stopped attacking his dinner long enough to sneer, "He's got that look, ain't he?"


  "Got what look?"


  Morley told me, "The dumb stubborn look you get when you're about to jump into something without a reason even you understand."


  "About to? I've been in it four days."


  "And now you're out because you know it was a game that didn't take. You did your usual stumbling around and knocked over everybody's apple carts. Now it's over. You're out. You're safe as long as you don't go around irritating people. Consider it a phenomenon. You don't go charging around like a lunatic trying to find out why if it happens to rain live frogs for three minutes in the Landing. Do you?"


  "But. . . ." But that was different.


  "There's no need to find the girl now. Not for her sake, which is the thing that would bug you."


  "Garrett!" I jumped. I hadn't expected Saucerhead to horn in. Everybody in the place stared at him. He told me, "He's making sense. So listen up. Nothing I heared about this makes me think these folks're really worried about the kid."


  "He's making sense," I admitted. "Morley always makes sense."


  Dotes gave me a hard look. "But?"


  "I'm butting no buts. I mean it. You're dead on the mark. There's no percentage messing with this anymore."


  Morley eyeballed me like he believed me so surely he wanted to wrap me in another wet blanket. I complained, "I really do mean it. I'm going to go home, get ripped with Eleanor, grab me a night's sleep. Tomorrow I get to work on running my guests off. All of them. Only one thing I'm wondering."


  "What's that?" Morley remained unconvinced. I couldn't believe that they really thought I had the white knight infection that bad.


  "Could Emerald be another Cleaver disguise? You think he could manage makeup good enough to pass for eighteen?"


  Morley and Saucerhead opened their mouths to ask why Cleaver would want to, but neither actually spoke. Neither wanted to feed me any reason to go chasing something potentially lethal.


  "I'm just curious. He has a rep as a master of disguises. And Playmate told me he'd always thought that the daughter was dead. I wonder if maybe the plot wasn't more complex than we suspected. Maybe Cleaver didn't just plant clues up on the Hill. Maybe he created a whole character."


  Morley snarled, "You're psycho, Garrett."


  Saucerhead agreed. "Yeah." He was so serious he put his fork down. "I know I ain't no genius like neither one of you guys, but I do know you got to go with the simplest explanation for something on account of about a thousand times out of nine hundred ninety-nine that's the way the real story goes."


  What was the world coming to when Saucerhead got a smart tongue on him? "Am I arguing? I agree. Sometimes I think this brain of mine is a curse. Thank you, Morley. For everything. Even when you didn't mean it." I left enough money to cover Saucerhead's meal, though I could have made it to the street before anyone realized that the tab hadn't been satisfied. I figured Saucerhead deserved it. His luck rolled down a steeper incline than mine. He seldom lived better than hand to mouth.


  

  


  


  Me, I, Garrett, was out of the game. Whatever it might be. I was going to go home, get organized, drink some beer, have a bath, scope me out a master plan that included seeing a lot of Chastity Blaine.


  But I left Morley's place with my hackles up, like some atavistic part of me expected the same old gang to be out there set to reintroduce me to the pleasures of the Bledsoe. I was on edge all the way home.


  The Bledsoe was a sight, they said. Supposedly it was disappearing behind fast-rising scaffolding.


  My tension went to waste. Nobody paid me any mind. I didn't even get followed. Made me feel neglected.


  I'd never had a case as exciting as this just sputter and fade away, but some jobs have. Those kind usually see me ending up snacking on my fee. I recalled with pride that this time I'd been clever enough to snag a percentage up front.


  I wouldn't win any kudos from the Dead Man, but he would have to admit that I was capable of being businesslike on occasion, even in the face of a lusty redhead.
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  Despite sleeping well I wakened restless. I chalked it up to rising before noon even though Ivy hadn't pestered me. Once again I wondered if the Dead Man wasn't stirring. I looked in but saw no sign that he was. But what could you expect? Awake or asleep, the Dead Man's physical appearance changes only as time gnaws.


  Slither and Ivy were unusually subdued. They sensed that I planned to move them out. I had a notion where to send them, too. But old lady Cordonlos wouldn't believe a word I said to make them sound like worthy potential tenants. Darn her.


  So after lunch I consulted someone who might actually give a rat's whisker about their welfare.


  Wonder of wonders, Playmate had some ideas. Before long, my old campaigning pals had probationary jobs and probationary housing and I found me, O miracle of miracles, with my own place all to my ownself again. Except for the Dead Man and the Goddamn Parrot. That cursed bird had gone into hiding before Ivy could hunt him down and take him along. My generous self-sacrifice wasted.


  It would be a while yet before I saw Dean again. I hoped. What with Chaz and all. . . .


  

  


  


  I talked it over with Eleanor. She had no objections, so I wrote a letter and hired a neighborhood kid to deliver it to Chastity. He insisted on a bonus for approaching a wizard's house.


  I checked and rechecked the street while I gave the little mercenary his instructions. I saw no one even vaguely interested in the Garrett homestead. Even my neighbors were ignoring me. Still, I was uneasy.


  I squabbled with the Goddamn Parrot till that got old, then communed with Eleanor. I was lonely. Your social circle isn't much when it consists of a talking bird, a painting, and a character who hasn't only been asleep for weeks and dead for centuries, he hasn't been out of the house since you met him.


  My friends were right. This was no way to live.


  There was a knock. I would've ignored it had I not been expecting to hear from Chaz.


  Even so, I used the peephole.


  It was the kid. He held a letter up. I opened the door, tipped him extra, checked the lay of things again, still saw nothing unusual. I like it that way.


  I settled behind my desk, read, then shared the news with Eleanor. "Chaz says she's gonna pick me up. How about that? One bold wench, eh?"


  After a pause, I continued, "All right. Call her a role-breaker, not a bold wench. And she's gonna stay nontraditional. Taking me someplace she likes. And she's bringing her father."


  Only a painting, I reminded myself. This chatter was only an affection. No way could Eleanor taunt me with a spectral snicker.


  I didn't much want to meet Chaz's pop, him being one of the top twenty double-nasty wizards infesting this end of the world. I hoped he wasn't a real old-fashioned kind of dad. I don't deal well with foamy-mouthed avengers of soiled virtue.


  Another ghostly guffaw? "She says he just wants to ask about Maggie Jenn and Grange Cleaver."


  Right. That worried me more than if she'd tipped me to expect a daddy smoking with outrage.


  No good kicking and screaming now.


  Eleanor insisted this was a great opportunity to make contacts among the high and mighty. "Right, babe. You know how I value my contacts among the rich and infamous. Exactly what I've always never wanted."


  I went to make myself lunch.


  My guests had left me my shoes and half a pitcher of water.
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  I went into that evening with my philosophy of life firmly fixed in mind: expect the worst and you can't possibly be disappointed. Chastity's old man was a boomer. If he took a notion, he could flatten me like a cow patty and skip me across the river.


  He surprised me. He was no centenarian gargoyle. He looked like an ordinary guy barely on the lying side of fifty. His black hair had gone half silver. He had a small paunch and stood four inches shorter than me. He was groomed till he gleamed. He glowed with good health. Those were obvious badges of power. But he dressed no better than me. And he had the tanned and roughened skin of a guy who spent a lot of time outdoors. He didn't seem taken with himself, either.


  He turned out to be one of those guys who is such a good listener you tell things you didn't know you knew. That skill would have served him well in the war zone. The best leaders are those with ears.


  He interrupted only twice, with penetrating questions. Before I finished, I adopted the attitude I take when reporting to the Dead Man or chatting with Eleanor. I talked to me, thinking out loud.


  I finished. Chaz looked at her father. He stayed clammed. I asked, "So how come you're interested? Because of Chaz and the hospital?" He called her Chaz, too.


  "Our home was looted during the crime spree that paralleled Teodoric's affair with Maggie Jenn."


  I gave Chaz a mild fisheye. She hadn't mentioned that.


  "A few items were recovered. They traced back to a Grange Cleaver—who couldn't be found."


  "You didn't connect him with the hospital Cleaver?"


  "I wasn't here when Chaz decided to work charity. Nor would I have looked for a thief in such a high place."


  "No? I think I'd look there. . . ." I got control of my mouth when Chaz kicked me under the table.


  The firelord's expression told me I was fooling no one. He was right, really. We look for shady characters in the shade. Unless we're cynics.


  "I always thought Jenn was involved, Garrett. That raid took military timing. No outsider knew the family schedule. But you can't accuse the royal mistress of theft."


  "I see." Sort of. Chaz offered a smile meant to give me heart. Didn't work. I had a notion where her dad was headed.


  I wasn't wrong.


  Blaine said, "I'm as vindictive as the next guy. Even now I can't go after Jenn, however much the royals hate her. They take care of their black sheep, too. But Cleaver has no friends that count and no guardian angels. Chaz says she told you we know Colonel Block. I'm pulling strings with the Guard and elsewhere, but I'd really like you to find Cleaver. If Block does it, it ends up on a court docket. I want to deal with Cleaver personally."


  Ker-pungk! The daddy of all fat leather wallets hit the table. "Nice workmanship," I noted.


  Faint smile. "Chaz gives you glowing reviews, Garrett. Westman Block, though, suspects that you can't dance on water." I gave Chaz a look. She reddened. "But I know Block, so I solicited other opinions."


  Was I supposed to be impressed? Blaine had begun to sound pompous.


  Maybe there was a problem with my hearing.


  I gave the Firelord an opportunity to appreciate my raised eyebrow trick. It worked. He told me, "They say you're the best but you're no self-starter." He caressed that wallet like it was a special lady. "Devil snatch you, man! Don't you have a bone to pick with Cleaver? You could've spent your life in a lunatic ward." He edged that wallet half a foot closer.


  Chaz smiled, nodded encouragement. Maybe her daddy danced on water, too.


  "I did talk to Block, Garrett. There's more than money here." Caress, caress. "There's a letter of introduction over my chop. Use it any way you want. It says you're my agent and anyone who won't help you just might find life unrewarding. There's also a warrant from the good colonel that you can use to commandeer help from city employees. There are letters of credit that should be sufficient to cover your expenses and fees."


  Oh? And the damned wallet jingled like it was stuffed with more gold than a troll could hoist.


  Chastity's old man had come prepared to do business. He didn't expect to go home disappointed. And I couldn't argue with him.


  He wouldn't let me.


  He was like all his class—though he did seem inclined to play fair.


  Chaz kept right on saying nothing and grinned like she was watching me being inducted into paradise. I stalled. "I'm not sure what you want."


  "Find Grange Cleaver for me. Bring him to me or lead me to him. Once we're face-to-face, you're out of it."


  Reluctantly, like that wallet was a real troll-buster, I dragged his bribe toward me. I peeked. I saw pretty calligraphy, nifty official seals, a sweet double handful of shiny gold. And . . . a wishbone? "A killing bone?" I asked.


  "What? Oh. That's right. You served in the islands." Where the natives owned their own special nasty magic. To which Karenta and Venageta reacted by exterminating its practitioners wherever they were found.


  "Yes." Growl and scowl.


  "This isn't that. This is just a gimmick. Should you get into terrible trouble, spit on the bone. You'll go out of focus to anyone concentrating on you. Any disinterested observer will see you fine, but somebody trying to kill you won't be able to fix on you. Clever, eh?"


  Maybe. I didn't say so. I didn't say his kind were so clever they fooled themselves most of the time.


  "All right. It isn't much. My talents run more toward smashing cities."


  And Chaz kept on smiling like she meant to melt me down.


  The firelord excused himself. "Got to run. You'd think I could back off and take it easy now we've won the war. You two don't need me getting in the way, anyhow."


  This guy couldn't be real. I waved bye-bye. My new boss. Like it or not.


  The thrill doesn't last like it used to.


  "Isn't it great?" Chaz asked. She was so excited. I wondered if somebody had hit her with a stupid spell.


  "What?"


  Her smile turned puzzled. "What's the matter?"


  "Your daddy." I kept a firm grasp on that wallet.


  "I don't understand." She thought I should be pleased.


  "I'm concerned about his agenda."


  "Was he indirect? Did he blow a lot of smoke?"


  "No." I couldn't deny that. "What do you recall about this big ripoff?"


  "Nothing. I wasn't here."


  "Uhm?" I reached deep into my trick bag and came up with my best eyebrow lift. That drives them wild.


  "I was away at school. Being finished. Boys go to the Cantard as subalterns." Her class, she meant. "Debs go to finishing school."


  "Let's don't fight." Especially since I'd survived a face-to-face with a father who wasn't overburdened with ordinary paternal prejudices.


  "Daddy's people are rustics, hon. He doesn't fake it. Forget his fire talent. He calls it a curse." She kept scooting her gorgeous little tail ever closer. I didn't think she wanted to talk about Daddy anymore.


  But I had to ask, "Is this like him?"


  "What?"


  "Would he hire somebody to hunt somebody so he could settle an old grudge?"


  "Maybe. We only got robbed one time. I know he's never stopped being mad about it. He'd go burn something down whenever he got thinking about it."


  Interesting. Even curious. Not for an instant had he come across as hagridden.


  "Come on, Garrett. Forget all that," Chaz cajoled.


  "Yeah? Think I should?"


  "I think you should think about what the doctor wants to prescribe."


  I did my eyebrow thing. "Not another thought in my head." She did an old female trick back that set me to drooling on myself.


  In a perfectly cool, rational, businesslike voice she said, "Daddy's paying. Make a pig of yourself."


  "Oink, oink. But not here."


  "Oooh! Promises, promises. Better be careful. I don't have to work tonight."


  That was the best idea I'd heard in a while, but because she was one gorgeous woman, I let her have the last word.
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  A couple of regulars actually lifted welcoming paws when I drifted into Morley's place. The attitude didn't infect management, though. Puddle scowled like he was trying to remember where he put that damned rat poison.


  Morley was in a good mood, though. He bounced downstairs as my tea arrived.


  I said, "I know that look. You just won big on the water spider races. Or somebody's wife tripped and you ravished her before she could get up."


  He showed me a mouth like a shark's. "I gather you're doing some ravishing yourself."


  "What?"


  "You were seen with a stunning blonde in a place way out of your class."


  "Guilty. How'd you know?"


  "You won't like the answer."


  "Yeah? Hit me with the bad news. I'm overdue."


  "A couple came in late last night. Slumming. He was mister Flashy. She was Rose Tate. She'd seen you earlier."


  "Bet she had her nasty smile on." Rose Tate was the cousin of my lapsed girlfriend, Tinnie Tate. And Rose had a grudge.


  "She did. You're going to star in some interesting girl talk."


  "No doubt. But Tinnie knows Rose. Rose mention who else I was with?"


  "You running a string?"


  "Chaz brought her dad." I told the tale, then asked, "You ever seen Blaine?"


  "No. Why?"


  "Wondering about ringers again."


  "You think Chastity is jobbing you, too?"


  "It's paranoia time, Morley. My world has stopped making sense."


  "When you're well paid, sense needn't enter the equation. Right?"


  "But it helps."


  "You're concerned about coincidence."


  "What are the chances Chaz would work the same place as a thief that robbed her father?"


  "What are the odds you'd get thrown in there where you could meet her? A lot longer, I'd say."


  "How come?"


  "Where would a female doctor have the best chance of getting started? Where would the imperials set Cleaver up if they wanted to put him into TunFaire?"


  "You figure he's into something with them?"


  "My guess is they think they are, but he's only using them so he can slide in and out of town without being noticed by people he used to know. You'll recall he meant nothing to Chastity at first."


  "And her father?"


  "You'll have to do your homework there."


  "I've started. His place was cleaned out. It was one of the big jobs of the time. He only got back to town day before yesterday."


  "After this started."


  "And he's been away for years. Only came home for a few days each winter." Winter is the slack season in the war zone.


  Morley looked at me hard, shook his head. "Your real problem is common sense is nagging you."


  "What?"


  "You can't let this thing alone. You have to keep picking at it. You set yourself up so you'd find an excuse. Now that you've done that common sense wants to make a comeback. Forget the Rainmaker, Garrett."


  I jacked one eyebrow way, way up. "Oh?" Did he have a private line on Cleaver?


  "He's on a traveling bullseye now, Garrett. Not mine. You get too close you could get hit by the volley that gets him." He gestured as though to push me away. "Go. I'll find out what I can about your lady's father."
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  Had to be magic. By the time I got home, after visiting a couple war buddies now in the extremist human rights movement, my place was surrounded. Ferocious pirates lounged on convenient corners. The guy from the outfit was back, with friends. The clumsy guy was there, and not alone, though I only glimpsed Winger before she vanished.


  I'd even attracted some new folks. How many friends and enemies did the Rainmaker have?


  I should have gathered the crowd and suggested we set up a pool, reduce duplication of effort, but I got distracted.


  Slither and Ivy were camped on my front stoop.


  Ivy had the good grace to blush. "We got thrown out," he told me. "I was trying to explain something to a guy and accidentally said the P word."


  "What? What do you mean, the P word?" I checked Slither. The man looked awful.


  "You know. Where he goes berserk."


  Powziffle. Right. "Just out of curiosity, does he remember what he does after he hears that?"


  The answer seemed a little much for Ivy's overtaxed intellect. He shrugged. I had a good idea, though. Might go a ways toward explaining Slither's problems.


  Somewhere, sometime years ago, somebody twisted his mind trying to turn him into a human weapon, his trigger a nonsense phrase. Who and why didn't matter anymore, but they botched the job. Slither was out of control. He went into the Bledsoe improperly, but he belonged there. Out here he was going to get worse till somebody killed him.


  Half the men roaming TunFaire belong inside somewhere. There aren't that many sane folks around, not that cross my path.


  I went inside. The boys followed. Ivy headed for the small front room. The Goddamn Parrot started up. I paused to use the peephole. Morley must have run through the streets screeching about me being back on the job.


  Interesting to note that the Rainmaker's pals were out as fast as his enemies. I wondered if some of those guys worked for Chastity's daddy.


  With the boys so thick, it wasn't possible they were unaware of one another. That suggested possibilities.


  If I was working for the outfit and thought somebody nearby worked for Cleaver, I'd snatch him and forget about Garrett. Were the lot so lazy they wanted me to do their work for them? Nah. They had to know about my lack of ambition.


  Slither must have lost the landmarks blazing the trail to the kitchen. He just tagged along after Ivy. While the boys renewed acquaintances with TGD Parrot, I hit the kitchen fast and got my meager stores put out of sight.


  Some forsaken jerk started pounding on the door. His knock was so diffident I almost let it go.


  The Goddamn Parrot was heaping the Garrett lineage with fulsome praise. "Strangle that jungle chicken. I'm going to sell the feathers." I returned to the peephole.


  Where did they find these guys? Slight financial types, they were the kind of guys who fought their war shuffling papers. The kind of ninety-three-pound brain cases anybody who ever did any real soldiering swore he was going to drown in urine if he ever got the chance. . . . Curious. Their kind seldom ventured into my part of town.


  Macunado Street isn't the Bustee but is in a neighborhood silver spoons are scared to visit.


  Maybe they had something to do with the Blaines.


  I opened up.


  Error.


  Maybe I did sense something. I did have one hand on the grip of my headknocker. Useful. Because two men as big as Saucerhead Tharpe materialized from the blind spots beside my door and tried to run me over.


  I stumbled back, astonished. I produced my stick. The guy nearest me tried to tackle me. I drifted aside and laid my stick across the back of his skull. These clowns had to be from another dimension. Nobody tries to take me at home.


  The Dead Man doesn't suffer disturbances.


  Well, not usually. If I hadn't been busy, I would've gone to see what was keeping him. He didn't stir a mental muscle.


  That first guy curled up for a nap. His behemoth buddy scoped it out and opted for a less precipitous approach. He remained confident. He had valiant commodities brokers to harry my flanks.


  Slither stuck his head out of the small front room. He didn't look like he could be much help, but he was behind the crowd. "Hey, Slither. Powziffle pheez."


  My pronunciation was good enough.


  

  


  


  The screams for help had died away. I didn't hear much groaning or furniture breaking anymore, either. Careful to make no noise, I moved the table away from the kitchen door, took a peek down the hall.


  Ivy had Slither up against the wall, shaking a finger under his chin. The Goddamn Parrot was on the little guy's shoulder, singing. Near as I could tell, most of the invaders were breathing.


  I stepped into the hallway.


  "Why did you have to go and do that?" Ivy whined.


  "Because these guys wanted to operate on me without getting patient permission." Even the guy I put down myself had bruises on his bruises. Slither must have been practicing his fancy dance steps. "He all right?"


  "He will be. No thanks to you."


  "Let's don't squabble. Prisoners of war here. Get it? Interrogation." I opened the Dead Man's door—like I'd be able to see what the hell he thought he was doing, sleeping through all this. I saw what I deserved to see, which was the corpse of a fat Loghyr slouched in a dusty chair.


  My pals just needed guidance. When I finished checking on my one-time partner, the invaders were trussed like pigs set for live roasting. The action brought Slither back.


  "You guys ever work interrogation?" I asked.


  Ivy nodded. Reluctantly, it seemed. Slither looked dumb. He was real good at that. A natural talent.


  "My style is to scare them without hurting them—if that can be helped. We have four guys here. One ought to be a weak sister. Right?"


  Blank looks.


  "We try to figure out which one will tell us what we want to know without we bust them up."


  "Can you do that?"


  Why do I try to be a nice guy? Even people on the side of the angels, my side, don't understand.


  I took my pals into the kitchen. We slapped together a really rough meal while we waited for those guys to wake up.


  One by one they came around. They didn't seem thrilled with their circumstances.
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  Cup of tea in hand, accomplices at my sides, the Goddamn Parrot cussing like he'd invented the genre, I returned to the hallway. "All right, boys. Let's play a game. Winners get to go home with all their fingers and toes." If they didn't know enough to be wary of the Dead Man, they didn't know I seldom toast off villainous digits.


  Slither had his own ideas. He broke a guy's arm. Casual, no big deal, just part of the job, all empathy absent. When his victim stopped squealing, I said, "Mainly, I want to know who you are. And why you busted in, of course."


  The clerk type with two good arms volunteered, "We were supposed to discourage you. Warn you off."


  "We're gaining ground. Now clue me in. Warn me off what? Why? And who says?"


  He looked at me like I was retarded.


  Maybe he was right. "I don't have a clue, friend."


  "You've got to drop what you're doing. . . ."


  "Let's try getting more specific."


  That didn't elicit a response. "Lords of Shadow," I muttered, gesturing at Slither. Slither took a step.


  "Hold on! Hold on! Mr. Davenport asked us to convince you that you shouldn't waste any more time looking for Miss Jenn."


  "Good, Except I don't know any Davenport. I've never heard of any Davenports. Who the hell is he?"


  My man got a big "Duh?" look on him. Which meant he did have brain enough to want to find a connection if he was supposed to pound on a guy who never heard of the guy who wanted him pounded. We were confused, us two. But I had Slither to help clarify. Slither glowered. Slither loomed. I remarked, "He likes hurting folks. You don't want to go home in a litter, you'd better whisper in my ear. And tell me no sweet little lies. What'd I do that got this Davenport clown upset?"


  "You're trying to find Miss Jenn."


  Miss Jenn, eh? "Give me some details. I'm a detail kind of guy."


  The staff type went to talking like he'd contracted diarrhea of the mouth. I squatted beside the flood and panned for nuggets.


  He claimed a character named Davenport, good buddy of Marengo North English, didn't much like the idea of me maybe finding Emerald Jenn, so he'd asked some pals to discourage me. His pals had no idea why Davenport gave a damn who did or didn't find Emerald.


  I poked in a question whenever he paused for breath. He answered everything. He couldn't shut up now. In time I did understand that I hadn't gotten on the wrong side of Marengo North English himself. This was Davenport's alone. Good. I have no desire to get noticed by the lunatic fringe.


  I said, "I know this is going to break your hearts, guys, but I don't give a rat's ass about that kid. I'm not on that case anymore. These days I'm hunting a creep named Grange Cleaver. You help me out there, I'll forget you messed up my hallway. I won't even go break Mr. Davenport's arms."


  I harvested a crop of blank looks. None of those guys ever heard of Grange Cleaver.


  "All right. Out of personal curiosity, because of all this, I would like to talk to Emerald. Pass that on to her. I want to ask about her mother and Cleaver." I gestured. Ivy and Slither both got my drift without elaborate instructions. Ivy opened the door. Slither herded the gang that way. The Goddamn Parrot got into the game, encouraging their departure. "Hey! You guys want a talking chicken?" Sometimes people are just too fast. Those guys got out without answering or even looking back.


  You'd think a talking bird would be a real prize—wouldn't you?—if you hadn't been around him long enough to know better.


  

  


  


  I watched the watchers watch the flight of the four dismayed human rights activists. Their going didn't generate much excitement.


  Could I lay hands on one of those fierce pirates? If he talked, I could get the Firelord what he wanted fast. Maybe. Cleaver had spent a life being light on his feet. He wasn't about to convenience anybody now.


  I went back to the kitchen, built another sandwich. I checked on the Dead Man. Out of it still. I went back to the peephole. Evening had started lowering its skirts. Which made no difference. The street was as crowded as ever. My fans hadn't called it a day.


  My gaze swept a pair of earringed angels—and I suffered a mighty intuition.


  I knew where to find Grange Cleaver. He hadn't hauled his buccaneer behind out of TunFaire. He was still around, laughing at everybody trying to track him down. It was a game for him. A vicious game. If he feared he risked losing, he'd cut and run.


  I summoned Ivy and Slither. "I admit I wanted you guys out of my hair. Didn't work, but my misfortune looks lucky now." The Goddamn Parrot didn't like being left alone. He started spouting off in a big way. I stepped over where he could see me, gave him the evil eye. He shut up while he considered the situation. "I need you to hold the fort."


  Ivy stared. Slither said, "Huh?"


  Great. "I'm going out the back way." I spoke slowly and clearly. "I'm leaving you in charge. Anybody knocks, either ignore them or don't tell them anything." I donned my best scowl, faced the Dead Man's door. Old Bones was way overdue.


  Hell, maybe I'd grown too dependent on him. I reminded me that in real life you can't count on anybody but you, yourself, and you.


  "All right, Garrett." Ivy's voice was half-strength. Was he fading?


  It could be worse. The Dead Man says it can always get worse. Don't ask me how.


  I slid out the back way.
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  "What's dis shit?" Sarge bellowed. "I got ta put up wit' you tree times a day now?"


  "Bask in the reflection, my man. Morley is my number one boy now. He up there showing some married lady the ins and out of cross stitch? I could maybe tell him something he wants to hear."


  "Yeah? Like what?" I wasn't selling Sarge no swamp.


  "Like where to find some buried treasure."


  Sarge moved out.


  We've all endured one another so long we all know when the yak means something and when it's just macho yammer. Sarge figured I had something, so he got intimate with the speaking tube. I didn't hear what he said, but hardly three minutes passed before Morley descended the stairs. A woman of astonishing beauty peeked down for a moment, as though she just had to see what improbability could distract Morley Dotes from her. From what I saw of her, I had to consider that an excellent question.


  "I'm sorry." The woman retreated, but my imagination went with her. I hated Morley for having found her first. How did he do it? "Who was that?"


  He sneered. "Wipe the drool off your chin. Someone might mistake you for a mad dog werewolf."


  "Who is she?"


  "No, you don't. I was a gentleman about Chaz. I suffered in silence while you wasted Tinnie Tate. I didn't birddog when that went bad because it might get good again. So forget my little Julie, eh?"


  "I'll give you half a minute."


  "Generous, Garrett. Generous. How come you're down here making my life miserable again?" Oddly, he seemed anxious. He covered by glancing upstairs like he was thinking about maybe spanking somebody for revealing herself to the rabble. Then he eyed me like he really did expect to hear about buried treasure.


  "While back I got the impression you wanted to get face-to-face with the Rainmaker."


  He glanced at the stairway. Glorious, lovely Julie was very much with us even though she remained unseen. He said, "Tell me about it."


  I wondered. I knew Morley's priorities. Seldom did he find a Julie less interesting than revenge. "I think I know where to find him."


  Morley cast one more longing glance upstairs. "How did you manage that? You turn psychic? Or psycho? Or did the Dead Man wake up?"


  "Through the exercise of reason, my man. Pure reason."


  Morley offered me one of his special looks, just to let me know I couldn't fool a stone with a learning disability. "I'll bite, Garrett. Where?"


  "On the Hill. Maggie Jenn's place."


  He made a show of thinking about it before he smiled nastily. "Damn if I don't think you stumbled into it and came up smelling sweet. I should have thought of that. Let's go."


  "What? Me? No way. I did my part. Take your help. Sarge and Puddle need the exercise. I'll stay here and hold the fort."


  "Ha. That's ha, like in half a ha-ha, Garrett."


  "Some guys got no sense of humor."


  "You talking about me? I gave you a parrot, didn't I?"


  "My point exactly."


  "What can you do? People just won't show any gratitude anymore. All right. Let's go see the man."


  I smirked. Behind Morley's back. No sense having him figure out who was manipulating whom. Not just yet.
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  I began to wonder if there wasn't an alert out with my name on it. Three times we tried to go up the Hill and three times patrols got in our way. Unbelievably bad luck.


  Morley snapped, "Don't be so cheerful!"


  I started to open my mouth.


  "And don't give me that dog barf about never being disappointed if you only look for the worst."


  "You are in a fine mood, aren't you?" I reflected a moment. "We've known each other too long, you realize?"


  "You can say that again."


  "All right. We've known each other. . . ."


  "And you turn into a bigger wiseass every day I know you. The Garrett I used to know. . . ." Off he hared on an expedition into reality revision. We live in different worlds. He remembers nothing the way I do. Maybe that's cultural.


  The old work ethic paid off. Fourth try we got through. As we gained the high ground, I muttered, "I was beginning to think my magic gizmo was working backwards."


  "Your what?"


  "Uh . . . I have this amulet thing. Somebody uses a tracing spell on me, I can steer them off."


  "Oh?" Morley eyed me suspiciously.


  I don't tell him everything. And he keeps things from me. You just don't share everything, friends or not.


  As we neared that grim gray canyon of a Hilltop street we grew cautious. I found myself feeling nervous in a premonitory way. And Morley said, "I have a strange feeling about this."


  "It is quiet. But it's always quiet up here. These people want it that way."


  "You feel it, too."


  "I feel something."


  But we saw no one, sniffed out no slightest scent of a patrol ambush.


  We approached the Jenn place through the alley. And strolled right on past, pretending we were scouts for the ratmen who would come for the trash.


  Someone had employed the balcony route to get inside. Someone not very circumspect. We judged the break-in to be recent because there was no evidence of the patrol having taken corrective action.


  I told Morley, "I need to go in there."


  Dotes didn't argue, but he wasn't enthralled by the notion. He observed, "The roof hatch is unlatched—if nobody cared how we got out before."


  We'd left it unlatched because the catch couldn't be worked from outside. "Just what I wanted to do today. Clamber around rooftops."


  "You're the one can't leave well enough alone."


  "The firelord is paying me very well not to."


  "All right. Let's don't bicker." Morley looked around. I looked around. We could've been surrounded by a ghost city. Other than the buildings, there was no evidence of human presence.


  "Spooky," I muttered, while Morley scampered up a downspout like some pointy-eared ape. I dragged my bulk after, groaned as he helped me roll onto a flat roof. "I thought I was getting back in shape." Puff puff.


  "Tipping a beer stein doesn't stress your leg muscles nearly enough. Come on."


  Beer stein? I was getting to be a wiseass? Uh-oh.


  Starting after Morley, I glanced back into the alley and spotted a housemaid on a balcony down the way, gaping at us. She had come out while we were climbing. "Trouble," I told Morley. "A witness."


  "Keep low, then. If she doesn't see where we go, we'll have enough time."


  But time for what? I had real strong doubts about the wisdom of my approach, now.


  As we neared the roof hatch, I noted that Morley seemed to lack confidence, too. But he was a dark elf, partly. He wouldn't back down without more reason than a growing premonition.
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  We listened intently, heard nothing on the other side of the hatch. Grimly, I prized it open an inch. Morley listened with his better ears, peered into the inner darkness with his better eyes. He sniffed, frowned slightly.


  "What?" I whispered.


  "I don't know."


  "Someone there?"


  "Not that. Open it up. We need to hurry."


  I lifted. There was no racket in the street yet, but I doubted that that would last. Light poured into the stairwell. Neither villain nor monster rose to greet us.


  Morley descended quickly. I followed less swiftly, it having gotten inky dark in there once I shut the hatch again. We entered the top story without incident. Morley kept sniffing the air. So did I. I sucked in enough dust to have to fight sneezing. But there was something. . . .


  A sound echoed up from below, a moaning wail like the last cry of a lost soul. "Spooks," I said again.


  "No."


  No. He was right. Somebody was being hurt badly. I'd just have preferred spooks.


  We grew more cautious.


  Confident that that floor was untenanted, we stole down a level. I murmured, "We're going too slow."


  Morley agreed. "But what can we do?" Twice more we heard that cry of agonized despair.


  What we could do was get out before the goon squad showed.


  The next floor down showed evidence of human habitation. Morley and I held silent debate over the numbers, which had to have been more than a half dozen and possibly the whole crowd from that ugly warehouse.


  Another cry. From the top of the stair that led down to the second floor we could hear remote voices engaged in argument. Morley held up three fingers, then four. I nodded agreement. Four. Plus whoever was getting hurt.


  The Rainmaker had his reputation for torture, I recalled.


  That smell in the air was stronger but not yet strong enough to identify.


  Morley kept hesitating about going on down. I no longer wanted to risk even a whisper so had to trust his instincts. As he did start down, something made a clunking racket on the floor below. We froze. Surprise, surprise.


  Three very large male individuals dripping sharp steel galumphed across our field of view and headed down the stair to the ground floor. Patrol thugs. Come on the scene via the balcony door, I guessed. Moving fast because somebody tripped over his bootlace and gave them all away.


  Morley whispered urgently, "Hide!" He jerked a thumb heavenward. I nodded. It did seem likely that younger and more agile guards would take the path we'd used.


  Our timing was superb. No sooner had we ducked under the dustcovers shielding adjacent antiques than we heard lots of boots hustling down from above. I worried about sneezes betraying me. Then I worried about footprints in the dust. I couldn't recall if there had been enough prior traffic to disguise our movements.


  An uproar broke out downstairs. Sounded like a major battle: lots of metal banging metal, people yelling and screaming, furniture crashing. I guessed patrol types had entered at ground level, too.


  A pseudopod of combat scaled the stairs. The expected gang from the roof arrived and jumped in. The hollering and cussing grew ferocious, but I kept squeezing my nose anyway. With my luck, those guys would notice even a little sputter of a sneeze.


  It got brisk. For a while, despite their edge in the odds, I thought the patrol guys would lose out. They lacked motivation. They hadn't hired on to get killed protecting property.


  I never doubted that people were dying.


  The guys on the stairs launched an angry counterattack.


  After that the battle lasted only minutes. Soon it left the house for the street. The patrol bunch hollered in angry pursuit of those they had routed.


  Came a scratch on the sheet concealing me. I gripped my headknocker, ready for a mighty two-handed swing. Morley whispered, "Let's go. Before they come back to look around."


  He was right, of course. They would be back. But at the moment we were invisible—assuming the patrol thought the people downstairs were the guys that maid had seen.


  The silence didn't last. I picked out a groan followed by something I hadn't heard for years—the rasp of a man with a punctured lung trying desperately to breathe.


  Morley and I descended in spurts, always ready to flee. We encountered casualties, all of whom had rolled to the bottom of the stair ending on the second floor. None of the four would brawl again.


  I knew that smell—now it was fresh and strong.


  Blood.


  Three of the fallen wore crude patrol uniforms. The fourth had fought them.


  "Know this guy?" I asked Morley, sure he knew pro thugs better than I did. And I had recognized Hammerhand Nicks, middleweight enforcer type for the Outfit.


  "Yes." Dotes seemed to grow still more alert.


  I told him, "I'm going down." Not that I wanted to.


  I made my feet move. I did want to know.


  The smell of death grew dense.


  Three more patrol types lay dead in the ground floor hall where the stair ended. Blooded steel lay everywhere. I found another syndicate character there, just less than dead. I beckoned Morley. "Gericht Lungsmark?"


  He nodded. "Over there. Wenden Tobar."


  More Outfit hitters. Lungsmark groaned. I moved away. Didn't want him seeing me if he opened his eyes. "She figured it out before I did."


  "Maybe." Dotes eased toward the next room, whence came the sounds of the man with respiratory difficulties. "Or maybe she had help."


  "Oh?"


  "Lot of ears in my place." He started to say my name, recalled that this was not the best place. "If somebody told somebody and that somebody moved fast. . . ."


  Maybe, but I shook my head. Likely the Outfit did have the pull to get the patrols to do a favor, but. . . . "They—"


  Morley made a silencing gesture.


  No. The patrols wouldn't get into it with the Outfit without they didn't know they were up against syndicate guys.


  Come to think of it, the hoods probably did the logical thing and snatched themselves a pirate off the street outside my place.


  Morley gestured again, slipped through the doorway. I went to the other side, crouching.


  We found the fellow with the breathing problem, one Barclay Blue, journeyman bonebreaker. "Going to be some advancement opportunities, looks like," I said.


  Morley scowled. His situation was way less comfortable than mine. Further, there was the question of why Contague associates had gotten into a deadly battle high on the Hill. Not politic, that.


  Next room boasted the remains of the main encounter. The Outfit guys had come from farther back and met the invaders there. At least one patrol Bruno had carried a crossbow. I counted eight corpses. Four were Outfit. Some fine antiques had been rendered kindling. Blood covered everything.


  I didn't like the implications. Things had gotten way out of hand.


  We entered the dining room I'd shared with Maggie Jenn. I understood why the Outfit guys hadn't been willing to surrender.


  The stench of death was heavy. Most of the chairs at the table had dead or probably soon to be dead people tied into them. I recognized the old guys from the warehouse, Zeke, the woman who had served Maggie and me, and others I'd seen on the street. Nobody's breathing was real robust.


  I said, "They were hiding here."


  "There were two battles. Belinda Contague won the first one."


  Fourteen people were tied into the chairs. Zeke and Mugwump were among the breathing. Excepting several guys who obviously got themselves killed when the thugs moved in, everyone had been tortured. None of the survivors were conscious.


  Morley asked. "You see any Rainmaker? I don't. No Maggie Jenn, either."


  "He's famous for not being there when the shit comes down." I double-checked Mugwump. He was the healthiest of the survivors.


  "Yes. He is. What are you doing?"


  "Cutting the guy loose. Sometimes I do stuff just because it feels right."


  "Think you'll find anything useful here?"


  "Probably not." I noted that we were no longer a we. "Probably be a good idea to go." We'd have the victorious patrolmen back soon and the Guard right behind them.


  A bloody knife lay on the floor, probably a torture instrument. I placed it in front of Mugwump. "So let's scat."
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  "Freeze, slimeblog!"


  Huh?


  I was always a rebel. I didn't freeze. I didn't even check to see if I was outnumbered.


  Neither did Morley. And he was where the speaker couldn't see him.


  I dove, rolled, came to my feet out of view, charged. Morley attacked from the other side of the doorway, low, shrieking.


  One lone heavyweight had thought he could bluff me. He didn't pull it off.


  Morley smacked and kicked him about nineteen times. I whacked away with a headknocker rendered magically unbreakable. Down the man went, his expression saying it just wasn't fair. Poor baby. I knew what he meant. Just when you think you've got it knocked, along comes some clown with a bigger stick.


  Morley and I got no time to congratulate ourselves. More patrol types materialized. After the intellectual form of their subspecies, one demanded, "What's going on here?"


  Bippetty-bappetty-bopp!


  I was not unaware that real heroes flail around with singing swords while I rated only an enchanted hunk of oak.


  Morley whooped and hollered and popped guys all over the place. He was having a great time. He could hustle when he was motivated.


  We broke through. We headed upstairs, disdaining the front way because every thug on the Hill had gathered to attend the business of counting bodies, cussing villains, and abusing captives.


  My normally abysmal luck failed to assert itself completely, mostly because the patrol guys were making so much racket. They couldn't hear me and Morley getting away.


  "Let's try the balcony first," Morley suggested. "And quickly."


  I didn't expect an easy getaway. Anybody with half a brain would have posted guards at every potential exit.


  You never know, though, when you're dealing with TunFaire's bonebreakers. Most can't think past the next arm they mean to twist. They're efficient and technically polished within their specialty but feeble when it comes to planning and making decisions.


  There had been a major engagement on the second floor, back toward the balcony door. There was a lot of blood but no bodies. Blood trails indicated that several bodies had been dragged out of what had been a lumber room last time I looked. My impression was that here was where the Outfit's invasion first met serious resistance. I wondered why. That room was no place to make a stand.


  I took time out to look it over.


  What the hell?


  Seconds later, Morley called from the balcony exit, "What're you doing? Come on! There's nobody out there right now."


  I finished scanning the vellum sheet, one of several pages come loose from a book evidently damaged during the fighting. The rest of the book was gone. The loose pages might have gotten lost during a hasty getaway.


  "I'm going to leave you here," Morley threatened.


  I folded the vellum, slipped it into my shirt. Best to get going and not pique Morley's suspicion. I'd read the story before, anyway. The whole book, not just one page.


  I reached the balcony, saw that Morley had given up on me and dropped into the alleyway. I glanced right and left, spied no trouble moving in. I landed beside Dotes. "We probably ought to split up now."


  He eyed me closely. He's sure that any time I know what I want, I'm up to something that won't be to his advantage. I can't fathom why he would think that way. I said, "Do me a big one. Couple hours from now I'm going to lead that clumsy guy down to your neighborhood. Help me grab him."


  "Why?"


  "I want to talk to Winger. He'll know where to find her."


  He gave me another glimpse of his suspicious side, then told me, "Be careful. Right now, they're touchy around here. They'll jump anything that moves."


  I nodded, less concerned about me than about him.
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  I wasn't in a real good mood. I didn't turn cartwheels when Colonel Block waved his clowns off and told me, "Cheer up, Garrett. It's all straightened out."


  "How can you put these clowns on the street if they can't recognize a pass put out by their own beloved captain?" What, me worry about getting off the Hill? I had passes and paper from a troop of heavyweights.


  "The fellow who reads and writes doesn't normally opt for a career in law enforcement. And you'll have to admit that you refused to provide any good reason for being where you were found."


  "Where I was found? I was—"


  "Detained, then."


  "And with way too much enthusiasm. I did try to cooperate. They wouldn't let me talk."


  "I will."


  "Huh?"


  "I'll let you explain. To your heart's content."


  A wise guy. I admonished myself to be careful. Quietly. "I was just trying to do what the Firelord hired me to do. I'd heard a rumor the Rainmaker was hiding out on the Hill."


  Block offered me a try again look. I wasn't snowing him. His agents would have relayed any such rumors. "What happened in that house, Garrett?"


  "You have me at a disadvantage, Captain."


  "It's Colonel, Garrett. As you know. And that's true. I do have you. If I wanted, I could send you over to the Al-Khar to be held for questioning. It's entirely possible for somebody to fall between the cracks there, same as in the Bledsoe."


  The Al-Khar is TunFaire's city jail. "Why you want to be like that?"


  "Mainly because I don't like to be jerked around. I have an eyewitness who saw two men climb a drain-spout. One of them was dressed exactly like you."


  "Without so many rips and tears, I'll bet. Doubtless a daring youth out pretending to swash a few buckles. An amazing coincidence."


  "Witness summoned the local patrol. Patrol went looking around and found a house showing multiple signs of forced entries. Inside they found lots of corpses and plenty of people willing to fight. I wouldn't accuse you of stretching any rules, Garrett. Not you. You're not that kind of guy. But I'd bet that if I wanted to spring for a cut-rate diviner, I could place you inside that house. Hm?"


  I admitted nothing.


  "Give me a hint, Garrett. Who were those people?"


  I could discern no obvious profit in keeping my yap shut and sliding farther out of official favor. "Some were the Rainmaker's people."


  "Was that so hard?"


  Of course it was. Guys like me aren't supposed to cooperate with guys like him, especially if doing so would save some headaches. In my racket, you're supposed to be troll-stubborn. Apparently, dumb is supposed to help, too. "The others answered to the Combine. I've heard that a long time ago Cleaver had some part in the death of Chodo's brother." I doubted Block was hearing much that was news.


  "I see. And Chodo pays his debts."


  "Always."


  Block had stayed seated, fortified behind his desk. Now he picked up a folded document bearing a fancy seal, tapped it against his desk top. "How bad will it get, Garrett? We in for a gang war?" That wouldn't look good on his record.


  "I doubt it. You know Chodo's rep. Cleaver had to hire his muscle out of town. After this fiasco, he'll have not friends left. His dearest boyfriend is gonna ask ‘Grange Who?' "


  Block kept tapping that document. It looked more legal by the minute. He mused, "So many people interested in Grange Cleaver." He waved that paper. "Including mine, now." As if only then realizing what he held, he said, "This just came in. One Grange Cleaver is to be found and brought before the Court of Honor of the Magistry of Manpower Procurement. There's no record of him having performed his obligated service to the realm." You had to be there to get the full effect of Block's seditious sneer and sarcastic tone.


  I grunted. Hadn't I thought maybe Cleaver was a dodger?


  "I'm not going to strain myself trying to round up dodgers. Get out of here, Garrett."


  I patted myself. Yep, I'd gotten back everything that was mine. Block's crew were almost honest. I started to take his advice.


  "Wait!"


  Damn! I knew he'd change his mind. "What?"


  "You still seeing Belinda Contague?"


  He knew too much about me. "No."


  "Too bad. I thought you might suggest to her that her dad recall that it's to be kept off the Hill."


  "Oh." A slightly more than gentle hint that he wanted all that passed along. "I don't think there'll be a problem again." Since all of Belinda's thugs dumb enough to get involved up there were no longer with us.


  I got out.
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  It had been a long, hard day. And it was just getting started. Aching all over, looking way too much like a guy who got into one-sided brawls with zealous minions of public safety, I sneaked through the postern door of the Royal Library. Which was a whole lot less of a big deal than you might think.


  Old Jake was supposed to keep that door secure, but when he did that his wartime cronies couldn't get in with supplies of liquid refreshments. Old Jake was all the security the library had. He didn't get around so well on his wooden leg, but his heart was in the right place. Linda Lee had a bad habit of saying he was me at twice the age.


  Jake was asleep. What the hell. There wasn't a lot in the library your average thief would consider worth stealing.


  I slipped past the grizzled old goat. He was snoring. I'd seldom seen him do anything else. Hard to believe he'd been given a job for life because he'd lost his leg becoming one of the all-time heroes of the Royal Marines. Sometimes it's better to have your legends dead.


  I went looking for Linda Lee. I hoped I wouldn't scare many of her coworkers before I found her. They were easily spooked.


  She found me.


  I was peeking around the end of a stand of shelves—stacks, in the approved jargon—when she spoke behind me. "What the hell are you doing in here?"


  I caught my breath, got it back where it belonged, made sure my feet were back on the floor, then turned around. "I'm thrilled to see you, too. You're as lovely as ever."


  She looked me up and down. Her cute upper lip wrinkled. "You just stay where you are. And answer the question."


  I opened my mouth, but she didn't stop. "You really ought to take more trouble with your personal appearance. Good grooming is important. Come on. What are you doing here?"


  I opened my mouth.


  "You're going to get me into bad trouble—"


  I pounced. I clapped a hand over her mouth. She wiggled a little—a not unpleasant experience. "I wanted to talk about the book somebody stole from you. Was it a first edition of The Raging Blades?"


  She managed to stop wiggling and started listening. She shook her head.


  Startled, I growled, "Damn it! I really thought I had it locked." I turned her loose.


  "It was a first of The Steel-Game. The library has had it since early imperial times." She went on about some ancient emperor having wanted to assemble a set so he could seek Eagle's fabulous horde, about how no outsider could have known the book existed.


  I expelled some remarks of my own. "Ha! I was right! Wrong book but right idea." I produced the fragment of vellum I'd lifted from Maggie Jenn's place, a solitary page from The Metal-Storm, edition uncertain, but people had died trying to protect it from other people who hadn't cared about it at all. The intensity of that encounter had set the tone for the atrocities that followed.


  Linda Lee asked, "What about The Raging Blades? We've never had a first of that one."


  "Because I saw a copy the other day. Somewhere where it shouldn't have been. But I didn't realize that until today. Then I thought I could solve your troubles."


  I'd begun developing troubles of my own. Linda Lee wouldn't stay still. I couldn't stay focused. She was too close and too warm and had begun purring like she really appreciated my thinking of her.


  "You just come on down here, Jack! I'll show you. You wouldn't believe me, but I'll show you."


  A voice muttered, "I wouldn't believe you if you told me the sky was up, old woman."


  "You fell asleep. You go ahead and lie, but we all know you fell asleep at your post and let an outsider get in. You're too old."


  I hated that woman's voice almost as much as I hated the voice of the Goddamn Parrot despite having heard it only a few times. Those few were a few too many. It was nails on slate, whined through the nose, always complaining.


  "Talking about old, you been dead three years but too damned stupid to realize it. Still got people to make miserable, too." Old Jack didn't care if he hurt her feelings, but it wasn't likely he would. She was two-thirds deaf.


  "You were sound asleep when I came to get you."


  "I was resting my eyes, you impossible hag." Clump! Old Jack collapsed. His fingers weren't too nimble anymore. When he got in a hurry, he sometimes failed to get his wooden leg strapped on right.


  I gave Linda Lee a peck on the forehead. "I'd better run."


  "Later." She winked fetchingly. I've always had a soft spot for women who wink. "Promise," she breathed, then went to help Old Jack. She ignored the old woman, who didn't miss the attention. She was doing just fine carrying two sides of an argument herself.


  I ducked out of sight. The old man hadn't seen me, so he started spouting off about frustrated old maids who imagine men lurking behind every stack.
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  A long, hard day, and not yet done. I had aches where plenty of people don't have places. I'd walked too many miles and had been thumped too many times. Hell, this was like the bad old days when the Dead Man made sure I got no rest at all.


  I told myself I would make one last stop, then I would hang it up for the day. Then I groaned. I recalled my arrangement with Morley.


  Not Winger on top of everything else. Why had I done that?


  Good soldier, I soldiered on.


  I wondered what bean-brained civilian had come up with that one. Every soldier I ever knew never moved a muscle unless that was the final option.


  I sensed trouble long before I hove in sight of Wixon and White. That end of town was silent with the silence that bubbles around immediate, terrible violence.


  The moment passed. The ghouls were gathering when I reached the storefront, panting over the bloody wreckage.


  One look and I knew smart money would choose putting one set of toes in front of the other and repeating the process briskly. In my case, while facing in a southeasterly direction. But I just had to take a fast look around the shop.


  

  


  


  Colonel Block banished his henchmen with a wave. "Cheer up, Garrett. It's all straightened out now."


  "Must be an echo in here." Not to mention way too much sunlight. The stuff flooded in through an open, eastern window casement at gale force. It was way too early for any reasonable man to be upright. Block obviously wasn't reasonable. Tell the truth, I wasn't feeling real reasonable myself. "We've got to stop meeting like this."


  "Wasn't my idea, Garrett. You enjoy your accommodations?"


  I'd spent a too-short night on a straw pallet in a stinking cell in the Al-Khar, charged with being a possible witness. "The fleas and lice and bedbugs enjoyed my visit." They should feel right at home. Block was a dirty dog.


  "This is where you tell me why my men found you right in the middle of another massacre."


  "Somebody yelled for help and your gang actually showed up. I was amazed." The old Watch would have headed the other direction, just to make sure nobody got hurt that didn't need hurting. "Thought you said it was all straightened out."


  "I meant I know you didn't slice anybody into cold cuts. Witness says you showed after the screaming stopped. I want to know why what happened happened. And how come you were there."


  "Grange Cleaver."


  "That's it?" He waited for me to say more. I didn't. "I see no connection. Maybe you'll enlighten me. Meantime, you should know it looks like some really nasty black magic did the killing."


  I nodded, but I didn't believe it. "That's what doesn't make sense." Someone made it look like magical murder. I was willing to bet Robin and Penny had kept their appointment with doom through the agency of a devil named Cleaver, once again trying to point a false finger at Marengo North English. Made me think Emerald Jenn was holed up with North English and Cleaver wanted to bust her loose.


  "Why do I got a feeling you're being too cooperative, Garrett?"


  "What? Now what the hell do you want? I answer your questions, you get aggravated. I don't answer them, you get aggravated. If I wanted aggravation, I'd stay home and argue with the Dead Man."


  "You're answering questions, but I got a hunch you aren't telling me what I want to know."


  I took a deep breath. We were about set for one of those ferocious head-butting sessions so gratifying to men of our respective professions. I exhaled. . . .


  An ugly little breed stormed in. He scowled at me like I had no right to be cluttering up Block's office. I nodded. "Relway." He didn't respond.


  "It's started," he told Block.


  "Damn them." Block lost all interest in bugs as small as me. Must be fatter victims available somewhere else. He glared at me, though. "The Call." He stalked after his secret police chief, who was gone already. "Get out of here. And try not to stumble over any more bodies."


  Good advice all. Maybe he wasn't a complete dunce.


  What was that about The Call?


  Didn't take long to find out. I hit the street. Off east, looking like it might not be rooted far from my place, was a growing tree of smoke. I caught snatches of news from people rushing through the streets.


  A bar brawl had turned into major racial trouble. Humans were going after centaurs. Apparently, it hadn't gotten out of hand till somebody in The Call had served up an inflammatory diatribe and people had responded by firing the homes of centaur immigrants. Other species were becoming involved. There had been some kind of deadly guerrilla battle in the scaffolding festooning the Bledsoe. They were losing ground getting the hospital repaired.


  The insanity had begun. I hoped Block and Relway could contain it. At least this time.


  There would be other times. And they would get worse before they got better.


  People were going to get polarized real soon now.


  I walked carefully. And went about it visible to anyone who might have a tracking spell laid on me.
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  Slither and Ivy got on me the minute they let me in the house. "Guys. Guys! I want this kind of crap I can get married. I need food. I need sleep. I need a bath. I need that foul-mouth flamingo strangled so I can do the rest without getting so aggravated I have to kill somebody." The bird must have saved up for my homecoming.


  I got some money from the Dead Man's room, studied him suspiciously before I left. Was that a restrained amusement I sensed there for just a second?


  I sent Slither out for supplies. I told Ivy to let me have three hours of sleep. When he woke me up, I wanted food and bath water ready. Then I dragged me upstairs and splashed me into my bed. The Dead Man could get the bugs out later. I lay there tossing and turning and listening to the Goddamn Parrot cackle for half a sentence, then it was time to get up.


  Ivy did his part like that was all he had to live for. I rose on time. I scrubbed up in my ten-gallon copper tub. Downstairs, I found a classic breakfast waiting. Ivy was as drunk as a skunk, the Goddamn Parrot on his shoulder. The bird wasn't talking. It needed its whole attention just to hang on. Its breath was worse than Ivy's. Maybe Slither got him his own bottle. Good old Slither, looking out for everybody.


  I stuffed myself, then told the boys, "I was going to run you guys off again today, but I don't think I'm going to have time. Either of you has a good afternoon, I want you to get out and look for a place, find a job. I'm not going to take care of you forever."


  Slither nodded. Ivy said, "There's some letters for you."


  "Letters?"


  "We didn't let nobody see you," Slither explained. "Mainly on account of you wasn't here. So some people wrote you letters. We put them on your desk."


  There were three letters. Two showed no indication whence they sprang. The other bore Morley's chop. It was a nag about where the hell was I last night? He couldn't waste all his valuable time playing my games if I wasn't going to show up.


  By now he would know why I hadn't. Him and his thugs probably thought it was funny.


  I opened a letter that purported to be from Maggie Jenn. She wanted to meet. Oh? Right. "Slither! You remember who brought these?"


  The big man leaned through the doorway. "That one was brung by a lady. Cute little bug of a thing with red hair."


  Surprise, surprise. Bold little witch. . . . Oh, horrible thought! What if this was the real Maggie Jenn, come in from her island hideout?


  No. Because I didn't want that.


  "That one you done opened come from your friend with the funny ears."


  "Morley Dotes. I know." I picked up the last one. "How about this?"


  "One of them fellas that was here when I had my seizure brung that one."


  "One of those lunatics from The Call?"


  "Them fellas what tried to push you around."


  That didn't make sense. I supposed I'd have to open the letter to straighten it out.


  It was from Emerald Jenn. She would talk to me if I would meet her at a certain estate south of TunFaire. I didn't know the estate, but I did know the area. I'd met Eleanor out there. Folks down there were a lot like folks from the Hill—only way more reactionary. Their wealth consisted of land rather than treasure or power. A more smugly self-righteous, bigoted bunch would be hard to imagine.


  Emerald Jenn's suggested meeting place wasn't far from the main estate of Marengo North English.


  Interesting.


  "How is your memory, Slither?"


  "I'm pretty good today, Garrett."


  He didn't sound good, but I had to take his word. "Need you to run over to Morley's. Tell him I'm coming, he wants to get on with what we talked about last night. You manage that?"


  He thought about it. "I can do it. You got it. Now?"


  "Always a great time to start."


  "Pretty rough out there, Garrett. They're killing each other in the streets."


  "Take Ivy, makes you feel better."


  "I was thinking about you."


  "I'll take my chances." Wise ass. Do I carry a sign only I can't see? Garrett's ego. Kick here.


  I occupied the stoop in order to field marshal Slither's departure. I checked the street, too. "I know how a horse apple feels," I told Ivy, who was inside the doorway and had to have the allusion explained. "Flies?"


  All my fans were back. Except for the fierce pirates. Grange Cleaver friends seemed scarce.


  I predicted that, didn't I?


  I shrugged, went inside, and scribbled a note to Maggie Jenn. Ivy could give it to whomever came around to get my reply.
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  "Getting predictable in your old age," I told Dotes, settling beside him on the exact set of steps where I'd guessed he would be waiting.


  "Me? I'm here because I knew this is where you would come looking. I didn't want you wasting time stumbling around looking for me."


  Invisible sign. Absolutely. "Can we take him?"


  "He's caught. Nobody is so lucky he gets out of what I have set." He glanced left, at smoke rising in the distance. "Quiet out." The street should have been busier.


  All streets should have been busier. Slither was right. They were killing each other out here—though it wasn't as bad as it could have been. Block's heavies were fast on their feet. And they had the army garrison to help discourage disorder.


  Trouble never got a chance to grow up.


  Too, word was out that Marengo North English didn't approve. He said this wasn't the time. The captains of many sister nut groups agreed. They asked for restraint now, promising license later.


  "Interesting times," I told Morley.


  "It's always something." Like he hadn't the least concern. "Well, here's our guest."


  The clumsy guy smelled a rat. He was moving carefully. Trouble was, his sniffer wasn't sensitive enough. It was too late by the time he got a good whiff.


  Morley waved. "Come on over."


  The guy looked around. Just the way he moved you could tell he thought his luck was with him still. He was in it up to his chin but knew he always got out. So maybe this time he would fall up and blow away on the breeze. A regular dandelion seed.


  Morley's friends and relatives and employees closed a ring. Luck failed its compact with our man. Gravity didn't reverse itself.


  I thumbed a wood chip while Morley watched the man get a grip on his disappointment.


  "Pull up a step, Ace," I told him.


  He did, but he had the fidgets. He kept looking for his lucky exit.


  I told him, "I didn't really want you. But I can't get ahold of Winger." Not that I'd tried.


  "What? Who?"


  "Your girlfriend. Big blond goof with no common sense, always has an angle, never tells the truth if a lie will do. Her."


  "Part of that fits everybody in this thing," Morley said. "Even up on the Hill, they turned the truth to quicksilver."


  "Untruths, too."


  "Quicksilver lies. I like that."


  "Deadly quicksilver lies." I spotted friend C.J. Carlyle. "Look who missed the slaughter at Maggie Jenn's place."


  Our guest eyed us as though he was sure we were loony. Winger must have mentioned my stint in the Bledsoe. He never noticed C.J. I said, "No telling what story you got from Winger. She comes up with some tall ones. I've known her since she came to town. I don't remember her ever telling the truth if there wasn't a profit in it."


  Our man didn't reply, but his skill at hiding his thoughts did not exceed his skill at tailing.


  He was inept but loyal. He stayed clammed. I told him, "I want to get ahold of her mainly as a friend." That hadn't been the case the night before. A few hours had altered my perspective. "I no longer think she could tell me anything I don't know. I am sure I know a few things she doesn't. Things that could get her killed. Maybe right after they get you killed."


  Not only did I get him thinking, I got his attention.


  He didn't plan to die for love. Guys just aren't romantic anymore. He had something going with Winger—and he had a real good idea just what that was worth.


  He didn't speak up, though.


  "She isn't going to get those books," I told him. "Not a chance. All the guts and luck you can muster won't get that done."


  The man stayed clammed. So did Morley, though he looked like he wanted to hear more. I told him, "When you get past all the blown smoke, Winger and Cleaver are after a set of first editions of When No Ravens Went Hungry. Winger has the notion she can get them away from the Rainmaker." She had an even sillier notion that she could decipher the clues in them once she had them.


  "The woman doesn't suffer from any lack of self-confidence."


  "Trouble is, she's digging through the wrong haystack. The Rainmaker doesn't have the firsts. He could have grabbed them all, but he didn't pay attention so the one he did come up with got away."


  Morley gave me a big evil dark-elf grin. "Why do I get the feeling you're going to explain everything again? How come I have the notion I ought to bet the deed to the Joy House against you?"


  I snarled at our captive, "Tell Winger she's wasting her dreams. Cleaver can't lay hands on more than two books. Go on. Get out of here."


  Baffled, the man went, maybe thinking he had found another angle to his luck.


  Morley asked, "What was that? I set up a major operation, then you mutter some cryptic stuff at the guy and let him go."


  "You fooling somebody? You know this mess has got to do with Eagle's treasure."


  "Maybe. Sort of. I had a passing interest when I thought you'd stumbled onto something there in the West End."


  "What you told me then was the key to the whole thing," I exaggerated. That wasn't a lie. Not really. Not exactly.


  The truth was I was guessing again, playing with the known information. I had it figured out, but as Dotes hinted, I'd been wrong before. I yelled after Winger's friend, "Tell Winger what I said." To Morley, "She'll ignore me and do something dumb, but this way my conscience will be satisfied."
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  I expected more grief about letting Winger's guy go. But after the one snip, Morley leaned back and, apparently, never gave it a second thought.


  I started to nag him.. . . .


  "Can it, Garrett. Once upon a time I had a notion. But I changed my mind."


  I awarded him the grandfather of all raised eyebrows.


  "Last night Julie wasn't there to distract me. I got to thinking about Eagle's saga. And guess what I realized? Nowhere does it say that the jerk was really rich—by our standards."


  I indulged in a self-satisfied smirk. My good buddy was telling me I'd figured the angles right. "You ever wonder how Eagle murdered those slaves? If he was so blind and feeble he needed them to haul and bury his treasure, how could he get the angle on them slick enough to off them all?"


  Obviously, Morley hadn't wondered. "Sometimes I do like the way your mind works, Garrett."


  "Let me tell you something you maybe don't know." I hadn't known till I got it from Linda Lee, back when I was reading sagas. "Most of the sagas were composed at the instigation of the guys they're about. The No Ravens thing was done by Eagle's sister's grandson, partly in collaboration with the old man himself. And they started long before the business of the mocking women, the treasure, and the murdered slaves."


  "I'm sure you'll get to the point eventually."


  "You see it. Unless you're slower than you pretend. Say a guy is paying to have puff stories written about him. Not only will he decide what he wants put in and built up, he'll decide what gets played down or left out."


  "You mean like maybe Eagle wasn't a big success just because he was treacherous and quick with a blade? Maybe he had a small natural talent as a wizard?"


  "Bingo! He was accused by others, but obviously it wasn't anything major, nothing backed by formal training. He wouldn't have stayed quiet about it if he'd had a sheepskin declaring him a heavyweight ass-kicker. But he had something that helped him slide through the tight places."


  "There'll be curses on the treasure, then."


  "That's the way these things are done."


  "There'll be ill-tempered ghosts in the neighborhood."


  "What are murders for?"


  The Eagle sort isn't uncommon. Usually he tries to parlay his lucky genetic draw into a big, fast score. Manipulating the fall of dice is a favorite pastime. Hobbling around on crutches after getting found out is another.


  "Also, if you ask me, it couldn't be much of a treasure, even if it hasn't been found. They figured wealth different back then."


  "Indeed. And here's a thought." Which he didn't bother to relate.


  "Well?" I snapped.


  "Just checking to see if you've taken up your partner's evil habit of reading minds. Or have started reasoning from the available evidence."


  "Not me."


  "Silver, Garrett. Silver. You said it. They figured wealth differently in primitive times. Silver wasn't worth much."


  It was now, though. Even with the war seemingly settled and the mines solidly in Karentine hands, the silver shortage was severe. The disappearance of silver coinage threatened to strangle business.


  Silver fuels most heavyweight sorcery. Lately its value has been on a par with gold. The Royal Mint has been valiant in its efforts to produce alternate means of exchange, some of which are pretty unwieldy.


  Silver. An apparent opportunity to unearth an old cache would excite all sorts of greed.


  "By the Devil Harry," I swore, rolling out one of my granny's favorites. "Maybe you just tripped over the real core of the thing." That might even explain why a nose-hoister like Marengo North English would take an interest in the daughter of the notorious Maggie Jenn. It might explain why all this insanity had come to a head at this point in time.


  The silver shortage wasn't likely to ease soon. Maybe never if the wrong people grabbed control of mine production.


  "But what do I do about it?" I muttered.


  Morley frowned my way. "Excuse me?"


  "I think you're right. We have all sorts interested in Eagle's treasure because of the distorted metals market. People who wouldn't have given it a thought in normal times. Probably including my honey's daddy."


  "Here comes that explanation." He stunned me by hoisting an eyebrow.


  I got my breath back. "You been practicing."


  "Almost forever. What about Chaz's father?"


  "Call it intuition, but I'd bet your deed to the Joy House that what he really hated losing to the Rainmaker and Maggie back when was a first edition of the middle volume of When No Ravens Went Hungry. Which Emerald took when she ran away from home. Which she gave to Wixon and White for safekeeping, or they got it away somehow. That book is why I was hired. It's why Emerald was framed up with the black magic stuff. Cleaver knew where she was. He couldn't get to her. He thought he'd toss me in there to butt heads with the human rights guys and maybe break her loose."


  I rolled right along till I took note of Morley's smug smile. He stared into infinity, listening with half an ear. "What?"


  "I was right. It's another explanation. You realize your theories clash?"


  "We're not talking mutually exclusive, though. We have a lot of secret motives driving people. You aren't helping me for the same reason I'm helping Chaz's pop."


  "I won't argue that, though I wish I was. You made up your mind yet?"


  "Huh?"


  "About what to do now."


  "I'm going to stroll out to this estate. See what Emerald says."


  "Flashing more nerve than brains, Garrett. You're jumping into deep doodoo."


  I laughed. The professional lifetaker couldn't say one word that flowed easily from naughty six-year-olds. "With my eyes open."


  "You're doing a Winger on me, aren't you?"


  "What?"


  "You've got an angle."


  "I'm just not as paranoid as you. And I know how to talk to those people. You stroke their egos and let them think you love the cracks in their pots and they'll act like you're visiting royalty."


  Dotes didn't agree but didn't argue. He suggested, "Maybe you'll take Saucerhead along?"
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  I didn't take Saucerhead. I didn't need any help. I was just going to chat with a teenage girl.


  I didn't take anybody but me because I sold myself the notion that Marengo North English was committed to an old-fashioned, rigidly fair way of doing things.


  So I fooled myself. Eagerness to meet Emerald Jenn didn't take me anywhere near Marengo North English. The estate belonged to the character who had sent his pals to roust me, a fact I could have determined had I bothered to do a little homework before hitting the trail. One Elias Davenport owned The Tops. Elias Davenport thought Marengo North English was a candyass who was just pussyfooting around the human rights thing. Elias was ready to act.


  I didn't listen when Slither told me who brought Emerald's invitation.


  Getting onto the grounds of The Tops wasn't a problem. Managing a sit-down with Emerald was a little more trouble.


  Silly me. I thought they'd let me see her, get me out of their hair, forget the whole thing. I had no idea they were out of control.


  I figured it out, though.


  The guys who smiled me through the manor gate shed their senses of humor when the gate chunked shut. Their eyes got mean. They kept on grinning, but the only part of the joke they wanted to share was the punchline. Kidney high.


  The guys who'd visited my place ambled out of the shrubbery. Didn't look like their manners had improved.


  They made me so nervous I hit them back first, shielded by the spell that put me out of focus to anybody trying to concentrate on me. Damn, that was a neat one! They hopped and flailed and swung and cussed and missed me like a bunch of drunks. Meanwhile, I was hard at work with my mystical head-knocker, scattering unconscious bodies. Davenport's gardeners were going to be busy picking up fertilizer for a while.


  I amazed myself. But we're all capable of amazing behavior once we're adequately motivated.


  The Davenport mansion couldn't be seen from the gate. I undertook an odyssey across vast expanses of manicured lawn, maneuvering between sculpted shrubs and trees. Almost got lost in a maze created from hedges. Gawked my way through an incredible formal flower garden, thinking half the people of the Bustee slum (every one a human) could've supported themselves farming that ground.


  The Davenport place was enough to kindle revolutionary fervor in a stone. Something about it shrieked contempt for every race.


  I didn't march up to the door and hazard the mercies of another Ichabod. Once I spied the main house I resorted to my old recon training. I sneaked and hustled and lurked and tiptoed till I got to the rear of the house. There were plenty of people around and plenty saw me, but they were cringing characters wearing tattered Venageti military apparel. They were employed at such socially useful tasks as trimming grass with scissors. They pretended blindness. I returned the favor, didn't see their humiliation.


  Never had I thought prisoners of war might be reduced to this. Not that I had any love for the Venageti. You got people chasing you through the swamps, trying to kill you, making you eat snakes and bugs to stay alive, you won't develop much sympathy if they stumble later. Still, there was an essential wrongness about their situation. And the core of it, I suspected, was that Elias Davenport wouldn't distinguish between vanquished foes and the "lower orders" of Karentines.


  Elias must have had him a cushy desk mission far from the fighting back when he was serving his kingdom. Most ruling-class types get out to the killing grounds and discover that when they're cut they bleed the same as any farmboy or kid from the Bustee. "Sharp steel don't got no respect," one of my sergeants used to say, wearing a big-ass grin.


  I found a back door that wasn't locked or guarded. Why bother? Who was going to do a break-in in this loony nest? Who would dare discomfit Elias Davenport?


  (The name was a cipher to me at that point.)


  I don't mind folks being stinking rich. I'd like to get there someday myself, have me a little hundred-room shack on a thousand acres well stocked with hot and cold running redheads and maybe a pipeline direct from Weider's brewery. But I expect everybody to get there the same way I would: by busting their butts, not by burying some ancestor, then raising their noses.


  I know. It's a simpleminded outlook. I'm a simple guy. Work as hard as I need to, look out for my friends, do a little good here and there. Try not to hurt anybody needlessly.


  That house was a house of pain. You couldn't help feeling that as soon as you stepped inside. Sorrow and hurt were in its bones. The house now shaped its inhabitants as much as they shaped it.


  You find houses like that, old places possessed of their own souls, good or evil, happy or sad.


  This was a house possessed by disturbing silence.


  It should have had its own heartbeat, like a living thing, echoing comings and goings, creaking and rattling and thumping with the slamming of distant doors. But there were no sounds. The house seemed as empty as a discarded shoe—or Maggie Jenn's place up on the Hill.


  Spooky!


  I started thinking trap. I mean, those guys had been ready at the gate. A minute stalling around while somebody ran to the house, supposedly for permission, then they were all over me.


  Was I expected to get past them? Was I supposed to walk into . . . what?


  I grinned.


  Saucerhead says I think too much. Saucerhead is right. Once you commit, you'd better give up the what-ifs and soul-searchings, do your deed and scoot.


  I moved into the silence carefully, wearing a renewed grin. If I ever name my jobs, this one would have to be the Case of the Burglar Who Was the Good Guy. I was sneaking into every place I came to.


  Not that I wanted it that way. People made me.
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  I didn't have the strength to lift my eyes in search of the source of the voice that said, "You're a resourceful fellow, Mr. Garrett. And remarkably adept with a truncheon." The speaker had the nasal drawl of an old-line aristocrat, scion of a lineage dangling down from the age of empire.


  I barely retained the presence to wonder what had happened. One moment I'm trying to conjure a good rationale for my breaking and entering habit, the next I'm in a cold red place of echoes, tied into a hard chair, limp as a wet towel. No mental effort, however mighty, supplied details of intervening events.


  "Pay attention, Mr. Garrett. Otto."


  Fingers ungently buried themselves in my hair. The helpful presumptive Otto yanked my head back so I could do my blurry-eyed mouth-breather act in full view of a guy on some kind of elevated seat. He was just a terrible silhouette against a scarlet background.


  I was too dizzy to be scared. But I was hard at work trying to get control of my head so I could be. I recognized my surroundings from whispers about it by some less than sane acquaintances connected with The Call. I was in the star chamber of the Holy Vehm, the court of honor of The Call. Not being an active member, I had to assume I stood accused of being a traitor to my race. Only. . . .


  The way I'd heard, there were supposed to be three judges. The spook in the high seat should've been the meat in a lunatic sandwich.


  I focused my whole being on my tongue. "What the hell is going on?" I don't know why I bothered after the first few words. They all came out in a language even I didn't understand. But I'm an optimist. I kept trying. "I just came here to interview Emerald Jenn." Had I been given the tongue of a dwarf while I was out?


  "It takes the spell a while to wear off, lord," a voice announced from behind me.


  Can a silhouette glower? This one did. "I am aware of that fact, Otah." Otah? Like in Otto pronounced backward?


  I sagged again. A hearty yank on my hair helped me stay focused on the silhouette. A guy started slapping rny cheeks. That helped, too.


  Oh, heavens. Another guy stepped in to help the first. He was an exact copy of the other. Identical twin thugs? This concept was too bizarre. Time to wake up.


  I woke up but only to find identical cretins waling on my face. My tongue had lost its skill at dwarvish. I began to render opinions in only mildly accented Karentine. And my mind raced far ahead of my laggard tongue. "Do you realize to whom you are speaking?" the silhouette demanded. The guy sounded put out.


  "I did, I could've said something more specific about angles of approach and velocities of insertion."


  The silhouette snapped, "Control your vulgarity, Mr. Garrett. You broke into my home."


  "I was invited. To see Emerald Jenn."


  "I'm afraid that won't be possible."


  "She not around? Then I'd better be going."


  Davenport chuckled. He must have done well at crackpot villain school because he brought it up from the pit, full of evil promise. "Nonsense, Mr. Garrett. Really." He gave me another chuckle just as good as the first. "Where are the books?"


  "Huh?"


  "Where are the books?"


  Uh-oh. "What the hell you talking about?" I never thought anybody would ask me.


  "Do you think me naive, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I think you're a raving lunatic." Pow! Right in the chops. Chaz was going to have to do without a kiss next time we ran into each other. I guess Otto or Otah didn't agree with me.


  I also thought Davenport was a damned fool. He'd made the same mistake the Rainmaker's thugs had back in the dawn of time, when they hadn't emptied my pockets. His boys were fools, too, because they hadn't bothered to check. Davenport wouldn't have risked breaking a nail touching me himself.


  I had my stuff.


  I just needed to get to it. Nothing to that. Once I shed the twelve nautical miles of rope cocooning me.


  "Where are the books?"


  "Give me a clue, Bonzo. What the hell you talking about?"


  "Otto."


  Pow!


  As the constellations faded I suffered an idea. It wasn't the best I'd ever had. It was going to hurt.


  Typical Garrett plan.


  "The books, Mr. Garrett. Unaltered first editions of When No Ravens Went Hungry. Where are they?"


  "Ah. Those books. I don't have the faintest." Could he have been behind the wrecking of Penny and Robin?


  "I don't believe you."


  "You want to sell me the idea a jerk as stinking rich as you needs to bust people up and kill them and steal old books over a treasure as puny as Eagle's?"


  "The record says that treasure consisted entirely of silver, Mr. Garrett. To accomplish its purpose, The Call needs that silver."


  I lost my focus as I intuited the nature of his interest. He meant to become the boss crackdome.


  Silver was the fuel of sorcery. Black magic lurked behind The Call. Maybe the silver shortage was holding The Call back more than was any excess of reason, humanity, or common decency. Maybe the guy who brought the silver in would own The Call. And maybe whoever ran The Call would own the kingdom if the lunatics got their racist revolution rolling.


  "Marengo North English tell you to find it?"


  Elias Davenport said nothing for a moment, which confirmed what I'd guessed. Then, still not speaking, he came after me. He didn't exactly bound my way, though, and when he stepped into a better light I saw why. He was probably around when Eagle sneaked off with his slaves.


  He had a bulging, throbbing vein in his left temple. I suggested, "Don't have a stroke, old-timer."


  Shucks. He didn't. He just got really mad. He made a gesture that must have meant punch Garrett in the face till you turn him inside out because the twins really went to work.


  Felt great when they took a break. Gave me a chance to spit the blood out and suck some air.


  "Where are the missing pages, Mr. Garrett?" Davenport was shrieking now.


  


  


  


  67


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Yep, it sure wasn't the cleverest idea I ever had and it sure did hurt. I decided I'd strung them along long enough. "Shirt. Pocket," I gurgled. "Box. Key. To house."


  Davenport was right in my face, gagging me with foul breath caused by rotten teeth. He was so eager he didn't wait to hear the story I'd rehearsed. He pawed my shirtfront, found the box I wanted him to find, snatched it, and stumbled toward his high chair. Or whatever he called it.


  My ears rang like church gongs, but I still heard the buzz when the whatever in the box woke up. The twins heard it, too. "Please be careful, lord!" one squealed. "There's something wrong. . . ."


  Davenport fumbled the box open. I knew when because he screamed to let me know.


  If I hadn't hurt so bad I might have felt sorry for him, such was the agony and despair in his shrieking.


  One of the twins squeezed my throat. "You better make it stop. . . ." He went to work on his own screams before he made his point. That aggravated his backward named brother, who stepped up to maul me, only just as he reached for me he got a big look of surprise and started howling himself.


  I never did see what got them. They'd tied me up real good. I do know the uproar attracted people from elsewhere because I heard new voices rushing around asking what the hell was going on. Then some of those started screaming, too. Their shrieks left the star chamber and dwindled.


  Circumstances being what they were, I couldn't do much but sit around plotting my next move. Despite my discomfort I even fell asleep (I'm too tough to pass out) for a while. Probably a long while, though in such situations the whiles tend to stretch longer than they really are. I doubt more than a couple months passed in the outside world.


  My big worry was the killer bug coming back, but when sounds disturbed my nap I learned that I had more immediate troubles.


  "Got yourself in it real deep this time, Garrett." Winger strolled around me while her boyfriend watched from a distance. This was my fault. I'd made it possible for him to track me again. But I'd had my reasons. They just didn't make much sense now.


  Winger wasn't suffering from any overwhelming passion to set me free, so I didn't act like I was as aware as I was. I was confident that Otto and Otah had left me looking well done. I turned loose a moan that didn't take much acting.


  "Think he told them anything?" the boyfriend asked.


  "What? How? He don't know anything."


  The boyfriend grunted but sounded unconvinced. But he'd been on my tail closer than Winger had.


  Winger grabbed my hair, lifted my head. "You in there, Garrett? Where did everybody go? Where did you send them?"


  "Hon? Wrong question," the boyfriend said. He was over by the judge seats now. "Ask him what he did to them."


  Winger went to check what was left of Elias Davenport. "What would do that?" She glanced back at me nervously.


  "I don't think I want to find out," the boyfriend said. "There are more over there. Four, maybe five. All torn up the same way."


  "What did you do, Garrett?" Winger actually seemed concerned. Like maybe she was worried I might do it again. Maybe she was getting old.


  I noticed that nobody was straining to get me loose yet. Winger asked, "They have all three books, Garrett? Or just the one the girl took from her mother?"


  I wondered if I could lure her close enough to bite her.


  "Hon!"


  I couldn't turn, but I heard them come into the chamber, at least four men. Maybe more. Things froze. Winger was at a loss for what to do. I wondered why.


  "Holy hooters! Looka them gazoombies!"


  The Goddamned Parrot! What the hell?


  Slither moved across my field of vision. For reasons known only to him he was lugging a military entrenching tool. He brandished it at Winger but didn't say anything.


  Next thing I knew Morley was lifting my head, looking into what little could be seen of my eyes behind the swelling. "He's alive. Get him untied." A second later, Ivy and Spud went to work on the ropes holding me. They didn't seem to be in any hurry, though. "Saucerhead. Cover that door. Sarge, get that one over there. Looks like they went that way when they ran." He lifted my head again. "What happened?"


  "Mimble sif cubby bunka snot!" Oh, damn! I was speaking fluent dwarvish again. Courtesy of my swollen face and tongue. But this time I knew what I was trying to say.


  The Goddamned Parrot definitely possessed a working man's taste in femininity. And he wasn't going to let Winger get away without hearing about it.


  She and her boyfriend were making sure they didn't do anything to get anybody upset.


  Ivy and Spud kept fumbling and I kept trying to tell them not to be so thoughtful of the ropes, just haul out a knife and hack away. They didn't understand me, though. They kept doing it the hard way till Morley snapped, "We don't have any call to be careful of property, Narcisio. The owner is over here full of holes. A prosecutor won't worry about a damaged rope."


  Saucerhead scolded Winger. Spud and Ivy tried to get me to stand. Morley faked looking like my well-being was the only thing of any interest to him. Slither wandered around muttering and waving his shovel. Sarge studied the expanse of his belly, maybe contemplating drawing a map.


  Somebody somewhere shrieked in pain, somebody not there in the chamber but not real far away. Then another somebody screamed. Then we heard a furious buzzing, getting louder. My pet was coming back.


  That fool Slither chuckled like this was what he'd been waiting for all his life, like he'd finally found his chance to use that killer comeback he'd thought of fourteen years ago. He told Sarge, "Better get outa the way, Ace, 'less you want it coming right through you."


  Sarge took a peek at the bodies. He opted for discretion and cleared the doorway fast.


  An instant later, something came through that doorway so fast it was barely a blur on a course that curved right toward me.


  Slither swung his shovel. He stepped into it, got his arms extended and all his arm and shoulder strength into his swing.


  Splang!


  He dropped the blade of his tool to the floor and began cleaning it with the edge of his sole. His grin was huge. "There's how you handle them little boogers. They're fast and they're mean, but you can handle them easy if you just don't take your eye off them. I guess nobody around here must've seen them before."


  Morley asked me, "Will you be able to walk?" He left Slither's strokes to the others.


  I tried to ask the big guy where he'd run into those devil bugs before. Only dwarvish came out. Morley thought I was talking to him. "Good," he said. "You're tougher than you let on. Let's get out of here."


  A good idea. After making sure nothing got left that would implicate any of us. Though I couldn't see how it would be possible for some of us not to be connected somehow. There were live people in the house still, and the pows outside could be forced to reveal whatever they had seen.


  Winger and her pal tried to turn sideways and thereby become invisible, but as TG Parrot reminds us occasionally, Winger in profile is hard to miss.


  "We can leave you here," Morley told her. "There is ample rope now." He indicated the chrysalis I'd left behind.


  "No. No. That's all right." Winger didn't want to stay. It was likely the weather would turn real nasty soon. The Call wouldn't know that Davenport had gone rogue. They would want a blood price paid.


  

  


  


  It was all my fault. I admit it. If I'd been able to shuffle my feet faster, we might not have had to play in the rest of the game.
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  We never cleared the star chamber. I mean, I was heeling and toeing as fast as my heels and toes would cooperate, but we just didn't get far.


  Morley howled suddenly. That startled the rest of us into freezing. Another bug? I thought. How? . . . Dotes leapt into the air. As he peaked out, a guy stepped into the chamber and presented his chin for kicking. He dropped like his legs had been cut off, but a whole herd of Brunos stormed in over him. He was going to have bruises on his bruises and powdered bones if he ever came around.


  Everybody but me got into the mix-up. Ivy and Spud propped me against a wall and jumped into it. I stood there so focused on trying not to fall that I had little attention left for rooting for my pals. I did try fishing something useful out of my pockets, but the effort was too much for what meager energy I had left.


  I didn't even realize who this bunch were till Mugwump appeared amid the second wave. By then things had grown too serious to be settled amicably. We had dead and bad hurt people everywhere, mostly on the Rainmaker's side, but poor addlepate Ivy made a wrong move and accidentally got himself stabbed in the back about forty-five times. The Goddamned Parrot ripped the scalp off the character responsible, a ratman so weeded up he couldn't stop stabbing long enough to brush the bird off his head.


  Slither picked Mugwump up and tossed him about forty yards, then headed for the Rainmaker, who had just made his appearance, had spotted Saucerhead already headed his way, and was concentrating on evading that behemoth. Then Cleaver saw Slither coming, squealed and ducked between the two big men. I wondered where he had managed to find so many Brunos stupid enough to work for him, what with everybody in TunFaire out to buy his head. Maybe he put on his girl disguise and let them think they were working for a woman.


  His thugs sure were disconcerted when they recognized my friends.


  Slither was altogether too determined to pay Cleaver back for Ivy and his own old grievances. He threw pieces of people right and left as he stormed after the Rainmaker, but he never quite caught up and he didn't keep an eye out behind him. I tried to yell, but my yeller was out of action. Just as he grabbed the raving runt somebody stuck a dagger in his spine. I would have cried for him if I could. Instead, I spent my last reserve to bawl, "Powziffle pheez!"


  Slither was a dead man, but he didn't let that slow him down. Nobody he could reach enjoyed the experience. He broke Morley's arm. All Morley was trying to do was get out of his way.


  I tried to get my feet moving toward a doorway, but they just wouldn't cooperate. Davenport's headbusters must have given me something more than a beating. I had a bad feeling I wasn't going to make a getaway the way I had at the Bledsoe, even with Slither demolishing the unenthusiastic crowd Cleaver had brought.


  I did reflect that everyone who'd ever trailed me seemed to have come to The Tops. I guess everybody thought I was about to glom the mystic trilogy.


  About the time Slither wound down, one of the Rainmaker's thugs got a knife into Winger's boyfriend. She had a blood fit, jumped some guys trying to get away. They didn't make it.


  I glanced around. It looked like Winger and Grange Cleaver were the only players not hurt. Saucerhead was leaning against a wall, looking pale. Sarge was down, but I couldn't tell how badly he was injured. Spud, with T.G. Parrot on his back, cussing, was on hands and knees not having much luck getting back up. Morley, despite his injury, was making sure none of Cleaver's thugs ever inconvenienced him again.


  Looked to me like the whole thing had been a blood sacrifice in aid of nothing. Nobody profited and a lot of people lost big.


  I was proud of myself. With a little help from my pal the wall I was making headway toward a door.


  Movement took all my concentration. I had to stop to catch up on the struggle.


  Things had not gone well. The floor was littered with bad guys, but the good guys had vanished. Unless you counted the Goddamned Parrot, who swooped around exercising the slime end of his vocabulary. I wanted to yell for Morley or Winger or somebody, but my yeller was out of commission.


  Cleaver was still upright. So was Mugwump, mainly because he was so wide he rolled back upright whenever somebody knocked him over. Slither had had the right idea: just hurl him through the wall.


  Where were my pals?


  Ducking somebody else's pals?


  I was moving again when Cleaver and Mugwump got to me, just as yet another gang of players plunged into this pool of insanity.


  I recognized one, Belinda's specialist, Cleland Justin Carlyle. I assumed his companions were Outfit heavyweights, too.


  Now I knew why my friends had disappeared.


  Carlyle and his buddies had blood in their eyes. Events at the Jenn house had to be avenged. Somebody messes with syndicate guys, somebody has to pay. Didn't matter then much who.


  Mugwump grabbed me by the shirtfront. He snagged Cleaver with his other hand. He hauled us both to a door. I don't know what he was thinking. I guess he was a little distressed. He chucked Cleaver through, held me a second, rasped, "Even, fella," and chucked me, too.


  Into some damned hidey-hole behind the ever-loving thrones of the lunatic judges of The Call. Not through an exit.


  Mugwump made a whole lot of noise negotiating with the boys from the Outfit. Then the debate ended. Utter silence filled the universe . . . unless you counted the sonofabitching Goddamned Parrot, who wouldn't shut up if you drowned him.


  Everybody else had left him behind. Maybe I could work it that way, too.


  Not bloody likely. Not with my luck. The gods probably had me whipped up on like this just so I couldn't shed that talking feather duster.


  It was real tight in that closet. It hadn't been intended to take two people. It hadn't been intended to take two people of the sorts we were.


  Well, Mugwump had put me close enough to Cleaver to choke him, which is where I'd wanted to be for a while. But I didn't have the strength.


  The squabble between the parrot and sanity continued as I blurted, "Get your hands off me!" I suppose prowlers nearby, possessed of sharp ears, might have heard. Might have understood, too. My diction was improving. "I don't play your game."


  Cleaver giggled.


  And I blushed red enough to glow in the dark. Because Cleaver's movements had nothing to do with me. Sometimes the man did dumb stuff, but only a total damnfool would make a pass with slavering cutthroats stalking around looking to chop him into beagle chow.


  "Garrett, you're a wonder." That was the voice of Maggie Jenn, sizzling like a red hot poker. "Maybe I will lay hands on. If we get out of here."


  "Back off!" I barked.


  He backed. But his Maggie voice chuckled wickedly. Evil, evil person. A moment later, he became all business. "You have your strength back?"


  "They gave me something. I'm not going to be any good for anything for a long time."


  "We have to step out of here sometime. And I don't have so much as a nail file."


  I said "Fooey!" which is dwarvish for "Oh, shit!" Getting out was a significant goal. Out of the closet—out of that closet, damn it!—out of The Tops, maybe even out of the province for a while, all seemed attractive goals. The mess here was beyond any cover-up now.


  The closet door whipped open.


  Light poured in. It nearly blinded me. I could barely make out the silhouette of somebody short and impatient. The Goddamn Parrot swooped past, cussing.
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  "Get out of there!" a hard voice snapped. I shuddered—then recognized the voice.


  "Relway?"


  "Yes." The little halfbreed secret policeman was curt always, impatient forever. "Move it."


  "I wondered if you or the firelord's men would turn up."


  "Direheart's guy was the first one here: you. And I find you in a closet with some bimbo in yet another place where we're gonna need wagons to haul the stiffs off."


  Relway's men helped us out of the closet. They were particularly solicitous of the bimbo.


  I covered my surprise. They said Cleaver was a master of disguise. Here was proof. That bit of wiggling in the dark had been him rearranging his clothing and donning a black wig. He looked like the devil woman lurking around many a man's fantasies.


  Relway said, "I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for who owns this place. Block kowtows to the panjas, but I. . . ." He stopped before he wasted half an hour on a favorite gripe.


  "Panjas. I haven't heard them called that since I was a kid."


  "Call me old-fashioned. What's your story, Garrett?"


  "The girl I'm looking for was supposed to be here. I got a letter supposedly from her. Wanted me to come talk. I came. Some thugs grabbed me, I woke up here drugged to the gills, tied into a chair. They started asking questions that made no sense. Then a bunch of people busted in, there was a fight, somebody cut me loose maybe figuring I was one of their guys. I headed for cover since I wasn't in any shape to help myself."


  He seemed somewhat less than convinced that I was telling the whole story. Can't figure why. He showed no interest in Cleaver and didn't ask questions about known associates of one Garrett who might have been seen lurking.


  I asked, "Why is Elias Davenport of interest?"


  "He's a lunatic panja who makes the rest of The Call look like a social club. He's behind most of the rioting. What kind of magic did they use?"


  "Magic?"


  "Something made a lot of corpses. Put holes right through them. No weapon will do that."


  "Didn't play no favorites, neither, Lieutenant," one of Relway's men observed. Relway grunted.


  I said, "I never got a good look, but I thought it was a giant bug. Some guy took it out by whacking it with a shovel." Said guy and his guilty tool weren't lying all that far away. Relway stepped over for a moment, scowled down.


  He asked, "You get what you came for?"


  "Hell, no! Never saw her. I came straight here. Wherever here is—I never saw the in-between."


  Again Relway's look said he lacked conviction in his acceptance of my tale. People just don't take your word anymore. "That so? I'll be busy picking up the pieces here now. I'll want to talk later. Meantime, you might report to the firelord. I have a feeling he's uncomfortable with the bloodshed that follows you."


  "I can go?"


  "Just don't go so far I can't find you."


  "Perish the thought." I tried to recall old war buddies who lived outcountry and might put me up.


  "Garrett."


  I stopped oozing toward the doorway. "Yeah?"


  "Unusual mix of stiffs. You happen to notice who brought them in here?" His tone and expression suggested his thoughts were on a plane not even vaguely connected to my own.


  "Not really. Not that I recognized."


  "Any centaurs? Anyone with an unusual accent?"


  "Huh?" He really was somewhere else.


  "You see anybody might have been a refugee from the Cantard?"


  "Not that I knew was. Why? What's up?"


  "There's cause to think the refugees have organized for their own protection. Directed by fugitive Mooncalled officers."


  "Oh." Now wouldn't that be the bloom on the rose? TunFaire hiding Glory Mooncalled's survivors. "Interesting notion." Relway would give it up as soon as he identified a few bodies.


  I resumed traveling. I made sure I kept a deathgrip on my bimbo. And a close watch on her free hand, lest it dart into her bosom in search of some equalizer.


  Cleaver always had a fallback.
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  Looked like Relway had brought the secret police cavalry brigade. Must have been ten thousand horses outside the manor house. Every damned one gave up tearing up property to glare malice my way. I limped and lumbered in between police equipment carts and made my getaway before they could get organized.


  They aren't so bright. If you catch them by surprise, you can get the best of them.


  A guy had passed me while I was creaking up the stair from Davenport's cellar. He must have given the word I was free to go. Hardly anyone even bothered to notice me, except a few vaguely familiar guys who nodded.


  Cleaver kept his lip buttoned till we were far from anybody who might listen in. "That was nice, Garrett. You could've ratted me out."


  "I didn't do you any favor."


  "I didn't think so, but I wanted to check." He made a feeble attempt to get away. You could almost hear him sorting options.


  I glanced back. Those horses had decided to let me go. This time. They seemed nervous, preoccupied. Weird, considering this was a chance to hoof me some major grief.


  Cleaver sensed my unease. "What's up?"


  "Something weird here."


  "You just noticed?" That in a Maggie voice.


  "Besides our weirdness. Walk faster." I smelled politics. Relway was around. Relway's world didn't encompass good guys and bad. Heads there didn't get busted for profit but for the power to make people do what they were told rather than what they wanted.


  I let myself become distracted. Cleaver tried to yank my arm out by the roots. He got loose. I chugged after him, running weakly. The front gate came in sight. The little villain was gaining when he went through. I kept on plugging. I could outlast him. I was used to running.


  Galoop, galoop, I turned into the lane. And, behold, there was my pal Grange Cleaver, passing the time of day, ducking around and betwixt Morley, Sarge, and Spud, who were trying to surround him. Sarge and Spud seemed to be in moods as dark as mine. Morley, though, was grinning like a croc about to pounce on a not very bright wild pig.


  Cleaver chopped him on the bum wing. He yelped. Cleaver pranced past and darted away.


  "Hi," I puffed.


  Morley said a few things. Surprised me. Spoke quite fluent profanity when he wanted. Then he added, "Your luck with girls never improves, does it! Even that kind runs away."


  "He bet he could beat me back to town. I was gaining on him." There was no hope of catching Cleaver now.


  "Of course you were."


  "Where's Mr. Big, Mr. Garrett?" Spud rasped. The kid was putting on a show of boldly standing up to his pain.


  "Damn! It's silver lining time." I glanced back at the gate. "If we're lucky, by now Relway has taken all the beak he can stand and he's twisted its fowl head off."


  The kid glared daggers.


  I asked Morley, "You going to be all right?"


  "I'm giving up cartwheels. Listen. Somebody coming."


  Turned out to be a lot of somebodies.


  We faded into the woods opposite The Tops before another troop of Guards arrived, their mounts acting spooky. "Those look like regular cavalry," Morley whispered.


  Did to me, too. "Relway is putting on a big show." I wondered if maybe there wasn't something to his paranoia.


  "We better scat," Sarge suggested. " 'Fore they get so thick we cain't move."


  Good idea.


  "Not yet," Morley said.


  Baffled, Sarge asked, "How come you want to hang out?"


  Good question. We couldn't do ourselves any good.


  "I'm waiting for Tharpe."


  "He all right?" I asked.


  "Was."


  "How long we gonna. . . ?"


  "I'll let you know, Sarge. Garrett!"


  I'd begun shaking, had lost focus. I had passed beyond the immediacy of the moment and had time to reflect on what I'd lived through. And on the fact that a couple of mentally handicapped guys hadn't made it. . . . "What?"


  "You're the healthiest. Go watch for Saucerhead."


  I sighed. I wanted to go home. I wanted to put myself to bed and sleep a week, till the pain and guilt were gone. Then I could get shut of this life. I could see Weider, tell him I was ready to take that full-time security job. They don't drug you and torture you and kill your friends at the brewery—and you're never far from a beer.


  I found me a nice spot and settled to watch the manor gate.


  I'd been there just seconds when buzzing flies and an odd odor grabbed my attention. Well. Fresh horse apples. And horsehair in the bark of a nearby tree. I looked around. Leaves on the ground had been turned. I found the impression of a shod hoof smaller than that of any riding horse. The shoe style would be recognized by anyone who had served in the Cantard.


  It was a centaur's shoe.


  The impression wasn't clear enough to tell me which tribe, but that didn't matter. What did matter was that a centaur had been watching the manor gate from this same spot until very recently.


  The ugly angles grew heavier by the minute. I wanted away. None of this stuff out here had anything to do with me and my troubles.
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  That misbegotten Saucerhead. He didn't bother using the gate even though there was nobody there to contest it. He came over the wall, down the lane. I noticed when a major tree branch suddenly dipped its chin in the dust. It popped when Tharpe let loose.


  He was carrying somebody.


  How does the man do these things? He isn't human. I limped over. "What you got?" Like I hadn't figured it out at first glance.


  Her mother had told me that she looked like her only with less wear. I promise you, Maggie Jenn turned them to stone in her day. The kid made it plain why Teddy went goofy back when.


  "Spotted her when we was sneaking out. I figured it wasn't right we went to all that trouble, so many folks got hurt, you didn't get a crack at what started it all."


  His shirt wiggled, heaved. Something made an ugly noise. I had a bad feeling.


  Saucerhead worsened it immediately. "Oh. Yeah. I brung your bird. I stuffed him in my shirt on account of he wouldn't shut up."


  I brandished a fist at the sky.


  The breeze in the boughs sounded like divine snickers.


  Saucerhead asked, "You want the bird or the girl?"


  "Looks like I got the bird already."


  "To carry." He did understand, though. "The chit, she don't really want to come."


  "No. And you with your sweet tongue."


  She hadn't said anything yet. She didn't now but did flash me a cold look that made me glad she couldn't do what she was thinking.


  "Give me the talking feather duster. I can't manage anything bigger."


  "Suit yourself." Saucerhead had kept the girl on his shoulder, sack of grain style. He asked her, "You want to walk? Or do I got to keep carrying you?"


  She didn't answer. Saucerhead shrugged. He hardly noticed her weight.


  The others joined us, drawn by our voices. Spud fussed over the bird. Morley had rigged himself some crude splints. I gestured at the parrot. "My pal had to do me a favor."


  Morley tried to chuckle. Pain got in the way. I asked, "Can you manage?"


  "Just won't play bowls this week."


  "Poor Julie."


  "We'll work something out." He offered a glimpse of his wicked grin. "Let's roll. Before Relway realizes he's played it wrong and wants us to explain."


  "What happened to Winger? Anybody see?"


  Nobody had but Morley opined, "She got away. She has her own guardian angels."


  "She gets Relway after her she'll need them." We walked as fast as we could with wounds and burdens, the Goddamn Parrot denouncing the whole bleeding world for all the indignities he'd suffered. Even Spud's patience became strained.


  Sarge sneered, "Least it ain't blamin' everythin' on you no more, Garrett."


  Morley eyed that jungle chicken like he was considering abandoning the vegetarian life-style. I told him, "Thank Saucerhead. I left it for Relway. They're perfect for each other."


  Nobody laughed. Sourpusses.


  "Was that the Rainmaker you was chasing back there?" Saucerhead asked. He spat a wad of sourgrass he'd been chewing. He remained indifferent to Emerald's weight.


  "Yeah."


  "That runt? Hey!" The girl was wiggling. "Knock it off." He swatted her bottom. "I always thought the Rainmaker had to be nine feet tall."


  "With hooves and horns. I know. I was disappointed, too."


  Morley snickered. "He sure was." I gave him a dirty look. He never let up, pain or no pain.
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  I lost the election. My place got picked for the human reassembly party. Morley hinted that he didn't want word of his injury getting out right away. He didn't want the wolves smelling blood before he was ready.


  I bought it. He has his enemies.


  I had trouble getting comfortable. My home contained too many reminders of Slither and Ivy.


  "It wasn't right," I told Eleanor. "They didn't deserve it." I listened momentarily. My kitchen had become an infirmary. Saucerhead had recruited a defrocked doctor who imagined himself a crusty town character. He reeked of alcohol and hadn't stumbled against soap or a razor for weeks so I guess he qualified.


  "Yeah, I know," I told Eleanor. "Life don't make sense, it ain't fair and don't ever ask the gods for dramatic unity. But I don't have to like it. Got any idea what I should do with the girl?"


  Emerald was confined in Dean's room. She hadn't delivered a word yet. She wouldn't believe me when I said I wasn't on her mom's payroll.


  Could be she didn't care if I wasn't. You snatch some people, they never do warm up.


  Eleanor had no suggestions. I said, "I'd cut her loose if there weren't people out there who'd jump all over her." Eleanor did not disapprove. "Speaking of whom, I wonder how long it'll be before Winger turns up with one of her outstanding stories?"


  I was looking forward to that.


  Morley howled. There was a crash. I headed for the kitchen. Dotes began threatening bloodshed. "Not in my kitchen!" I yelled. I stopped to check on the Dead Man.


  A bug darted across his cheek, hid behind his proboscis. If Dean didn't get home soon, I was going to have to clean him up myself. Maybe I'd bring him some flowers. He used to like bouquets.


  The Goddamn Parrot started yelling louder than Morley. I told the Dead Man, "You're not earning your keep."


  It wasn't pretty in the kitchen. All that whimpering and whining. The doc had finished, though. He was under an inverted wine bottle, using a half pint to clear his palate. I made a face. Even ratmen shunned the stuff he was swilling. "You all going to live?"


  "No thanks to that butcher," Morley snarled.


  Saucerhead asked, "You ever see him act like such a baby?"


  "You oversized. . . . If brains were fire you couldn't burn your own house down." He jumped up on a chair and started ranting like some Holy Roller soul-scavenger.


  I asked Sarge, "The doc give him something?"


  Sarge shrugged. "Come on, boss. Give Doc a break. He fixed your arm. And he ain't been getting much work since they cut him loose from the Bledsoe."


  No wonder he was drinking bottom of the barrel. He was bottom stuff himself. . . . I glanced at Saucerhead. Doc must be some relative of his new lady.


  Surly but silent, Morley paid his fees. Spud didn't look much happier. I decided to get the old boy out while Dotes was feeling generous. I got hold of Doc's arm and pulled.


  "You really get the boot at the Bledsoe?" Hard to imagine that as possible, yet I'd met two such in just a few days.


  "I drink a bit, son."


  "No."


  "Steadied my hands when I was young, chopping off arms and legs down in the Cantard, couple lifetimes ago. Don't work anymore, though. Barley kills the pain now."


  He stepped outside, cloaked himself in what dignity he retained, started down to the street, stumbled, fell the last two steps. On her stoop, Mrs. Cardonlos paused to glare and nod to herself. I blew her a kiss. I studied the street.


  It was hard to tell, but I thought I saw a few folks who didn't ring right.


  Again? Or still? I eyed Mrs. Cardonlos again. Her being out on point might mean she expected further proof that Garrett was a peril to the neighborhood.


  I shut the door, thoughtful.


  I had an idea.


  I headed for the kitchen. "Saucerhead, want to run an errand?" I showed him some shiny copper.


  "Talked me into it, you smoothie. What?"


  "Give me a minute. I need to write a letter."


  


  


  


  73


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  At last the house was quiet. The mob was away. The Goddamn Parrot had a full crop and was sleeping. I was in my office sharing the silence with Eleanor.


  Naturally, somebody came to the door.


  "My answer from Chaz." Or maybe Winger, if her creative side was hot.


  I was hoping she had a block.


  I used the peephole.


  Got it right first guess. Mr. W. Tharpe with mail.


  

  


  


  I leaned into the gloom of the Dead Man's room. Vermin scurried. I told him, "I'm off. And she's the most beautiful blonde you never saw. Don't wait up."


  He didn't wish me luck.


  I left the house without so much as a passing thought about the gorgeous redhead stashed upstairs.


  

  


  


  It was the best table in the place but still only the Joy House. You do business with a world-class sorcerer, you can be a little more comfortable doing it on familiar ground.


  Conscious of their bid to go upscale, Morley and his thugs were on their best behavior. Puddle even donned a clean shirt and tucked it in.


  The Firelord had dressed down. Excellent. I didn't want casual acquaintances getting nervous because of my contact with him.


  He looked like a big old dock walloper.


  With him dressed down and Chaz dressed up, nobody paid him much attention. Even I had trouble concentrating. "Excuse me?"


  "I said I'm serving my own interests."


  I recalled now. I'd thanked him for not making a show. "Oh."


  "Believe it or not, there are people who might do me an injury if they caught me off my usual range."


  "Really?" My gaze swerved back to Chaz. The woman had dressed to kill and was armed with her best assassin's smile.


  "Hard to believe, right? Big old cuddle bear like me?" He turned to Morley, who hovered at the head of a platoon of ready servers. "I'm not real hungry tonight. I'll take half pound of roast beef rare, sides of mutton, and pork. No fruits or vegetables."


  Morley went paler than a blanching vampire. He nodded sharply, once, some postmortem spasm. He fisheyed me and my grin. His eyes were the lamps of hell. I decided not to rub it in.


  I ordered one of the more palatable house specialties. Chaz followed my lead.


  Morley stamped toward the kitchen, dragging Puddle, muttering orders. I wondered which neighboring establishment would subcontract Direheart's order.


  I fought the chuckles as I brought the firelord up to date.


  "You let him get away?"


  "I didn't let. Let wasn't part of the equation. He got. You want, I'll take you to see him after supper."


  Good Old Fred raised both eyebrows. But then he came after me about the centaur sign outside The Tops. His intensity confirmed my suspicions. He'd had definite reasons for coming home from the Cantard early.


  In time, I led him back to the Rainmaker. He frowned, told me, "I'm generous to a fault, Garrett. Anyone will tell you that. Especially where my little girl is concerned. But I won't let you milk this forever."


  "That's good to hear. 'Cause I'm sick of the whole damned thing. I've got one bruise too many, for nothing."


  Morley returned to hover in time to overhear. He lifted an eyebrow.


  I continued, "I'm closing this down soon as we eat."


  Morley stifled his surprise, but Chaz and her pop both blurted, "What?"


  "We eat, I take you to Cleaver, my part's done. You all settle up. I'm home having a beer before I hit the sack."


  Direheart started to get up. He was ready.


  Morley started slide-stepping toward the kitchen. Maybe he was headed for cover.


  Chaz smiled like her brain had gone north. I'd begun to wonder about her. When her dad was around, she worked at cute and dumb.


  "Sit down," I said. "Morley went to a lot of trouble with your order. And Cleaver will be there when we get there." Dinner hadn't yet arrived.


  Morley could've been going to check its progress, but I wouldn't have bet two dead flies on that.


  Nice of him to be so predictable.


  After The Tops, I didn't have a trick left. What I hadn't used I'd lost or had taken. Might have been smart to see Handsome before dinner.


  Too late now.


  Dinner did come. I drooled over Direheart's while I choked down mine, a kind of souffle thingee I'd had before and hadn't found myself vomiting. . . . But this time somebody clever had chopped green peppers into the mix.


  Morley looked so innocent I would've strangled him if I hadn't needed him.


  I told Direheart, "There's no way you're going to get your book back. It's long gone."


  The man was resilient. He displayed one scant instant of surprise. "Oh?"


  "Near as I can tell, Maggie Jenn's daughter swiped it from Cleaver about a year ago, brought it to TunFaire, showed it to the wrong people, had it snatched by the human rights nuts." Which was true, to that point.


  The Firelord smiled, in control. "I rather doubted I'd see it again, especially considering the bloodletting following it."


  "Just wanted you to understand."


  "Could you recover it if I hired you to?"


  "I don't want the job. There're too many people ready to kill people over it."


  Direheart didn't like what he heard. It wasn't Good Old Fred who laid that evil eye on me while he wondered what I was doing.


  I saw him decide that I was too damned lazy to glom the book for myself.


  The Firelord ate like a little dog trying to get his fill before the big dogs come. I ate at a leisurely pace, mostly staring at Chaz, who matched me bite for bite and stared right back, all but hollering her wicked intentions.
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  My stride faltered a few steps into the street. There should have been more people out. Some hint must have escaped the Joy House.


  If the Firelord noticed he didn't let on. Maybe he didn't. He'd been in the Cantard forever. He'd be street naive.


  Chaz was uncomfortable, though. She knew an off odor when she smelled one. The dumb blonde disappeared fast.


  Considering my recent experiences, I didn't think it unreasonable to be alert to the point of frayed nerves. So, naturally, nothing happened. Except. . . .


  Wings beat the cool evening air. I braced for the advent of some batwinged demon belched from the hell of one of TunFaire's thousand and one cults.


  The mythological is manageable.


  Reality can be uglier.


  The Goddamn Parrot plopped onto my shoulder.


  I batted at it. "That goddamn Dean! Comes home in the middle of the night, lets that monster get loose." How did the damned thing find me?


  The bird remained silent as it fluttered to Chaz's shoulder. It was unnatural.


  "What the matter with you, bird? Chaz, he'll probably mess on you." This adventure wasn't going the way I'd hoped.


  I didn't try to confuse anybody. I took the direct route. We weren't halfway there when Chaz chirped, "The Bledsoe?"


  For Morley's sake—he had to be out in the darkness somewhere—I replied, "Where else? He's used up his other hideouts. And they don't know the real him there."


  Maybe. I'd begun to doubt my intuition already.


  And I'd begun to doubt my good sense. Head into danger with a sorcerer? I had no cause to trust Direheart. His sort were notoriously treacherous. And my only insurance was a dark-elf with a broken wing who might not remain devoted to my well-being once he sighted the Rainmaker.


  People say I think too much. No doubt. . . . Why on earth did I think Cleaver would hang around TunFaire after his latest misadventure? Why, of all places, would he hide out at the Bledsoe?


  I was one rattled guy when I pushed into the Bledsoe receiving lobby. But I got my confidence back fast.


  Two steps in I spotted the female half of the elderly couple I'd held captive at that ugly warehouse. She spotted me, too, and headed out at her fastest shuffle. She made her break for the stairwell I'd used to make my getaway a couple of ages ago.


  I won the race. "Hello again."


  Direheart joined me. "Somebody you know?"


  I offered a brief synopsis.


  The Firelord surveyed the area. Our arrival hadn't gone unremarked. Staff were gathering. I saw familiar, unfriendly faces. "These guys can't take a joke, Fred." He'd heard a bare bones version of my incarceration. Those guys made the mistake of thinking it was payback time.


  The Firelord did one of those things that make regular folks uncomfortable when his sort are around. It involved muttering and finger-wiggling and a sudden darkness as black as a lawyer's heart. An instant after that there were pillars of fire everywhere. Each contained a staffer who objected loudly. One unfortunate goose-stepped toward us. Direheart fixed it so we needn't hear his shrieks, but the guy kept on trying. He became a human torch to light our climb.


  Chaz wasn't shocked. Her daddy hadn't disillusioned her.


  The old woman broke away and tried to outclimb us. She failed. We passed the ward where I'd done my damage. The fixing up had hardly begun. I wasted a tear for Ivy and Slither.


  The old woman suddenly wheeled like she had some mad idea about holding us off. She was a horrible vision, illuminated by the burning man. Her terror was absolute, but so was her determination. Death was in her eyes. She was a sow bear between hunter and cub. . . .


  Bingo. I knew her now, nose to nose and her eyes on fire. Take away a few decades of pain and poverty and you'd have another Maggie Jenn.


  Maggie hadn't said anything about her mother's fate.
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  The topmost floor of the Bledsoe was reserved for those who had no truck with poverty except by way of charity. It sustained an environment those folks would deem minimally adequate while they decided the fates of TunFaire's Waldo Tharpes.


  We didn't need the burning man up there. Good Old Fred let him go. He collapsed, burnt meat and charred bone. Direheart ignored the old woman. We didn't need her. I tried to shoo her away. She wouldn't go.


  Chaz wasn't frayed but didn't seem to be in close touch with reality anymore, either. During my own occasional brushes with sanity I'd begun wondering if she really was the girl for me. Her good points were obvious, but something was missing. When Good Old Fred was around she could turn into a zombie.


  That green-and-yellow-and-red feather duster on her shoulder didn't betray any character, either.


  Weird.


  It got weirder.


  First, Ichabod rematerialized. Pardon me. Make that Zeke. Maybe he came back from the grave. I'd thought he'd got plenty dead on the Hill. But here he was, all skin, bones, and white hair, trying to heft a big black sword that was beyond his strength. Good Old Fred did some evil things. That sword turned on Zeke. The old boy didn't even get out a good scream.


  Mugwump emerged from the shadows. That human stump was not in a good mood. (He had to be immune to disaster.) I was glad Fred was in between us.


  Direheart wasn't ready for a Mugwump. Mugwump like to broke him into kindling before he conjured a bucket of eldritch fire. Mugwump ended up blind and burning. Direheart came away dragging a foot. He couldn't use his left arm.


  Chaz showed no distress. She drifted along, gorgeous and empty and handy. Her dullness worried me more and more.


  The Goddamn Parrot's silence didn't help.


  Then we found a sleep-fuddled Grange Cleaver trying to pull himself together. Twenty feet separated us from him. Fred went out of control. He snarled, cursed, pulled a knife, and charged. Cleaver got loose from his cot and discarded his surprise. He pulled two knives. Lucky he wasn't one of those gods with a bunch of arms. He threw both blades. One knicked Direheart's right shoulder.


  The blow wasn't crippling, but it did put the firelord's good arm out of commission. Sorcerers don't do well when they can't talk with their hands.


  I closed in on Cleaver. Cleaver had another blade. He assumed a knifefighter's crouch, edged sideways. His eyes were hard, narrow, and serious. He didn't seem frightened.


  Chaz said something. I told her, "Take care of your father. After you lock the door." The Bledsoe was crawling with guys who begrudged me my fine escape.


  Direheart shook Chaz off. Calmly, he explained to the Rainmaker how he was going to feed his scum-sucking corpse to the rats. Direheart had him an awful big anger about that old burglary.


  Cleaver kept his knife weaving between him and me. He edged toward an outside wall. His caution seemed to be taking him back into a corner.


  I got it way too late.


  Direheart tried to let me become Cleaver's focus while he got ready to sneak in some deadly spell. . . .


  Cleaver lunged at me. I stumbled back. Quick as a conjurer, the Rainmaker spun and flipped his blade. It sank into Direheart's throat.


  I froze. Chaz screamed. Cleaver cackled, whirled, jumped out a window. Chaz grabbed me with one hand and her father with the other, pulled like I could do something.


  A born gentleman, I grabbed blond hair and pried her loose. "You're a physician. Do what you trained for."


  I threw one angry glance at the old woman, let her get on with her shuffling getaway. Oh, she was ready to go now. I went after Cleaver.


  I'm not fond of heights—especially if Mrs. Garrett's boy might conceivably fall therefrom. I paused to eyeball the scaffolding below me.


  Sneering laughter electrified me. I dropped the eight feet to the highest level the workmen had reached. I made a lucky grab and didn't plunge sixty feet to the cobblestones, where shadows darted. I was too far up to recognize anybody—not to mention I didn't consider trying.


  The Goddamn Parrot swooped past, dove through the scaffolding. He zig-zagged like a bat, let out one serious squawk as he ripped past Cleaver. The Rainmaker cursed. Softly.


  I concentrated on not achieving the unexpected experience of flight. All my hands grabbed anything convenient. All my feet assiduously maintained contact with whatever lay beneath them. I stormed slowly toward the Goddamn Parrot's noxious racket.


  Cleaver cursed again. He'd looked down into a dark future. Big trouble was waiting.


  I checked the street, too. Its shadows harbored folks who wanted to talk to the Rainmaker up close and personal. They must have picked up a clue or two via denizens of the Joy House.


  Instead of heading down, Cleaver fled around the Bledsoe. Through one open window I spied Outfit hardcases on the prowl. Belinda must have had a crew on standby.


  I don't quite get Morley's relationship with those people. He's no made man himself. He does them more favors than seems right.


  The Goddamn Parrot kept beaking news of Cleaver's progress. I really wondered about that bird. This was out of character. His natural style would be to betray me, instead.


  The thugs below couldn't see us. They tried to track the bird, too.


  

  


  


  That hunk of spoiled hawk bait blew the big one. Cleaver set an ambush. He let me slink right into it.


  I was twice Cleaver's weight and twice Cleaver's strength and that saved me a three-story decline in fortunes. He threw himself at me. I grabbed some scaffold and absorbed the impact. I tried to glom onto him while I was at it but didn't do real well.


  He ricocheted off me, banged into an upright, bounced back toward the stone face of the Bledsoe, let loose one whimper of outrage, dropped into the gap between scaffolding and building. He scratched and grabbed and banged around as he fell but didn't verbalize at all.


  I followed more cautiously. The Goddamn Parrot flapped around me but managed to keep his big damned beak shut. I caught up.


  Cleaver had broken his fall and dragged himself onto planking maybe ten feet off the ground. His breathing was shallow and rapid. He wasn't in good shape. But he bit down on his pain.


  The vinegar was out of him, but I moved carefully anyway. A guy has the Rainmaker's rep, you're careful with him even after he's dead.
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  I dropped to one knee. A hand seized mine. I jerked away for an instant, startled. That hand was warm and soft.


  "We could have had . . . something. But you're . . . too damned dumb . . . Garrett. And stubborn."


  I don't know about stubborn, but I was doing dumb pretty good. I didn't get it right away.


  Cleaver was fading. Didn't seem right, considering his record. A long, agonizing cancer was more in order, not this just kind of drifting off into oblivion.


  My hands were trapped. I didn't try hard to pull away. I had empathy enough to guess what was happening in Cleaver's mind. Though broken, he pulled himself toward me, closer, closer. . . .


  Realization came slowly, sort of sideways, without generating much shock. This creature desperately grasping at one final moment of human contact wasn't male at all.


  

  


  


  I held her. I murmured, "Yes, love," when she returned to her notion that we might have had something remarkable.


  I'd been wrong from the beginning. But so had all TunFaire. Past and present, high and low, we'd all seen only what society had conditioned us to see. And in her madness, she had exploited that blindness.


  There never was any nasty little villain named Grange Cleaver. Not ever. Never.


  I shed a tear myself.


  You had to if you encompassed any humanity, recognizing the enduring hell necessary to create a Grange Cleaver.


  You could weep for the pain of the child while knowing you had to destroy the monster it had become.
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  I lost Chaz at the Bledsoe. I don't know why. Maybe, emotionally, she chose to blame me for what had happened to her father.


  Her medical skills hadn't been adequate.


  Whatever the reason, the magic failed that night.


  

  


  


  It was not one of my better nights. I blew the rest of it retailing explanations. Seemed anyone who'd ever heard of me or Grange Cleaver wanted all the dope. I was actually pleased when Relway materialized.


  He was a magic man was Relway. People vanished in droves.


  

  


  


  "It's all straightened out now, Garrett," Colonel Block told me. I was visiting him again. After having been allowed another ten hours of cell time to ripen. I'd had to do my time with the Goddamn Parrot, too. "Weren't nearly so many bodies this time." He looked at me expectantly.


  I tried not to disappoint him but kept it short and got out. He wasn't much interested. Didn't even ask much about The Tops. He was preoccupied with the racial strife.


  I headed for home. I didn't manage to leave the bird of doom behind. For no obvious reason, that breathing feather duster didn't have much to say. Even while we'd been locked up he'd held it down most of the time.


  Maybe he was sick. Maybe he had some terminal bird disease. I couldn't be that lucky.


  

  


  


  Dean didn't respond when I pounded on my front door. Irked, I used my key, went in and stomped around hollering and cussing till I was convinced the old boy wasn't there after all. There was no sign he'd come back.


  Huh? How'd the bird get loose?


  Add another puzzle. Why hadn't Emerald taken advantage of my extended absence? The kitchen suggested that she had visited several times and was less than fanatical about order and cleanliness. But she hadn't tried to bust out.


  Strange.


  Stranger still, T.G. Parrot went to his perch without a squawk.


  That was more than strange. It was suspicious.


  

  


  


  "Justina? I need to tell you something." It wasn't going to be easy.


  She was seated on Dean's bed. She looked at me without emotion but with what seemed too-knowing eyes.


  Straight ahead seemed the best way. I told her.


  She continued to look at me, apparently unsurprised.


  But she did love her mother—despite knowing the truth about Maggie Jenn and Grange Cleaver. She broke.


  I held her while the tears flowed. She accepted that but nothing more and never said a word, even while I led her to the front door and told her she was free to go.


  "Chip off the old blockhead," I muttered, a little put out, as I watched her fade into the crowds. "Oh, but she was beautiful, though."


  I was in no way pleased with the case. I don't like unhappy endings even though they're the most common kind. And I wasn't certain that much had been settled or wrapped up.
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  I locked myself in. I didn't answer the door. I just used the peephole whenever some sociopath compulsively exercised his knuckles. I argued with the Goddamn Parrot. That squawking squab was slower than normal but nailed me with the occasional zinger.


  Suspiciouser and suspiciouser.


  Ever bold in the face of despair, I sent a letter up the Hill. Never got so much as a "Drop dead!" back.


  And I'd just about decided Chaz was the lady for me. Oh, well. Live and learn.


  I asked Eleanor, "Don't know what she's missing, does she?" That killed the ache, boy.


  I swear Eleanor sneered. I could about hear her whisper, "Maybe she does."


  I got the distinct feeling Eleanor thought it was time I stopped being stubborn about not apologizing to Tinnie Tate for whatever it was I didn't know I did, or maybe never did.


  "Or I could look Maya up. She looked good the other night. And she's got her head on straight." Eleanor's smile threatened to become a grin.


  I broke training once, allowed one special visitor inside. You couldn't refuse the kingpin of crime. Belinda Contague spent an enigmatic half hour at my kitchen table. I didn't disabuse her of her notion that, with the invaluable assistance of my acquaintance Morley Dotes, I'd engineered the fall of Grange Cleaver just for her. I guess for old time's sake.


  She's one spooky black widow of a gal, bones of ice. Probably a real good idea she decided we should stay "just friends." Anything else could turn fatal.


  Belinda expressed herself the one way she knew well, learned at daddy Chodo's knee. She gave me a little sack of gold. I passed it quickly into the Dead Man's care.


  The Rainmaker business had been profitable, anyway.


  

  


  


  Days slipped away. I sneaked out on several little errands, each time discovering that I still had one watcher on me. Becky Frierka was determined to collect her dinner. I saw no evidence her mother discouraged her from dating older men.


  Mostly I kept it up with the bird and Eleanor, then went to reading with a frown that threatened permanent headache. I began to think Dean wasn't coming home and Winger might actually have the sense to stay away from me. Or maybe her luck had run out.


  "It's gotten awful damned quiet," I told Eleanor. "Kind of like in those stories where some dope says, ‘It's too quiet. . . .' "


  Someone knocked.


  Starved for real conversation, I scurried toward the door. Hell, a night out with Becky didn't sound that bad anymore.


  I peeked. "Well!" Things were looking up. I yanked the door open. "Linda Lee Luther. You lovely thing. I was just thinking about you."


  She smiled uncertainly.


  I grinned. "I've got something for you."


  "I'll bet you do."


  "You're way too young and beautiful to be so cynical."


  "Whose fault is that?"


  "Can't possibly be mine. Come on in here. Got a story to tell you."


  Linda Lee came in but made sure that I saw she still had her cynical face on. And that after she'd come all the way down to see me.


  The Goddamn Parrot let out a whoop. "Hey, mama! Shake it up!"


  "Stifle it, catfood." I closed the door to the small front room. "You interested in a new pet?" So happened I knew she had a cat.


  "If I wanted one that talks, I'd pick up a sailor."


  "Marines are way more interesting." I set us up in the kitchen, which was clean. Life had been that slow. I poured Linda Lee a brandy. She nursed that while I talked about the Rainmaker business.


  One of Linda Lee's less blatant charms is her ability to listen. She doesn't interrupt and she does pay attention. She didn't comment until I paused to freshen my beer and pour her a dribble more brandy. Then she cut right to it. "What did you find when you went back?"


  "Wreckage. The Guard tore The Tops up. Sending a message to The Call. Most of the Venageti were still there. They didn't know where to run. Guys like them could turn out to be another big headache. Come on to my office."


  She gave me a kind of puzzled look, like my office was the last place she expected to be lured. She stretched like a cat as she left her chair. Woo!


  I got my breathing under control. "Plop it into that chair." I squeezed around and into mine, dropped a hand down under my desk, dragged out one of those masterpieces that had been giving me wrinkles. "Look at this."


  "Oh, Garrett!" She squealed. She bounced up and down. She squealed some more, jiggling deliriously all the while. "You found it!" She dashed around the desk and hopped into my lap. "You great big wonderful hero."


  Who am I to complain? I had an idiot bird in the next room covering that. He went to carrying on like he was being murdered. I smirked and surrendered to Linda Lee's excitement.


  When she paused to catch her breath, I leaned down and coaxed another book out of hiding. "Apparently nobody who knew those were there survived the excitement at The Tops. None of the interested parties thought to check, either." At least they hadn't before the notion came to me.


  "This is a true first, too! I've never seen a Raging Blades before. Where did they find it?"


  "It's the book Emerald stole from her mother. Her mother stole it from Firelord Direheart. No telling who he stole it from. The boys at Wixon and White got it away from Emerald somehow, but she complained to her pals in The Call. That wasn't real bright, but how many kids her age, spoiled the way she was, have a full ration of sense?"


  Linda Lee snuggled down and opened the book.


  "Wish you'd treat me that tenderly," I observed.


  "Oh, no. I'm not going to be tender at all." She purred and turned a page.


  I stretched down and retrieved the third book of the trilogy.


  "The Battle-Storm! Garrett! Nobody's had a complete set for three hundred years." She let Raging Blades fall into her lap and grabbed Battle-Storm. I leaned back, relaxed, felt smug.


  I got so relaxed I almost dozed off while Linda Lee sighed over her treasures.


  A squeal of fury ripped me out of a reverie wherein I stood idly by while my old pal Winger enjoyed her just deserts. "What?" Silly me, for a second I thought she'd stumbled onto the secret of Eagle's treasure.


  "This is a forgery! Garrett, look at this page. It shows a watermark that didn't appear till two centuries after Eagle's sagas were recorded." She seemed totally deflated.


  "You were floating a yard off the floor when you only thought you had your Steel-Game back. Now you've got two originals and a copy. . . ."


  "Grrr! Yeah, you're right. But it really makes me mad. It isn't really all a copy or forgery. Part is original. You see what they did? They took out some pages and replaced them with forgeries."


  I showed more interest then. I leaned over. She was examining the book I'd seen at Wixon and White, not, as I'd expected, The Battle-Storm. "Emerald's book. Any idea how long ago it was altered?"


  "The paper is old. It's just not as old as it ought to be. And if you look really close at the ink, you can see it isn't nearly as faded as it should be."


  "Never mind the paper, love. I wanted old paper I'd steal an old book somewhere and scrape some pages down." Which is what master forgers do when a document has to look old.


  "Oh. You're right." She studied the book some more. "I'd guess it was done quite recently. Somebody dismantled it, then put it back together with the new pages but couldn't match the original thread. This looks like a standard bindery thread like what we use at the library." She got after the other two books. "Damn! This Battle-Storm isn't even a first. It's early, though. Maybe a student's copy of the Weisdal Illumination. And look! Somebody's tampered with Steel-Game, too. This whole signature is a replacement. They're going to hang me out, Garrett. This book was all right before it was stolen."


  Interesting. It occurred to me to wonder if Emerald Jenn wasn't just as clever and conniving as the woman who'd borne her. "You do have a copy, though. Don't you? Squirreled away, just in case?"


  Linda Lee scowled. "Maybe."


  "Of course you do. It might be interesting to compare texts."


  Up front the Goddamn Parrot started having a fit. Sounded like he was laughing.


  Linda Lee hugged a book to her chest with one hand, gulped the rest of her brandy. "I need you to walk me back to the library."


  "Right now?" Boy, don't whimper.


  "There's nobody there." She took a big key out of a pocket in her skirt. "They're gone for the weekend."


  My white knight side took over. "Of course I'll go with you. People kill people because of these books."


  

  


  


  I locked my door, pranced down to the street. I waved to Mrs. Cardonlos. She hoisted her nose so fast she threw her neck out of joint. Then I stuck my tongue out at my own house.


  I was sure the gesture wasn't wasted.
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  Two days passed. I was distinctly distracted when I headed home. I entertained only one non-nostalgic thought during the walk home. Was I the only sucker who hadn't known about the tampering with the books? Was that why nobody raced to The Tops after the Guard cleared out?


  My door opened as I dug for my key. An old guy about as impressive as Ivy glared out at me. "About time you made an appearance. You turned this place into a shambles. The cupboards are bare. You didn't leave me a groat to shop with."


  Beyond him, the Goddamn Parrot went to work on me, too.


  "I had a feeling my luck wouldn't last."


  "What?"


  "You didn't stay lost." He'd aged, it seemed. Must have been rough work, keeping reality from setting in on the young couple. "You know where the money is."


  He didn't like getting close to the Dead Man so he'd moped around hoping to con me. He didn't say so, though. "And you let someone use my bed."


  "Couple of someones. And a good thing you took your time getting back. Your heart couldn't have taken being around the last one. You going to let me get into my own house? It's too early to be out here." My master plan included half a dozen hours in my own bed. I'd had to vacate the library at that wormcatcher time of day when only abnormals like Dean are awake.


  "Mr. Tharpe is here."


  "Saucerhead? Now?" Tharpe's attitude is more flexible than mine, but he isn't fond of getting out while there's still dew in the shade.


  "He arrived moments ago. Inasmuch as you were expected shortly, I settled him in the kitchen with a cup of tea." Not to mention with most of the meager supplies I'd laid in recently, I discovered.


  Saucerhead seldom lets a polite refusal get between him and a free meal.


  I settled myself. Dean poured tea. I asked Tharpe, "What gives?"


  "Message from Winger."


  "Really?"


  "She needs some help." He had trouble keeping a straight face.


  "I can't argue with that. What's her problem? And why should I give a rat's whisker?"


  Tharpe snickered. "Her problem is she needs somebody to bail her out of the Al-Khar. Seems she got caught digging around inside a certain country home and couldn't con the Guard into believing that she lived there. In fact, they were on the lookout for a big blonde who might be able to tell them something about what had happened there."


  "I love it. But how did you find out? You sound like Colonel Block."


  "Block came around to Morley's place on account of he couldn't find you here."


  "Why'd he want me?" I could guess. Some little question about events at The Tops.


  "He said on account of Winger claimed you as her next of kin when they asked who to notify she was inside so she could make bail or get bribe money for the turnkeys or whatever."


  "I see." Boy did I believe that.


  "And I went up and seen her. She already got into it with some screw thought he ought to collect special favors. Broke his arm."


  "They charged her with anything?"


  Tharpe shook his head. "Relway's just trying to squeeze her about what went down. But you know Winger. She's gonna be stubborn."


  "I know Winger. She's lucky Relway's in a good mood these days. Things are going his way." Bad weather and ferocious behavior by the Guard and secret police had calmed the riots. For now.


  There would be more. There had been no good news from the Cantard, like a resumption of the fighting.


  "Yeah, I told her. Probably won't even beat her much."


  "Then let her rot. No. Wait. Here. Run a message for me. Ask Block if he'll warn me before he turns her loose."


  Saucerhead took my money. "How come?"


  "So I can meet her coming out and tell her what a hard time I had getting her cut loose."


  "You're wicked, Garrett."


  "It's the company I keep. Been learning from a master." I jerked a thumb toward the Dead Man's room.
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  I shut the door behind Tharpe, locked up, strode to the Dead Man's door. I leaned inside. He looked the same: big and ugly. "I did all right for a guy whose help is so bone lazy. . . ."


  I kept close watch. You were less at risk than you imagine. He puts thoughts directly into your head.


  "After you started siccing the bird on me, maybe. By then I'd been through the hairiest part."


  You understand that the Winger creature knew the Jenn woman and Cleaver were one, right from the start?


  "Sure. And she knew you were snoring or she'd never have came in here to set her hook. She still has an angle. She thinks. Only Emerald was ahead of everybody, probably from before she ever left home."


  Indeed. The female of your species, if at all presentable, is capable of manipulating the brightest of you.


  "If that's her scheme. The Belindas and Maggies and Emeralds aren't that common, though. Luckily."


  Far be it from me to note your eagerness to be suborned by such females.


  "Yeah. But not far enough." In the other room the Goddamn Parrot started preaching what the Dead Man was thinking with one of his other minds. "Got to do something about that thing."


  Somebody knocked. Once more you have the opportunity to keep your word.


  Becky Frierka. And her mother, of course.


  "Why should I be the unique truth-telling character in this part of town?"


  As I went to the door the Dead Man sent, The quest for Eagle's hoard is vain. The burial cairn lay on a slope overlooking Pjesemberdal fjord. That entire mountainside collapsed into the fjord during an earthquake three centuries before my mishap.


  "Really?" If anyone around today would know, he would. "Might have been handy to know that before. When you were watching so close."


  Any adventurer who deciphers the sagas discovers the truth eventually. But so much blood gets spilled that the guilty dare not give warning to the world. He loaded that thought up with a cargo of amusement at human antics. But something unrelated leaked through, too. He was worried about the political climate. He had a stake in a tolerant TunFaire.


  Details plucked from my mind didn't reassure him.


  I pasted on my boyish grin and got to work. It took an effort to keep smiling. Becky's mother doesn't have a husband. She's actively screening candidates.


  Couldn't have been a better time for my parrot to go berserk, for my houseman to show his mean streak, for my partner to be himself. Naturally, nobody cooperated.


  I am nothing if not valiant in my efforts to do the right thing. Becky got her date, exactly according to terms.
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  Playmate was with me, trying to look fierce as a favor. So were Saucerhead and Winger, whom we'd collected from jail. Two weeks inside hadn't taught her a thing, which is why I had recruited my friends. I needed help getting Winger to go in the direction I wanted.


  A couple weeks can make a big difference in the Safety Zone. Morley's place had a new name: the Palms. Scraggly palms in pots stood out front, already wilting in TunFaire's chunky city air. Street lamps had appeared. Elf-breed lads decked out like Venageti colonels stood by to handle horses and coaches, despite the time of day.


  Playmate observed, "I don't think I'll feel comfortable around here anymore."


  "That's the point," Tharpe said. "Dotes has got him some high-tone ambitions all of a sudden. No place here for the likes of us now."


  I glanced at Winger. Still sulking, she didn't offer an opinion.


  The interior of the Joy House had been redecorated to fake the inside of a lunatic's idea of some tropical shack. I've been to the islands. It didn't work. After Morley bustled us upstairs, so we wouldn't frighten the customers if any turned up, I told him, "There aren't enough bugs, old buddy."


  "What? Bugs?"


  "Tropical places got bugs. Bugs big enough you got to fight them for table scraps. Flies and mosquitos that'll hang you up in a tree for later. And lots of them."


  "You can overdo atmosphere, Garrett."


  "Bugs don't sell to the Hill," Saucerhead guessed.


  Dotes scowled. Our presence made him uncomfortable. I hate it when people social climb. He asked, "What do you want?"


  "Just a couple wraps on the Rainmaker thing. Winger's out, which you probably noticed. And all the trilogy books are accounted for, only somebody mutilated them. Which won't do them any good." And I briefed him on what the Dead Man had told me. Given their natures and acquaintances, these four would get the word spread. And people would stop following me around.


  I'd begun to accumulate watchers again. I guessed the Venageti at The Tops had mentioned my visit to someone who cared.


  Pained, Morley asked, "Seen the girl?"


  "Vanished without a trace. Gone treasure hunting, I presume." I hadn't tried to find her.


  "That's it?" He was puzzled. He didn't see my angle.


  I didn't clue him in. "That's it."


  "Then I have to rush you. I have a million things that need doing before our reopening tonight. One thing before you go, though. A favor I need desperately."


  "You're starting to talk like those ferocious pirates. What?"


  He faked hurt. "Friends are always welcome at the Palms. But we have to present a refined image. If you could dress a little more. . . ."


  I got no chance to respond because Winger unloaded first. "You guys ever stick a foot in a fatter load of camel shit? Can you believe this seeping sack of slime? You half-breed runt, I know who you are."


  The lady is articulate in her own special way.


  

  


  


  Winger and I came to a meeting of the minds, more or less. Playmate and Tharpe took off. I straggled homeward. Winger tagged along. She didn't seem eager to put distance between us anymore. "Garrett, it true, what you said about Eagle's treasure?"


  "Absolutely. Came straight from the Dead Man."


  She didn't want to believe me but decided she had no choice. I was too damned dumb straight-arrow. "That thing awake again?"


  "And Dean came home. I'm back to being errand boy in my own house."


  She snapped her ringers. "Shucks. Been a long dry spell, too."


  I shook my head. This is where we started. "You never fail to surprise me, Winger."


  "Huh?" She grabbed my arm, pulled me out of the way as a flight of pixies, buzzing like angry hornets, harried several centaur kids they'd caught stealing. Idly, I noted what looked like one of Relway's spooks trailing the action.


  "Last time you told me that, I found out you had a boyfriend you never mentioned to anybody and he can follow me around like he's got me on a leash."


  She didn't lie straight up. "Hightower? Wouldn't exactly call him a boyfriend. . . ."


  "No. More like a sucker who thought he was. And got dead for his trouble."


  "Hey! Don't you go climbing on your high horse with me! I seen you with your pants down."


  "I'm just reminding you that people you care about get hurt, too, Winger. Lies can kill. If you have to lie to your friends and lovers to get where you want to go, maybe you'd better stop and give a good hard think about whether this is the road you have to follow."


  "Stick it in your do-good ear, Garrett. I got to live with me. You don't." Which was about as close to an admission of error or offer of apology as anyone was likely to get out of Winger.


  "When you came down here fishing me in, you knew Maggie Jenn was the Rainmaker. You figured you could work an angle, you being the only one outside her crowd that knew. I won't forget you trying to do that to me."


  Winger never apologizes in any of the customary ways. "I found out by accident. Pure dumb luck. And nobody but her kid really knew for sure. Her old lady and Mugwump and a few others maybe had all the facts right there in their faces, but they didn't want to believe it. . . . What the hell am I doing? It's over. Done. We got to move on. All the crap that's going on around town now, this racist bullshit, there's got to be lots of opportunities. But I'll check it out later. Why don't you come on over to my place?"


  A temptation, if only to find out where she lived. But I shook my head. "Not this time, Winger." The Dead Man wanted me to bring him up to date on Glory Mooncalled, events in the Cantard, and recent events in general, real soon now. I knew because he had the Goddamn Parrot following me around, telling me all about whatever notions happened to be bubbling through his feeble minds.


  My worst nightmare had come true. I couldn't get away from him even when I was away from him.


  Also, I needed to consult Eleanor on potential career changes. I had some ideas. At their root were the willies I got every time I thought about being caught inside the Bledsoe cuckoo ward.


  If I had planned this thing out right, I would have been born rich and would have lived out a useless life as a wastrel playboy.


  Doing that life somewhere besides TunFaire probably would have been a good idea, too.


  Still, life won't be completely awful as long as I'm somewhere where they keep brewing beer.
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  I greeted the morning the only way that makes sense. I groaned. I groaned some more as I pried me off the sheet. Several thousand maniacs were raising hell out in the street. I muttered dreadful threats, dropped my feet into the abyss beside my bed. My threats didn't scare up any peace.


  Pain blazed from my right temple to my left, ricocheted, clattered around inside my skull. I must have had a great time. I told me, "You got to quit drinking that cheap beer."


  The guy jacking his jaw was yakking way too loud. I clapped a hand over his mouth. He shut up. I used my other hand to open a curtain a peek. I had some morning-mad notion that by looking I could grab a clue about all that racket.


  A club of sunshine whacked me right between the eyes. Like to laid me out. Gah! An ill omen for sure. These bright days are never kind. Everybody I ran into would be just like the weather: warm and sunny. Argh! I was in the mood for low overcast and light drizzle, maybe with a frigid south wind.


  I peeled layers of fried skin off my eyeballs, took another look. Where there is life there is hope.


  "Well." Across Macunado, standing out like she might be the source of the brightness, was a trim piece of work who would have no trouble making the short list for girl of my dreams. She looked right at me, like she knew I was watching. My toes curled. Wow!


  I didn't notice the human rights guys and their ugly banners shoving dwarves and elves aside as they chased a gang of centaur refugees, flinging bricks and stones. I didn't chuckle when some fool bounced a rock off a fourteen-foot troll's beak and took up a brief career as a human club. Just another day of political dialogue in my hometown.


  I was focused. Maybe I was in love. Again.


  She had all the right stuff in all the right places in absolutely perfect proportion. She was a small thing, not a rat's whisker over five feet, and of the redheaded tribe. I would have bet the deed that she had green eyes. I drooled. I wondered what madness was loose upon the earth, that all those lunatics down there weren't dropping their sticks and stones and surrounding her, panting gales of garlicky breath.


  "Whoa, Garrett," I muttered, after the curtain slipped from numb fingers and broke the crackling magic connecting my eyes with hers. "Where have we heard all this before?" Female is my weakness. Pretty redhead will do me in every time.


  Oh, but what a delicious failing!


  I wrestled with my clothes for a minute before daring another look. She was gone. Where she had stood, a drunken one-armed war veteran was trying to assault an even drunker centaur. The centaur was getting the best of it because he had more legs to keep him off the ground.


  That troll must have been in a bad mood anyway. He bellowed his intention of clearing the street of anyone who didn't have green skin. He had a good work ethic, too.


  Down the way Mrs. Cardonlos and her broom vigorously defended the stoop of her rooming house from fugitives. How would she blame this on me? I was confident that she could find a way. Too bad she couldn't saddle that broom and fly away.


  Some dreams arrive stillborn. There wasn't a sign of that redhead anywhere.


  But nightmares always come true.


  Instead of young and gorgeous I spied old and homely and not even female.


  Old Dean, my resident cook, housekeeper, and professional nag, was home from his journey north to make sure one of his numerous ugly duckling nieces didn't weasel out of her wedding plans. He was standing at the foot of the front steps. He stared up at the house with pinch-lip disapproval.


  I shambled toward the stairs. Somebody had to let him in.


  Dean's knock set the Goddamn Parrot to squawking obscenities.


  Garrett! Oh, boy. That was my sidekick, the Dead Man, only recently awakened for the first time in months. He had a lot of vinegar stored up. Kindly set aside your sensual maunderings and still that horrible thumping.


  It was, for sure, going to be one of those days.
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  T.G. Parrot—whose given name is Mr. Big—started whooping as I worked the latch. "Help! Oh, please, Mister, don't hurt me no more." He sounded like a terrified child. He thought it was great fun trying to get me lynched.


  Mr. Big was a practical joke that had been played upon me by my alleged friend Morley Dotes, who must have spent years teaching that bird bad manners and worse language.


  Dean wrinkled his nose as he pushed inside. "Is that thing still here? And what is that dreadful odor?"


  By "thing" he meant the bird. I pretended to misunderstand. "He was too heavy for me to move by myself." The Dead Man goes somewhat over four hundred pounds. "Maybe he's getting ripe. You better work on his room first thing." Dean hates the Dead Man's room. He doesn't like being in the presence of a corpse, possibly because that rubs his nose in his own mortality.


  Your sense of humor has putrefied.


  Dean, of course, didn't receive the Dead Man's mind message. Wouldn't have been fun for His Nibs if he caused a reaction that the old man understood.


  I didn't pay him any mind. That always irks him. I was preoccupied, anyway. Still looking outside, I noticed that the redhead was back, watching from across the street. Our gazes met. That energy crackled. Down the block my favorite neighbor, the widow Cardonlos, spotted my open doorway. She pointed, jabbered, probably telling one of her tenants that I was the linchpin of all the evils plaguing our street.


  Her mind would not stretch any farther.


  Other than making herself a boil on the bottom of my happiness, she did not much matter in my life.


  Dean expelled one of his mighty, put-upon sighs. He dropped his duffel, stood there shaking his head. He wasn't three steps inside, but he had to assure me that his absence had been a domestic disaster. As had been inevitable.


  I looked for the girl again. Redheads are trouble. Always. But that kind of trouble looked real appetizing.


  Gone again, damn it. A mob of street rowdies had come between us, pursuing the ethnic debate with club and brickbat. Enterprising folk of several tribes tagged along, hawking sausages and sweetmeats and souvenirs to the participants. Never is there an event so wild, so dire or disgusting but what some entrepreneur can't create collectible memorabilia.


  Story of my life. Find my true love and lose her in a matter of minutes, while being tormented by a hangover and a carping housekeeper.


  What were you gawking at?


  "Huh?" You don't usually get much expression out of the Dead Man's mind messages. This time he seemed puzzled. "A girl." He ought to be able to figure that just because I was drooling.


  More puzzled. I see nothing but chaos.


  Neither did I, now. "That's the way it is these days. You didn't spend all your time napping, you'd know we're getting into the hell times." Damn! Me and my mouth. Now he would insist I spend another day bringing him up to date. A lot had been happening.


  The Goddamn Parrot was squawking with a vengeance now. He had discovered that I had not put out birdseed before I'd hit the sack. Hell, I'd barely remembered to lock the door. I'd only just survived a near terminal case of redheaditis complicated by psychopathic killer transvestites and I had wanted to unwind.


  Dean got to the kitchen before I could head him off. His howl stilled hearts for miles. Mr. Big squawked in fear. The Dead Man offered some mind racket meant as commiseration. Fetishist household order is not a priority with him, either.


  Dean had started through the kitchen doorway. He froze there. He posed, the most put-upon old boy who ever lived. "Mister Garrett. Will you please come here and explain?"


  "Well, I did kind of get behind on the dishes." I headed for the stairs. He wanted to give me a few choice pieces of advice, but the words all tried to come out at once. He began shaking in frustration when he could not get them untangled. I made my escape.


  Sort of. I headed for his room upstairs, which I had not gotten straightened up after having stashed a fugitive girl there while he was away. He would get really excited if he saw the mess she had left.


  I could feel the Dead Man's thoughts riding with me, amused, looking forward to the explosion. To him the world is one grand, enduring passion play, going on without end. He is settled comfortably in the wings enjoying it at little risk because he has been safely dead for four hundred years already.


  Somebody clever and really fast stuck a knife into him way back then. That or some ordinary dumbbell caught him taking one of his naps. Did Loghyr take those long naps when they were alive? I'd never seen a living Loghyr. I knew nobody who had, save the Dead Man himself. He hadn't been born dead. Hell, I've only ever run into one other dead Loghyr.


  A rare breed, they. And major pains in the social fundament, generally, which probably has something to do with why they are so rare.


  One is compelled to support your earlier remark concerning the quality of the beer you imbibe. Those cheap barley squeezings have poisoned your mind with premature bitterness and cynicism.


  "That's on account of my environment and evil companions. How come you're following me around the house?"


  I hurled things around in Dean's room as fast as I could, but I knew I was fighting another losing battle.


  Maybe the stress of the kitchen mess would burst his heart before he decided to put his stuff away.


  It was unusual for the Dead Man to extend himself beyond the walls of his room, though he could reach a long way when he wanted. He claims he limits himself out of respect for others' privacy. I have never believed a thought of that. Laziness has got to be involved somewhere.


  I am sure that even were he alive he would not move an ounce or an inch out of his room for years at a time. My guess is he died because it would have been too much trouble to get out of the way of the assassin.


  Not only bitter and cynical, but uncharitable.


  "You didn't answer the question."


  The deterioration has progressed faster than I anticipated. The city is at the brink. I have wakened to imminent chaos.


  "Yeah. We're beating up on each other instead of the Venageti."


  After so many of your mayfly generations. Loghyr live for ages, apparently. And they do take their sweet time dying. Peace. Can you stand the strain?


  Us humans are a hobby with him, by his estimation created exclusively for his amusement. He likes to study bugs, too.


  I had gotten distracted from my mission. A sound like that of a strangling crow startled me. Dean stood in the doorway, duffel at his feet, mouth open. The noises came from behind his teeth but maybe started out in a dimension where people didn't let undisciplined young ladies invade your quarters in your absence.


  "I had to hide. . . ."


  "Another of your bimbos. I understand completely." He articulated each word in isolation. "No doubt you had another already installed in your own bedroom."


  "Hey! It wasn't that way at all."


  "It never is, Mr. Garrett."


  "What the hell does that mean?" Downstairs, the Goddamn Parrot went crazy. And the Dead Man insisted, Come to my room, Garrett. You must tell me more. So much more. I sense so many wonderful possibilities. Glory Mooncalled is here in TunFaire? Oh, the marvel of it! The wonder! The insane potential!


  "Glory Mooncalled here? Where did you get that idea?" Mooncalled was a legend. He started as a mercenary general during the recent generations-long disturbance between Karenta and Venageta. He fought for the Venageti at first, but their arrogance offended him so he came over to our side. Where he was treated about the same despite his being the only skilled field commander in the theater. So somewhere along the way he got together with the sentient natives of the Cantard and the whole crazy bunch declared the war zone an independent republic. That led to some intriguing triangular headbutting.


  In the end, though, Karenta triumphed, our generals and sorcerers having been marginally less incompetent than those of Venageta while outnumbering anything Mooncalled could muster.


  The tribes were on the run. And every refugee seemed determined to immigrate to TunFaire—at the very time when returning soldiers were coming home to find most jobs already taken by nonhumans and most businesses now owned or operated by dwarves or elves. Thus the permanent floating riots in our streets.


  Is it not self-evident? He must be here.


  Actually, I had begun to suspect that weeks ago. So had the secret police.


  The Goddamn Parrot grew louder and more vile of beak. Dean became more articulate with every word, nagging in double time. And the Dead Man grew increasingly insistent.


  My hangover didn't bother me nearly as much as those three did.


  It was time to go somewhere where I could be alone with my misery.
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  They didn't turn loose willingly. In fact, as I descended to the street, Dean wished me bon voyage in words I had not realized he knew. The Goddamn Parrot fluttered past him and chased me up the street. That flashy little garbage beak did tone it down because the Dead Man shut him up. I mean, if they hang me on the testimony of a bird, who's going to keep a roof over his head?


  He would have no trouble finding somebody to take him in, but he wouldn't find anyone as undemanding. Most folks would expect him to stay awake and devote his multiple-brained genius to their enrichment.


  Oh, yes, the Loghyr is a genius. His intellect dwarfs that of anyone else I have ever met. He just don't want to use it.


  I was barely a block from the house, contemplating selling the Dead Man into slavery, when I glimpsed red hair. Since I was glancing over my shoulder at the time, it seemed possible the girl with the goodies was following me.


  This did not excite me as much as you might think. Like the Dead Man, I am not big on work. Still . . . that was one tender morsel.


  She wasn't much of a sneak. Her good looks weren't a handicap, though. You'd think every guy on the street would drop whatever throat he was throttling or would close the lid on his display tray so he could look without becoming vulnerable to shoplifters, or whatever, but hardly anyone noticed the girl. The few who did were nonhumans who shuddered as in a sudden draft and looked befuddled.


  Of course you wouldn't expect a normal dwarf to get excited about a sweet slip like that, but. . . . It was weird. And I don't like weird. Weird comes at me like I am a lightning rod for the bizarre.


  I left the house considering a visit to Morley Dotes' Joy House, to see how he was doing at turning that vegetarian thug's harbor into an upscale hangout called The Palms. But there was no way I was going to drag this redheaded sweetmeat across Morley's bow. He had dark elf good looks and charm to waste and was not a bit shy about taking unfair advantage of them.


  I bustled down Macunado till I reached the mouth of Barley Close, a tight, dark alley no longer used to make back door deliveries because all the mom-and-pop businesses had been scared away. Buildings leaned together overhead. The alley was dark and dirty and stank of rotting vegetation despite recent heavy rains that should have sluiced it out. I stepped over the outstretched legs of a drunken ratman and tried to stay near the centerline of the Close, where the footing was least treacherous. I disturbed a family of rats making a holiday feast of a dead dog. They showed their teeth and dared me to try stealing their dinner. I gave the biggest rat a quick toe in the slats. My new honey might be scared of rats.


  I drifted deep into the gloom, past sleepers of various tribes and sexes, careful to disturb no one. I'm a Golden Rule kind of guy. I don't like it when people bother me in my home.


  I paused at a cross alley eighty feet in. The sunlight blazing in from the street dry-roasted my eyeballs.


  I waited. I waited a little more. Then I waited some. Then, after I had done some waiting and was about to say oh well and give it up, a woman did come to the mouth of the Close. She was the right size, but her age was off by four generations. She was a slow, raggedy street granny propped up by a crooked cane. She peered out from under a yellow straw hat with devilish concentration, like she was sure some evil was afoot inside the Close. A woman her age could not have survived the streets without becoming constitutionally paranoid.


  I like to think I'm a nice guy. I did nothing to frighten her. I just waited till she decided not to enter the alley.


  To my utter astonishment the Goddamn Parrot never said a word. The Dead Man really had the muzzle on him.


  Looked like my ploy had failed. A girl amateur had outwitted me.


  I would keep that to myself. My friends ride me hard enough as it is. I did not need to pass out ammunition.


  I eased back into the street. My luck turned no worse. No traveling brawl tried to suck me in. I went to a watering trough, used some green fluid to swab the muck off my shoes. I didn't mind making the liquid thicker. Provision of public horse troughs encourages the public to harbor horses. And horses are nature's favorite weapon when it comes time to tormenting guys named Garrett.


  I had cleaned my left shoe and was trying to get the right off without getting anything on my hand when I spotted the redhead through a sudden parting in the crowd. Our eyes met. I gave her my biggest, most charming grin and a look at my raised right eyebrow. That combination gets them every time.


  She took off.


  I took off after her. Now I was in my element. This is what I live for. I would have called for foxhounds and a horn, but they would have brought horses along.


  The Goddamn Parrot made some kind of interrogatory noise. I didn't catch it and he didn't repeat himself.
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  Again I noticed that curious phenomenon: guys didn't pay the girl any mind. Maybe my eyes were going. Maybe my run of bad luck was giving me a case of wishful thinking. Maybe those other guys were so happily married they never looked at pretty girls. Maybe the sun came up in the west this morning.


  I ducked a swooping shoat and tried to catch up a little since I could not track the girl by the stir she was causing. The street was crowded like today was a holiday, but everybody was growling and snapping at everybody else. We needed some miserable weather to cool everybody down. A really hot spell might be like a torch to tinder.


  I spied a familiar face headed my way, ugly as the dawn itself. Saucerhead Tharpe towered above the crowd. Nobody gave him any grief. He was a bone-breaker by trade, which meant prosperous times for him. He spotted me and hoisted a ham-sized hand. "Yo! Garrett, my man. How they hanging?" It is always good to have Saucerhead on your side, but he isn't overly blessed with brains or a flair for language.


  "Low. You notice a cute little redhead about a hundred feet up? She's so short I can't keep track."


  His grin broadened, exposing the remnants of truly ugly teeth. "You on a case?" Cunning fellow, he had an idea he could get me to hire him to help.


  "I don't think so. She was watching my house, so I decided to follow her around."


  "Just like that?"


  "Yeah."


  His grin turned into a horror show. "Dean come home? Or did the Dead Man wake up?" He winked at the Goddamn Parrot.


  He was smarter than a rock, anyway. "Both."


  Saucerhead chuckled. It was the kind of chuckle I get too often. My friends figure I was put here to amuse them with my travails.


  "Look, Saucerhead, this gal is going to lose me if I don't. . . ."


  "Speaking of ones that got away, I seen Tinnie Tate yesterday."


  Tinnie is one ex that my cronies won't let go away. "Great. Come by the house later. Tell me all about it."


  "I seen Winger, too. She. . . ."


  "That's your problem."


  Our mutual acquaintance Winger, though female, is as big as me and goofier than Saucerhead. And she has the moral sense of a rabid hyena. And, despite that, she is hard not to like.


  "Hey, Garrett, come on, man."


  I was drifting away.


  "She had a good idea. Honest, Garrett."


  Winger is chock-full of good ideas that get me up to my crotch in crocodiles. "Then you go in on it with her." There was a small thinning of the crowd uphill. I caught a glimpse of my quarry. She seemed to be looking back, puzzled, maybe even exasperated.


  "I would, Garrett," Saucerhead shouted. "Only need somebody with real brains to get into it with us."


  "That leaves me out, don't it?" Didn't it? Would a guy with real brains keep following somebody when it was evident that that somebody had decided that she wanted to be followed and was getting impatient with my delays?


  Seemed like a good idea at the time. We have all said that.


  I considered waving so she would know I was coming, but decided to keep up pretenses.


  Saucerhead followed for a way, babbling something about my manners. I showed him my worst. I didn't answer. I trotted after my new honey. The crowds were thinning. I kept her in sight. Her passage caused no more stir than if she were the crone I had seen looking into Barley Close.


  We were just past where Macunado becomes the Way of the Harlequin when she glanced back, then turned into Heartlight Lane, where some of TunFaire's least competent astrologers and diviners keep shop.
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  "Hey, buddy," I called to a stout-looking old dwarf lugging an old-timey homemade club. That tool was as long as him, crafted from the trunk and roots of some black sapling that had wood harder than rock. "How much you want for that thing?"


  The price went up instantly. You know dwarves. You show interest in a broken clothespin. . . . "Not for sale, Tall One. This is the world-renowned club Toetickler, weapon of the chieftains of the Kuble Dwarves for ten generations. It was given to the first High Gromach by the demiurge Gootch. . . ."


  "Right. And it's still got dirt on its roots, Stubby." The dwarf swung that club down hard enough to crack a cobblestone.


  "Three marks," I barked before he gave me more details of the club's provenance or maybe demonstrated its efficiency by tickling my favorite toes.


  "Not one groat under ten, Lofty." Even national treasures are for sale if you are a dwarf. Nothing is holy except wealth itself.


  "Thanks for talking, Lowball. It was just an idea." I started moving.


  "Whoa there, Highpockets. At least make me an offer."


  "My memory must be playing tricks again. I thought I did make an offer, Shorty."


  "I mean a serious offer. Not a bad joke."


  "Three and ten, then."


  He whined. I started moving.


  "Wait, Tall One. Four. All right? Four is outright theft for such a storied weapon, but I have to get some cash together before you people run us out of town. I tell you, I'm not looking forward to rooting around in the old home mines again."


  Sounded like there might be a tad of truth in that.


  "Three ten and a parrot? Think what you could do with his feathers."


  The dwarf considered Mr. Big. "Four." Nobody wanted the Goddamn Parrot.


  "Done," I sighed. I turned out my pockets. We made the exchange. The dwarf walked away whistling. There would be tall tales told at the dwarf hold tonight, of another fool taken.


  But I had me a tool. And with fate seldom able to gaze on me favorably for long, I would not have long to wait to field-test Toetickler's touch.


  Heartlight Lane was not crowded, which surprised me. Given the political climate, more folks ought to be checking into their futures. I saw a lonely runecaster tossing the bones, trying to forecast her next meal, and an entrail reader much more interested in plucking his chicken carcass. Palm readers and phrenologists swapped fortunes. Aquamancers, geomancers, pyromancers, and necromancers all napped in their stalls.


  Maybe customers were staying away in droves because they did not need experts to tell them that bad times were coming.


  I got some interesting discount and rebate offers. The most attractive came from a dark-haired, fiery-eyed tarot reader. I promised, "I'll be right back. Save a dance for me."


  "No, you won't. Not if you don't stop here. Now."


  I thought she was telling me, "That's what you all say." I kept on keeping on. The Goddamn Parrot started muttering to himself. Maybe the Dead Man's compulsion was wearing off.


  "I warned you, Handsome."


  How did she manage to see her cards?


  I had not seen the redhead since before my negotiations with the runt arms merchant. I didn't see her now, but something flashed around a turn of brick up ahead. The guy who laid out Heartlight Lane was either a snake stalker or a butterfly hunter. It zigs and zags and comes close to looping for no reason more discernible than the fact that that is the way it has got to go to get between the buildings. A few quick turns and the lane became deserted except for a big brown coach, its door just closing.


  Empty streets are not a good sign. That means folks have smelled trouble and want no part of it.


  Maybe somebody just wanted to talk to me. But then why not just come to the house?


  Because I don't always answer the door? Especially when somebody might want me to go to work? Maybe. Then there is the fact that the Dead Man can read minds.


  I took a couple of cautious steps, glanced back. That tarot girl sure was a temptation. On the other hand, red hair is marvelous against a white pillowcase. On the third hand. . . .


  I got no chance to check my other fifteen fingers. From out of the woodwork, or cracks in the walls, or under the cobblestones, or a hole in the air came the three ugliest guys I have ever seen. They had it bad. I think they wanted to look human but their mothers had messed them up with their hankering after lovers who spelled ugly with more than one G. All three made me look runty, too, and I am a solid six feet two, two hundred ten pounds of potato-hard muscle and blue eyes to die for. "Hi, guys. You think we're gonna get some rain?" I pointed upward.


  None of them actually looked. Which left me with a nasty suspicion that they were smarter than me. I would have looked. And they hadn't followed some wench-o'-the-wisp up here where some humongous Brunos could bushwhack them, either.


  They said nothing and I didn't wait for introductions and didn't wait for a sales pitch. I feinted left, dodged right, swung my new club low and hard and took the pins right out from under one behemoth. Maybe the dwarf did me a favor after all. I went after another guy's head like I wanted to knock it all the way to the river on one hop. Big as he was, he went ass over appetite and I started to think, hey, things aren't going so bad after all.


  The first guy got up. He started toward me. Meantime, the guy I hadn't hit planted himself resolutely in the way in case I decided to go back the way that I had come. My first victim came at me. He wasn't even limping. And his other buddy was back up, too, no worse for wear, either.


  You could not hurt these guys? Oh my oh my.


  "Argh!" said the Goddamn Parrot.


  "You said a beakful, you piebald buzzard."


  I wound up for a truly mighty swing, turned slowly, trying to pick a victim. I picked wrong. I could not have chosen right.


  I took the guy I hadn't hit. The plan was to whack him good, then display my skill as a sprinter. The plan didn't survive first contact with the enemy. When I swung he grabbed my club in midair, took it away, and flipped it aside with such force that it cracked when it hit a nearby building.


  "Oh my oh my."


  "Argh!" the Goddamn Parrot observed again.


  I went for the fast feet option, but a hairy hand attached to an arm that would have embarrassed a troll snagged my right forearm. I flailed and flopped and discovered ingenious ways to use the language. I got me some much needed exercise, but I did not go anywhere. And big ugly didn't work up a sweat keeping me from going.


  Another one grabbed my other arm. His touch was almost gentle, but his fingers were stone. I knew he could powder my bones if he wanted. Which did not slow my effort to get away. I didn't give up till the third one grabbed my ankles and lifted.


  The Goddamn Parrot walked down my back muttering to himself. Mumble and mutter was all he seemed capable of anymore.


  The whole crew lockstepped to the coach. I lifted my head long enough to see a matched set of four huge horses, the same shade of brown. On the driver's seat was a coachman all in black, looking down at me but invisible within the depths of a vast black cowl. He needed a big sickle to make the look complete.


  The coach was fancy enough, but no coat of arms proclaimed its owner's status. That didn't do wonders for my confidence. Here in TunFaire even the villains like to show off.


  With nary a word, the ugly brothers chucked me inside. My skull tried to bust through the far door. That door didn't give an inch. My headbone didn't give much, either. Like a moth with his wings singed, I fluttered down into that old lake of darkness.
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  When you are in my racket—confidential investigations, lost stuff found, work that doesn't force me to take a real job—you expect to get knocked around sometimes. You don't get to like it, but you do catch on to the stages and etiquettes involved. Especially if you are the kind of dope who trails a girl you know wants to be followed, right into the perfect spot for an ambush. That kind of guy gets more than his share of lumps and deserves every one of them. I bet guys like Morley never get bopped on the noggin and tossed into mystery coaches.


  Your first move after you start to stagger back toward the light—assuming you are clever enough not to do a lot of whimpering—is to pretend that you are not recovering. That way maybe you will learn something. Or maybe you can take them by surprise, whip up on them, and get away. Or maybe they will all be out to dinner and some genius will have forgotten to take the keys out of the door of your cell.


  Or maybe you will just lie there puking your socks up because of a rocking concussion rolling your hangover.


  "O what foul beasts these mortals be! Jorken! Fetch a mop!" The voice was stentorian, as though the speaker was some ham passion player who never ever stepped offstage.


  A woman's voice added, "Bring an extra bucket. They leak at the other end as well."


  Oh no. I already had a bath this week.


  "Why me? How come, all of a sudden, I get stuck with scutwork?"


  "Because you're the messenger," said a wind from the abyss, cold as a winter's grave. That had to be my buddy the faceless coachman.


  I was confused. My natural state, some would say. But this was bizarre.


  Maybe it was time to get up and meet the situation head-on. I gathered my corded muscles and heaved. Two fingers and a toe twitched. So I exercised my skill with colorful dialogue. "Rowrfabble! Gile stynbobly!" I was on a roll, but I didn't recognize the language I was speaking.


  I cooled down fast when a load of icy water hit me.


  "Freachious moumenpink!" Driven by a savage rage, I managed a full half pushup. "Snrubbing scuts!" Hey! Was that a real word?


  Another bucket of water hit me hard enough to knock me off my hands and roll me over. A ragmop came out of the mist. It started swabbing. Somebody attached to the mop muttered while he worked. That was a dwarfish custom. But this beanpole was so tall he could only have been adopted.


  There was something weird about the mopman. Beside the fact that he carried on several sides of a conversation all by himself. He had little pigeon wings growing out of his head where his ears ought to be. Also, you could sort of see through him whenever he moved in front of a bright light.


  A really intense light blazed up. I managed to get into a sitting position but could not look up. That light was worse than sunshine on the brightest-ever morning after a two-kegger.


  "Mr. Garrett."


  I didn't lie about it. I didn't admit anything, either. I didn't react at all. I was busy trying not to make more work for that princely fellow with the mop. I succeeded. And I managed to get one hand clamped over my eyes. Somewhere way in the back of my head a little voice told me I should take this as a lesson in chemistry. Don't play with stuff that might blow up in your face. Like strange redheads.


  I know. I know. All redheads are strange. But there is strange and strange.


  A different woman said, "Ease up on the glow. You're blinding him." She had a voice of a type you never hear except from the women who haunt your fantasies. It was the voice of the lover you have been waiting for all these years.


  Something was going on here.


  The light faded till I could stand to open my eyes. It continued to wane till there was no more than you would find in your average torchlit dungeon, which was my first guess as to my whereabouts. But I didn't recognize any voices. I thought I pretty well knew everybody who had a dungeon in the family inventory.


  Well, it's a big city.


  Hell. No. Not a dungeon. This was some kind of big cellar with a high ceiling and only a couple of really dirty windows practically lost in rusty steel bars, way, way up at the back. The cellar was mostly empty except for pillars supporting the structure overhead. The floor was old stone, a dark slate-gray. Hard as a rock, hard on a sleeper's back.


  I took inventory. I didn't have any bits missing or any open wounds. My headache had not abated, though. My main injury was a knot on my conk from my attempt to dive through that coach door.


  And I still had a hangover.


  Maybe they turned down the lights too far. Now I could see my captors. All eight of them. I would rather not have.


  There was a long drink of water who maybe used to be a pigeon, your basic roof rat, leaning on his mop. There were the three characters I had met already, all looking bigger and uglier than ever. Those guys could get work as gargoyles at any of the major cathedrals. Then there were three females. None was my redhead. The closest to her was a brunette with a paler skin and eyes that were smouldering pits of promise and curves that had been drawn by a dreaming celestial geometrician. Her lips made me want to bounce up and run over there. Presumably she owned the sexy voice.


  Next to her was a gal with the biggest hair I have ever seen. What looked like snakes seemed to peek out. Her skin was a sort of pale pus-green color. Her lips were gorgeously tasty but dark green. When she smiled she showed you sharp vampire teeth. Not to mention that she sported two extra arms, the better to whatever you with. I decided I would put off asking her out.


  She stared at me with a heat—or a hunger—that set those old frozen-toed mice to rambling along my spine.


  The third woman was a giant of a blonde, maybe ten feet tall and at least that many years past her prime. She had put on weight where women generally do not need much, and overall she projected a sort of middle-class goodwifely dowdiness—with a suggestion of all the hidden bitterness that so often goes with that.


  A guy I took to be her old man sprawled on some sort of stone throne that was so chipped and crumbly it looked like it could collapse under his weight. He was a couple of feet taller than the blonde. He wasn't wearing much but a stripey leather loincloth that looked like it had been ripped off a saber-toothed tiger on the fly and nobody bothered to cure it. He was built like a muscle freak who had gone to seed. He could have lugged minotaurs on those shoulders in his prime.


  His eyes were a blazing blue, almost as gorgeous as mine. His hair was white and there was a lot of it, flying out all around his head in tangles and spikes. His beard was white, too, and had not been trimmed in decades. Despite his lovely eyes he seemed to be bored or almost asleep.


  Everybody stared at me like they expected me to do something clever. I did not have my cane nor my tap shoes, so I couldn't go into my dance routine. Those words that escaped my mouth still had no discernible meaning, so I could not sing. I reached deep into my trick bag for the last thing left.


  I tried to stand up.


  I made it! But to stay standing up I had to hang on to one of the ugly guys. This particular one lacked a forehead and had a mouth like a lamprey. I bet all the girls wanted to tongue-kiss him. His eyes were fish eyes, too, yellow and shadowy and covered by that milky membrane.


  That popped up and down a couple of times, but otherwise he ignored me. I managed to croak, "Who are you people? What are you?"


  Two of these characters could pass for giants and one for human, but the rest were not like anything I had ever seen on the streets of TunFaire. You spend any time at all out there, you will see members or virtually every sentient species, from pixies the size of your thumb to giants twenty feet tall. You will even see some horrors like the ratmen, who were created by sorcery run amok.


  Maybe that was what we had here, fugitives from some cellar way up at the pinnacle of the Hill, where our magician masters live. Trouble was, for the last four generations most of them people had spent their lives in the Cantard, managing the war. None of them would have messed up this much.


  Some things you could be sure of just by experience.


  I sagged. My ugly buddy did not help. I hung on like a drowning man, gradually pulling myself back into our world. I had had practice climbing lampposts on nights when the weather had turned incredibly alcoholic. "I know you people can talk."


  Speaking of talk, where was my curse, the feathered prince of gab, the Goddamn Parrot? He sure wasn't in this basement—unless he was dead. Even the Dead Man could not stop his beak from rattling here.


  The big guy, who was pretty obviously the head weirdo, nodded to the guy who had feathers for ears. But Beanpole Man just looked at me and shrugged like he did not have a notion.


  I muttered. "I have been kidnapped by morons."


  Yeah. Right. And what did that say about the blinding intellect of the guy who got kidnapped?


  Gravity would not leave me alone. I sagged yet again.


  Maybe I should let go, fall back down, go to sleep, and eventually wake up again somewhere else, where all the nightmares had not yet wormed their ways into every human mind.


  Et tu, Cthulhu? The world is full of crackpots, and who can you trust?
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  The greenish woman moved toward me. "Please accept our apologies, Mr. Garrett. We needed to see you quickly. Daiged, Rhogiro, and Ringo," she said, aiming a wicked nail with each name by way of making introductions, "had to work fast. They aren't used to being gentle."


  "No kidding."


  I looked around for the Goddamn Parrot. Still no sign of him. Maybe he had had sense enough to get away. Maybe I was in real luck and he mouthed off and got his neck wrung.


  Somehow some of the woman's arms had disappeared. Her hair had become more managable. Her color had improved, her teeth had lost their sharpness, and her neckline now plunged to navel level.


  I had fallen in with shapeshifters.


  Now that I noticed it, the giants were several feet shorter, the ugly boys were less repulsive, and the long pale guy had ears. The sexy gal had changed, too, though she had been fine the way she was. She had shortened up and gone blonde. She giggled. Her appeal had not faded a bit.


  Why would she want to turn into a bimbo?


  Soon they all looked normal, within the very extended range considered normal in TunFaire. They could have gotten by outside—except that they tended to be a little ethereal in a strong light.


  Did somebody feed me magic mushrooms while I was asleep?


  I said, "That's a better look for you." The woman was too close. I watched her hair. Fleas and lice are bad enough.


  She flashed an inviting smile, licked her lips with a tongue that split at the end. She told me, "I appreciate your thoughts. They're flattering. But you don't want to get too close to me." She gestured at the blonde, who stared at me like she wanted me for dinner. In a less stressful moment I would have leaped onto her plate. I failed to correct the snake woman's misconception about her effect on me.


  "You got any chairs around here?" I had a concussion for sure. I was keeping my balance about as good as a ratman on weed.


  "I'm sorry. We jumped into this rather precipitously."


  I lowered myself back down to the floor so I would not have so far to fall when the time came. "Tell me something useful. Who are you? What are you? What do you want? Give me some of the good stuff before I fade away again here." My head really hurt.


  "We are the last of the Godoroth. Through no wish of ours, nor any fault, we have become entangled in a struggle with the Shayir."


  "The sun of knowledge shines on me," I muttered. [. . .] "I'm afraid not." I didn't have a clue.


  "Only one group can survive. This place is the cellar of our last mortal follower. We will shelter here till the contest is decided. In his prayers our follower suggested we enlist your aid. By temperament you are well suited."


  "Leave my tailor out of this."


  She scowled. She didn't get it. "We were considering bringing in a nonbeliever already. The Shayir must have gotten wind of you and so set a trap for you."


  "Must be the bump on the head. I'm not understanding any of this." I asked again. "Who are you? What are you?"


  The blonde giggled. That rogue Garrett. He says the cleverest things. However, the boss guy didn't find me amusing. Lightning crackled on his brow. Literally. He had grown a tad again, too. Should have clued me right then. His type don't have any patience.


  "You've never heard of the Godoroth?"


  " 'Fraid not. None of those other names, either."


  "Ignorance was one point that recommended you." She didn't sound like she believed in ignorance, though.


  Thunders pranced around the big guy's melon. The brunette flashed him a look that might have been disgust. Then she told me, "I'm Magodor. Collectively, we are the Godoroth. We were the patron gods of the Hahr, one of the first tribes to settle this region. They were primitive by your standards. They planted crops and herded cattle but were not very good at it. They lived as much by raiding as by agriculture. Almost all physical trace of them has vanished. Their blood still runs strong in the rulers of this city, but their culture is extinct. And their gods are on the verge of extinction."


  That bad at agriculture—and the interest in institutionalized thievery sounded like a cultural aspect that had persisted amongst our rulers.


  "The worship of the Shayir was brought into this region by the Ox-Riders of Grim during the Gritny Conquest. The Gritny were much like the Hahr in the ways they lived. They did not last long. They were just the first wave in an age of great migrations. Every decade saw its raiders or conquerors. Each wave left its seed and a few settlers and their ideas. Of the Ox-Riders no physical trace remains. But their gods, the Shayir, are persistent and resilient. And now, brought low by time, we and the Shayir must fight for a place on the Street of the Gods."


  Street of the Gods. That was the insiders' name for the avenue that runs the length of what cynical and undereducated types refer to as the Dream Quarter, that part of the South Side where TunFaire's thousand and one gods all have their main temples. Another legacy of the remote past, from an age when the temporal power reigned supreme and was totally paranoid about the worldly ambitions of priesthoods. Those old emperors had wanted every priest where he could be watched easily—and could be round easily at massacre time.


  I looked around. Gods? Right.


  "You know how it works on the Street? It's all marketing. If you win a good following, you migrate west to temples and cathedrals nearer the Hill. If you lose market share, you slide downhill eastward, toward the river. For three decades we have hung on by our nails, in the last temple to the east, while the Shayir holed up across the Street and one place west, with a monotheistic god named Scubs in the status niche between us. But Scubs won a family of converts last month. And immigrants from the Cantard have imported a god named Antitibet who has enough followers to seize a place a third of the way to the west. Which means a lot of shuffling around is due. And which also means that either we or the Shayir will have to leave the Street."


  Yeah. I understood that. I knew how things worked in the Dream Quarter. I didn't have a clue why, or how, the priests worked it all out amongst themselves, but the results were evident.


  Farthest west are the Chattaree cathedral of the Church and the Orthodox compound. These are feuding cousin religions that, with their various schismatic offspring, claim the majority of TunFaire's believers. These are rich and powerful cults.


  And at the east end are dozens of cults like this one represented here, gods and pantheons known only to a handful of faithful. At that end of the street the temples are really nothing but worn-out storefronts.


  I thought I understood the situation. Which did not mean I believed these characters were actual gods and goddesses. Didn't mean I didn't believe, either. You ask me, the evidence in the god business is always thin and, in most cases, thoroughly cooked by priests who survive by charging admission to heavenly attention. But this is TunFaire, the wonderful city where any damned thing can happen.


  "You are a skeptic," Magodor observed. She looked very pretty right then.


  I confessed with a nod. I did not confide my own beliefs, or the lack thereof.


  Wisps of smoke trailed from the big guy's nostrils. He was up to eighteen feet tall. If he got any more perturbed he would run out of headroom.


  "We will explore your thinking another time. For the moment let's just say that we Godoroth are in a situation both simple and desperate. We or the Shayir are going to leave the Street. For us that would mean oblivion. The Street has a power all its own, a manna that helps sustain us. Off the Street we would be little more than wraiths, and that only transiently."


  Maybe. The ugly boys looked as solid and eternal as basalt.


  She reiterated, in case her point had gone over my head the past several times: "If we're forced off the Street we are done, Mr. Garrett. Lost. Forgotten."


  I'm not often accused of thinking before I open my big yap. I could not be convicted this time, either. "What actually does happen to gods who run out their string? You have gods of your own to report to, stand on the scales, be judged and all?"


  Rumble-rumble. A crown of little thunderheads rode the big guy's head now. He was over twenty feet tall. Too tall for the cellar, even sitting down. He was bent over, glaring at me ferociously. I got the impression that, despite being the boss, he was not too bright.


  Isn't that a lovely notion? Even in the supernatural world it isn't necessarily the cream that rises to the top.


  Lack of brilliance was a suspicion I had entertained concerning numerous gods. Mostly their myths consist of vicious behaviors toward one another and their worshippers, spiced up with lots of adultery, incest, bestiality, parricide, and whatnot.


  "Some just fade till even the ghost is gone. Others become mortals, prey for time and the worm." I cannot say that she sounded entirely convincing.


  The big guy closed his eyes, breathed lightning. His companion had better control. She had gotten herself down to six feet tall and was quite attractive in a mature, country sort of way. I had no trouble picturing her galloping across the sky on a stormy night, wearing an iron hat with horns, scattering ravens while harvesting the fallen heroes. Trouble was, she eyed me like she had no trouble picturing me dangling across the neck of her mount.


  My head still hurt. My stomach kept rolling over. I wanted desperately to go back to sleep.


  I said, "I'm not comfortable here." I was also, still, very confused, completely distrusting of my senses. "Is there somewhere we can sit down, just you and me, so I can get a handle on this without being distracted?" If I wasn't trying to keep from stepping on my tongue when I looked at the blonde I was worrying about the big guy's temper or about the ugly brothers taking a notion to bang me around again. I did know I was in one bad spot, whatever these things were.


  The big guy spat from the side of his mouth, like those country boys who chew weed instead of smoking it. A ball of fire hit stone a few yards from my hand, melted right down into the slate. Charming.
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  There was another cellar above part of the one where I had awakened. It was more normal, used for wine storage and lumber rooms. Lots of dust and spiders. Plenty of rats. Refreshingly mundane. My companion illuminated our way with a light from within herself. She seemed fuzzy but appeared solid once we climbed into a kitchen where a dozen women were cooking and baking. They paused to stare, baffled. Who was this guy coming out of the cellar?


  Apparently they didn't see Magodor. Nor did they seem inclined to challenge my presence. They went back to work. That was not reassuring. It meant they were used to strange doings and to minding their own business.


  Their number meant I had to be way up the Hill. And that meant the house probably belonged to one of the great and most wicked of the sorcerers who are the true powers in Karenta.


  I hate it when I get noticed by those people. That never is good for me.


  Magodor led me into a small drawing room apparently set up just for us. She told me, "You will have to manage without refreshments. We're not allowing ourselves to be seen by mortals."


  I dropped into a chair so overstuffed I sank almost out of sight. I caught an arm and saved myself. In moments I was so comfortable I was ready to sleep. I knew I had a concussion, so I fought the drowsiness. "How come?"


  "Our enemies would find out where we are."


  "That's a problem?"


  She offered me a sour look. Must have been my tone. "You've never seen a war of the gods. Pray you don't." The woman with all the teeth and arms and the snake problem shone through momentarily. "Neither we nor the Shayir need worry about injuring mortals under our protection." But wasn't that sort of thing supposed to be bad for business in general?


  The nasty side faded. Lovely. Yum!


  "That wouldn't be smart, Garrett."


  "Huh?"


  "Your thoughts are obvious. They were with Adeth. They were with Star. They are with me. You should know that my lovers seldom survive. I offer the warning only because we need you healthy. I am Magodor the Destroyer."


  Into my head flooded images of famine and pestilence, of acres of bones, of cities burning and ravens darkening the sky. Boy, would she be a fun date. When the visions cleared, Magodor looked her loveliest yet, a make-the-celibate-monks-howl-at-the-unfair-moon sort of girl.


  "Resist me."


  "Will do." I was not sure that these Godoroth were not just slick con artists with a little hedge wizardry, aiming to use me as a stalking-horse. But why take chances?


  "Until we triumph over the Shayir." If anything, she grew more desirable.


  "Uh," I said, wondering if I ought not to hold a hand over my eyes. "Let's have some details. Like who was who down there and what you expect me to do."


  "Meaning, if we really are gods, why not handle our problems ourselves?"


  "Something like that." She talked too much for any god I ever heard of.


  "Even gods are constrained."


  "How?"


  "We cannot, for example, invade the temple of the Shayir. More will become evident in time. You haven't agreed to help."


  I didn't intend to, either. I didn't tell her that. I don't have much use for gods of any sort. I figured what I needed to do was be polite, stall, ride it out, and soon enough I would be out of there. All the gods I had heard of had notoriously short attention spans. They all wanted to go boff their father's girlfriend or their brother or their pet three-headed dragon. Two hours after I was gone, these characters wouldn't remember me.


  "Are you going to help?"


  "You haven't told me anything. I don't even know who I would be representing. I know the name of one lovely who dotes on devastation. I know the name of a long drink of water who has feathered ears. That's not much."


  "Jorken the Messenger. He is of no consequence."


  "Then there are the big guys. Daiged, Rhogiro, and Ringo? What are they?"


  "Avars. We inherited them. They were servants of the Old Ones. They have no attributes but strength."


  "Don't forget ugly. They're really big on ugly."


  "You have no idea. And of course, being you, you're really interested in Star."


  "Star?"


  "She has an older name, but it means Morning Star. She is the whore avatar of Woman, the Temptress, the temple prostitute who always comes across."


  "How romantic."


  "I could see the romance in your eyes whenever you looked at her."


  "Some things we can't control."


  "Or you wouldn't have followed Adeth."


  "Adeth?"


  "The one trying to lead you into a trap. You are lucky we were watching. You would not have enjoyed her company as much as Star's."


  "The redhead? Some things we can't control."


  "If you must lose it, concentrate on Star. She might get interested. She hasn't turned it on for you yet, Garrett."


  Wow. She ought to bottle and sell that indifference, then. Be a comedown from the god racket, but she would get rich and famous and maybe famous would put her feet on the ladder back to the top. I could get rich myself, managing her. Cut myself a percentage of the take and. . . .


  Sssss!


  Snakes out of green hair. Magodor was irritated. I don't think she could read my mind, but she was bright enough to realize I wasn't paying attention. I came alert fast. They might not be gods, but they might believe they were and had every right to be vicious and capricious. I put on my killer grin, hoisted an eyebrow charmingly, said, "I'm awake! I'm awake!" same as I used to tell the sergeant of the guard when he caught me with my attention wandering back in those good old Marine Corps days, dancing with the Venageti in the islands.


  "You don't seem especially interested."


  "Consider the mortal's viewpoint. He's been kidnapped. He has a knife across his throat. Somebody supposedly wants to hire him, but he can't find out what for. You haven't said a word about payment. The one thing that does come across is that these would-be employers don't look any more trustworthy or stable than any other gods."


  With every word sweet Maggie grew less attractive. I quit before she decided to drop me down a hole and interview elsewhere. "Why not finish telling me about the others?"


  I basked in the pale green light of her disapproval. She wasn't used to backtalk. But she took control. Maybe she was desperate.


  Doubtless, in the shadows of her heart, she put a tick beside "Garrett" in her book of destruction.


  "How about the boss couple? Who are they?"


  "Imar and Imara." I didn't have to be told, brother and sister and man and wife. "Lord and Mistress of All, Skystrider and Earth Mother. Sun and Moon, Scatterer of Stars and She Who Calls Forth the Spring."


  "And so forth," I muttered. When you have the habit of backmouthing crime bosses and Guard chieftains, it ain't easy to break the circle.


  "And so forth. We tend to accumulate titles, of both supplication and accusation."


  That fit with what I knew about other gods. The Church, where I was raised, didn't have a full crew of gods like most religions. We had one God, No God But God—and about ten thousand saints who covered the same ground as lesser gods and goddesses. The Church had a whole heavenly bureaucracy, with saints who didn't do anything more strenuous than find lost buttons or keep an eye on the wine grape harvest. The Church's supernatural establishment was so big the whole thing would continue on inertia for ages after its last believer perished.


  "All right. Now that I know who you are, I have a vague notion what your problem is. One temple. Two bunches of gods. Whoever loses out loses big time."


  "Exactly." She was all business now. As if a beautiful woman can ever be all business, however much she wants to think that. Nature does not care about the clutter in the mind. Decorum is just another obstacle to be surmounted by instinct.


  I tried being all business, too.


  Instinct could get me dead.


  I reminded me that lady spiders eat their mates.
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  "Listen," Magodor snapped. "You get to hear this once."


  Generous. "I'm all ears, Maggie." I tried to wiggle them encouragingly, but I just don't have that talent. What an unfair world. A big goof like Saucerhead Tharpe can wiggle one of his ears, but I am stuck with. . . .


  "Garrett."


  Whoops. "I'm awake! I'm awake!"


  "You may not accept it, but we gods have dealings amongst ourselves. Few of your priests are aware of this."


  "Yeah. Mostly they're big on declaring their own gods to be the only gods."


  "Partly. Some younger religions are intolerant that way. About rules. There is a set that governs the situation that exists now. Additionally, there are custom and past practice. It's not explicitly forbidden, but past practice is that pantheons don't fight over places on the Street."


  "Bad for business, eh?"


  "You have no idea. Customarily, a committee of more successful gods oversee a competition. Winner takes all."


  "Ah." That was my polished professional ah, my ah of illumination.


  "The competitions are unique each time so the contestants cannot rig the results beforehand."


  "I'll bet they never even try."


  Maggie smiled me a genuine smile. "Indeed."


  "So what's the contest? Where do I fit in?"


  "The prize temple has been sealed. Neither the Shayir nor we can get in. Somewhere there is a key. Whoever finds it, and recognizes it, can open and take over the temple."


  I used my eyebrow trick. "Oh?" She wasn't impressed.


  "It's supposed to be ordinary but rendered invisible to immortal eyes. The lock it fits cannot be broken. It will open only to the key. The Board probably expects us to rely on our faithful to do the legwork, but there is no specific prohibition against employing a professional. So we turned to you. And it seems that the Shayir, apparently having gotten wind of our interest, tried to lure you away."


  "I see," I said, not sure that I saw anything. "I'm supposed to find this key, scoot to this temple, and let you in before the Shayir find it."


  "That's the meat of it."


  "Interesting." If I was not caught up inside some bizarre con. That would fit my luck. Time and again I get dragged in where nobody plays me even close to straight.


  All part of the business.


  I had questions. Were the contesting gods, though discouraged from bushwhacking each other, allowed to make life hard for the opposition's mortals? I have enough troubles.


  Maggie looked at me like she meant to glare a hole through.


  "It's worth thinking about. My weirdest case yet. Great for my references later." I had to get out without making commitments. I knew I could not get away with a flat no.


  "There's a time limit, Garrett. The sands are running already. We have maybe another hundred hours."


  Gah. "What happens if nobody finds the key?"


  "These southern immigrants could bring more gods than Antitibet."


  "Everybody loses?"


  "It has happened before."


  "Let's talk money, then."


  Her face tightened. Prospective clients never want to talk about money.


  I told her, "I have a household to support. The usual story stuff—like maybe a night with Star, like a night in Elf Hill, wonderful as that might be—won't put food on the table."
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  "Ihave hovered above a thousand battlefields, Garrett. I can tell you where the treasure of a hundred vanquished armies are hidden."


  Handy trick. "Excellent. Then clue me about one small one that's close by."


  Her green began to rise. But she nodded abruptly. "Very well. The workman is worthy of his hire. And it is necessary that we trust one another. There is no time for anything else." She stalked across the room, bad Magodor becoming luscious Maggie as she walked. My instinctual side was adequately impressed. "Come see, Garrett."


  She indicated a hand mirror on the room's small mantelpiece. There was nothing mystical about it. The dwarves produce them by the thousands. Maggie passed a hand over the metal in a circular motion, as though polishing it. A mist formed between her hand and the metal. That faded. The mirror no longer reflected here and now.


  Woodland scene with men who rode desperately, low upon the necks of lathered horses. Arrows fell around them. A rider fell. The rest swept on into forest so dense their horses could make little headway. The riders dismounted and fled on foot. One led them to a trail hidden in the growth.


  "Amis the Third. In flight from the uprising masterminded by his brother Alis. He failed to make proper sacrifices. We turned our eyes away. We were strong in those times. Here. This is the treasure they were able to carry away. They buried it in a badger's den. It is still there." Her hand made that wiping motion again. The view backed off enough to give me a good idea where to look. Then the view changed.


  Now the fugitives were cornered. Their guide had led them into a trap. Their pursuers showed no mercy.


  "That's inside the wall now, isn't it?"


  "Yes."


  "Wonderful. That will do for a retainer if it's still there."


  "I wouldn't have chosen something that wasn't. One thing more." She took a cord from around her waist, a cord that had not been visible till she unwound it. It was four feet long. She wrapped one end around her left hand once, let the cord dangle from between thumb and forefinger, drew the thumb and forefinger of her right hand along the length of the cord.


  The cord became as stiff as an arrow. "Neat trick."


  She jabbed it, swordlike, right into my breadbasket.


  "Oof!" said I.


  "Had I pinched the end down into a point, so, it would have gone through you."


  "Uhm."


  She swung the cord, hit me on the left elbow. Right on the funnybone. I said something like, "Yeow! Oh shining wondrous mudsuckers fingushing wowzgoggle! That hurts!"


  "Pain is the best teacher. Watch." She reversed her fingerwork. The cord fell limp. She was a lefty. I was not surprised. Most artists and sorcerers I run into seem to be. So are most of the more successful villains. The really stupid bad guys, the kind who try to get in somewhere by sliding down the chimney without checking first to see if there is a fire burning, are always righties. But I am not a lefty myself, so not all righties are dumb.


  Magodor grabbed the middle of the cord and pulled. It kept getting longer. "Just like this, Garrett. Hands extended, level, palms up, heels of your hands together. Pull outward from the middle. It will stretch as long as you need it to."


  "That's one handy piece of rope."


  "Yes. It is." She stopped when she had twenty-five feet of cord. "It can be used as a garrote, too."


  "I saw that right off." It looked very much like the ritual garrotes the Kef sidhe use to carry out their holy murders.


  "Pay attention. To shorten it you rumple it all up in a ball, so." The cord crushed up small. She rolled the wad around on her palms, grabbed the ends that were sticking out, pulled. The cord was four feet long again.


  She stretched it to ten feet. "If you need more than one piece of line, tie a slip knot in the middle, so. Pull out a loop as long as you need. Cut the loop right at the knot." She held cord and knot with two hands. Another hand clipped the cord with a thin knife. Yet another hand dealt with the second piece of cord, which she handed to me. She dropped one end of what was left, grabbed the knot and slid it right to the end.


  I had seen this trick's cousin before. It was in the arsenal of most street conjurers. Only it didn't seem to be a trick this time.


  She took the cord back from me, wadded, rolled, had one four-foot piece again. "I will want this back."


  "Darn! I was afraid of that."


  She eyed me sharply. "I'll show you one more thing. For you this is likely to be its most useful facility."


  She stretched the cord to six feet, tied a small bowline at one end, ran the other end through the resulting loop, forming a large noose. She set the circle of cord on the carpet, stepped inside, lifted the cord. Everything of her below the rising cord vanished. In a moment there were just hands floating in the air. Those disappeared as she pulled the loop shut. "Pull the cord inside but leave it hanging." I could hear her fine.


  "That's astounding."


  "There is still one little hole up high where someone can see inside. You must be careful about making sounds. You can be heard. If you take reasonable precautions neither people nor animals should be able to scent you." A knot appeared in the air. Fingers poked through, expanded the loop outward. It dropped.


  Magodor stepped out. She untied the bowline, handed me the cord. Her fingers were soft and hot, but I jerked away from the prick of a talon as sharp as a razor. She raised a finger to her lips.


  I pulled that cord around my waist the way she had worn it. It stayed in place without any special tucking or tying. I couldn't see it but could feel it. I observed, "The sands are running. How do I get out of here?" See? No commitment at all. Any she heard she made up herself out of wishful thinking.


  "Abyss."


  The guy who had driven the coach floated out of a shadow. I had not suspected his presence. Magodor was pleased by my surprise. "Show Mr. Garrett to the street."


  Abyss looked at me from eyes that were leagues away inside his hood. The air grew cold. I got the feeling he resented being forced to bother with me. I thought of a couple of cracks but doubted he had the brain or sense of humor to understand. And I still had to get out of there.


  As I left that room, Magodor said, "Be careful. The Shayir are desperate and dangerous."


  "Right." The Godoroth, of course, were just playful puppies.


  I encountered several servants before leaving the house, startling every one. None paid Abyss any mind, though one who passed close by suffered one of those unexpected chills that sometimes fall upon you for no obvious reason.


  Abyss never said a word. I felt his eyes upon me for a long time after I got my feet onto cobblestones.
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  Just playful puppies, the Godoroth.


  I moved fast for a few blocks, just to get some distance. Then I stopped to get my bearings.


  I had been right. The place was right up there. I didn't recognize the particular house, but it wouldn't take much effort to find out who owned it. I wondered if I should bother. Knowing might be too scary.


  Before I moved on, I charted a course unlikely to lead me into trouble. I had to get to the Dead Man. I needed some serious advice. I had fallen into deep shit if I was dealing with real gods. I might be into it deep anyway.


  I moved fast and tried to watch every which way at once, sure that the effort was a waste because I was dealing with shapeshifters who could walk behind me and just be something else every time I looked around.


  My head still hurt, though my hangover had faded. I was past the sleepiness, but I was starved and all I really wanted was a sample of Dean's cooking.


  The streets were not crowded. Up there they never are. But times have changed. I saw several enterprising pushcart operators trying to sell trinkets or services. They would not have dared in times past. Used to be privately hired security thugs would send their kind scurrying with numerous bruises.


  They still did, I discovered. I came on several Brunos bouncing an old scissor sharpener all over an acre of street. They eyeballed me but saw I was headed downhill. Why risk any pain encouraging me to hurry? I guess those other cartmen were around because the thugs did not have time to get them all. Or they had purchased a private license from the guards.


  Not long after I crossed the boundary into the workaday real world, I realized that I had acquired a tail. She didn't give me a good look, so I could not be sure, but I suspected she might have had red hair when I was on the back end of the chase.


  Sometimes you just got more balls than brains. You do stuff that don't make sense later. Especially if you blow it.


  I was lucky this time but still can't figure out why I headed for Brookside Park instead of going home. If that was the redhead back there she knew where I lived.


  The park was a mile out of my way, too. It is a big tract of trees and brush and reservoirs fed by springs that fill a creek running off the flank of the Hill. There are Royal fishponds and a Royal aviary and a stand of four-story granaries and silos supposedly kept full in case of siege or disaster. I wouldn't bet much on there being a stash if ever we are forced to tap those resources. Corruption in TunFaire is such that the officials in charge probably don't even go through bureaucratic motions before selling whatever the farmers bring in.


  But, hell. Maybe I am too cynical.


  The park police force, never numerous nor energetic nor effective at their best, had worse problems than the thugs up the Hill. Whole tribes of squatters had set up camp. Again I wondered why they found TunFaire so attractive. The Cantard is hell by anybody's reckoning, but a lot less so if you were born there. Why leave the hell you know, walk hundreds of miles, plunk yourself down in a town where not only do you have no prospects but the natives all hate you and don't need much excuse to do you grief?


  On the other hand—and I don't understand why—TunFaire is a dream for this whole end of the world, the golden city. Maybe you can't see why if you are looking at it from the inside.


  The woman gave me more room out there, off the street, so she would be less obvious. I didn't get a better look.


  I strode briskly, hup two three four. Up and down hump and swale, round bush and copse. I darted into a small, shady stand of evergreens in a low place, careful not to disturb the old needles on the ground. Hey, I used to be Force Recon. I was the bear in the woods.


  I selected a friendly shadow, did the trick with the cord that was supposed to make me invisible. I waited.


  She was careful. You have to be when you are tracking somebody and they drop out of sight. They could be setting an ambush.


  I didn't plan to jump her. I just wanted to try my new toy and get a look at someone who seemed interested in me.


  She was about six feet tall, dishwater blonde, sturdy, maybe twenty-five, better groomed than most gals you see on the street. She had an adequate supply of curves but wasn't dressed to brag. She wore a homespun kind of thing that would have looked better cut up and sewed up and used to dress large batches of potatos. From what I could see she lacked legs and feet. Her skirts were that long. She made me think of a younger version of Imar's wife, Imara.


  She moved cautiously, as though she knew I had turned. She eased past not ten feet away. I held my breath. It was obvious she could not see me. It was just as obvious that she felt I was real close. She had the heebie-jeebies. I restrained my boyish side and didn't yell "Boo!" I studied her but didn't come up with a clue. She might be some nightmare in disguise. Whatever, she was no smouldering redhead.


  She seemed human. Do devils get the heebie-jeebies?


  She decided to get the hell out of there before bad things happened. Which suggested that bad things could. But that might only be because she was Shayir and knew something unpleasant about the Godoroth.


  Some surprise that would be.


  I do a good tail. I decided to put off seeing the Dead Man, and suffering his wisdom, long enough to see where this mouse ran. I spotted her a lead.


  I discovered that becoming invisible imposes limitations. Like I was enclosed inside some kind of sack I could see through. There was plenty of air in there with me. The walls of the sack didn't collapse. It was like being inside a big, floppy bubble that wobbled and tangled and toppled when you moved. You could get around, but you had to be careful. If you got in a hurry, you stumbled and rolled downhill into a soggy low spot. The bag didn't keep water from soaking your knees and elbows.


  Rorjfrazzle! Mirking sludglup! Everything just has to have a down side.


  Or three. It took me ten minutes to get back out of the sack. The loop in the cord has to line up with the closed hole just right. If you have been moving around, you probably didn't keep track of where that hole went. Rotten racklefratz!


  As I stumbled out and crawled away and started undoing my bowline, I realized that the tittering above wasn't the gossip of sparrows. A tiny voice only inches overhead piped, "We seen what you done. We seen what you done."


  A pixie colony inhabited the grove. Now that they were bouncing around and giggling they were obvious. I hadn't noticed a thing when they were silent.


  I didn't commence my rebuttal till I was safely away from any branch likely to serve as an aerial outhouse.
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  I headed for my house. The girl was long gone.


  Used to be whenever I was out I had to knock so Dean would let me in. Before he left town he looted my savings to have a key lock installed so I could let myself in. Being a bright boy, I had my key with me. I used it.


  The door opened an inch and stopped. Dean had the chain on.


  I closed the door gently, took a moment to collect myself, knocked briskly. The Goddamn Parrot started up inside. O Wonder of Horrors, the little vulture had made it home on his own. I tried to avoid worrying about what kind of omen that might be.


  I stepped back while I waited, studied the face of my house. It was a very dark brown, built of rough brick. I saw several places where the mortar needed tuck-pointing. The upstairs window trim needed fresh paint. Might be a job for Saucerhead some time when he wasn't tied up cracking skulls.


  "Damn it, Dean! Come on! If you've had a heart attack and I've got to bust the door down I'm gonna break your legs."


  There was a horrendous squawl behind me. I whirled. A huge, ugly ogre had gotten too near a donkey cart. A wheel had crushed his toes. He was bounding around on one foot offering to whip all comers.


  "Ah, shuddup!" an old granny lady advised. She hooked the heel of his good foot with the crook of her umbrella. He went down hard. Ogres are solid-bottomed fellows, as a rule. This one was no exception. His breath deserted him in a mighty whoof. The cobblestones buckled. I might have a traffic hazard out front for months now. Maybe years. Who knew when a city crew would come and actually do something?


  The crowd howled and mocked the ogre. Ogres are not popular because they are just not nice people, generally, but this was an especially tough crowd. They would have laughed had he been a sweet little old nun. Times had the mob in a vicious humor.


  I spied my new friend Adeth. She wore a darker, longer wig and had changed apparel, but I was sure it was her. She moved like a cat now, without wasted motion, absolutely graceful. Maybe while Dean made up his mind to answer the door I could stroll over there and invite her to dinner.


  I hammered the door some more. Then I got my key out again. I would unlock the damned thing again, then kick the chain loose. I was in one bad mood.


  My head still throbbed like a couple of pixies were in there waltzing in combat boots.


  Dean opened up as I reached with the key. "We have to talk," I told him. "Let's rehash the argument over that damned lock that cost me more than most guys make working twelve hours a day for two months."


  "What happened?"


  "I couldn't get into my own house, that's what happened! Some damned fool put the chain on!" The Goddamn Parrot was in fine voice. "When did that damned thing come home? How did it get inside?"


  "Hours ago, Mr. Garrett. I thought you sent it." He nodded his head toward the Dead Man's room, scowled. "He told me to let it in." Dean shuddered.


  On cue, I heard from Old Bones. Garrett. Come here. I want to review events of the past few months.


  Him and his hobbies. "What you're going to hear about is events of the past few hours."


  Dean shivered again. The Dead Man gives him the creeps. He has as little to do with His Nibs as he can.


  "That dressed-up buzzard over there should of let you know I was having some trouble."


  "I'll make some tea," Dean said, by way of offering a white flag.


  "Sounds good. Thanks." When he gets those big hurt eyes it is hard to stay mad at him. "But you, you traitor, you deserter," I snapped through the doorway of the small front room, "you're going to star in an experiment to see if parrots make good hasenpfeffer." The shape my head was in, I was real short on tolerance.


  I went into the Dead Man's room.


  Pickled parrot?


  "He must be good for something."


  Do I detect a measure of crabbiness?


  "Things are closing in on me. I was getting used to not having to deal with Dean's nagging. I was getting used to not having to deal with your outrageous demands. Then you woke up. He came home. I went out for a walk and a bunch of ugly wazoos bopped me on the head."


  The picture the bird brought in had you lunging through a coach without the forethought to open the nether exit.


  He has moments when he looks beyond the end of his nose. And an ugly nose it is, too.


  The Dead Man has a human look to him. You glance into his room—the biggest in the house and poorly lighted at his insistence even though he cannot see—and your gaze is drawn to a wooden chair at the room's center. Maybe you could call it the Dead Man's throne. It is massive—but it has to be to support four hundred and some pounds. He has not moved in all the years I have known him. He has grown seedier. Though he can protect himself if he concentrates, mice and bugs do nibble when his attention wanders.


  His outstanding feature, other than size, is his schnoz. It's like an elephant's trunk a little over a foot long.


  Bad day?


  "It was a bad day when I got woke up at a totally ridiculous hour, thank you very much. It has gone downhill ever since. Why don't you just dig into my head?"


  I would prefer that you told it. I get more subtext examining the subjective side.


  This from a guy who insisted I had to maintain my emotional distance when I reported to him. We might as well be married. You can't win with him.


  This is not good.


  "Hey, I hardly got started."


  I read you. These are not friendly gods. These are old-style gods, all wrath and thou shalt not.


  "You know them?"


  Dean brought in a tray with teapot, honey, cup, spoon. What? Usually he just handed me a mug ready to go. Was he kissing up?


  Only by reputation. They have been marginal pantheons since the beginning, deities of ancient nomadic immigrants. Both religions were too cold and hard to win many converts. They are much alike.


  "Oh, your head!" Dean said. He was looking straight down at the top of my conk. "No wonder you're in a black mood. Don't move. I'll clean that up." He bustled out.


  Apparently your skull is as thick as I have claimed.


  "Huh?"


  Your head wound is worse than you realized.


  "What did I say? The good news just piles up." I reflected on what he had sent. "I got a question."


  Yes? I felt a mental smirk.


  "Back when we dealt with that crazy Loghyr you told me Loghyr never found proof of the existence of any gods and claimed logic suggests they can't exist. I believe you said ‘They are not necessary to explain anything. Nature does not provide that which is not needed.' "


  That is correct. There is no concrete proof that any of the deities worshipped in this city exist as independent entities, outside the imaginations of those with the will to believe.


  "Who tried to toss me through that coach door, then? You telling me they were scamming?"


  That is a possibility deserving of examination. But to your question. For the sake of argument, your interlocutors were indeed Daiged, Rhogiro, and Ringo. Magodor gave you your answer in her remarks.


  Oh boy. Here came my favorite part of our relationship, the part where he tries to expand my horizons by forcing me to expand my intellect.


  Dean came back with our first aid stuff. I keep a good home medicine cabinet. For a while I had a girlfriend who was a doctor. She fixed me up because I seem to get dinged up every time I turn around.


  "I'm a little woozy here, Chuckles. How's about you just hand it to me this time?"


  All the span is gone out of you, Garrett. The very nature of their situation should shriek the answer. If they fall off the Street of the Gods, if they are forced to leave the Dream Quarter, if they lose their last True Believer, they cease to exist.


  "Ouch!" Dean was dabbing at my head with a hot, wet rag. "You mean I wouldn't have this dent in my head if somebody didn't believe in the ugly boys?"


  Essentially.


  Dean asked, "Who sewed this up for you, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Sewed what?" And to His Nibs, "But they exist on their own. Nobody dreamed what was happening to me."


  Dean told me, "You have three . . . six . . . nine stitches here. You must have bled pretty bad."


  "No wonder I'm so weak. I thought it was a concussion."


  "Might be that, too."


  They need only be imagined and believed in fervently enough, on the right level. They assume an existence of their own, within the attributes assigned them.


  "Careful!" I snapped at Dean. "That's tender. They must have given me something to make it not hurt. Ouch! Damnit! . . . "


  "Don't be such a pansy."


  "You aren't digging for gold. Old Bones, your theory is absurd."


  Gods are absurd, Garrett. And it is a hypothesis, not a theory. A theory is supported by experimental proof.


  "I'm just looking to see if there's any infection," Dean grumbled, doing his hurt thing.


  I ignored him, told the Dead Man, "There you go splitting hairs."


  "Theory" is a much-abused word, particularly by those in the divinity trades. Be careful, Dean. If those stitches break, his brain may leak out. Have you formed any plans, Garrett? To deal with your situation?


  My situation. "I take it I need to worry in a big way." When the Dead Man sets aside his own self-centered interests, I know he is troubled deeply. It was obvious that he had no problem believing that I could have fallen afoul of real gods and not just sleight-of-hand con folk somehow setting me up.


  I answered his question. "I don't have a clue. That's why I came home. Are you going to pay your rent?" Though he insists he is a full partner, the most work he does is aimed at getting out of doing anything constructive.


  "Right now I don't see any choice but to play along."


  Indeed. Wriggling out of this will require intense self-discipline and long hours of work by all concerned.


  "Don't whine. I hate it when you whine. You were way overdue to kick in around here anyway. You could've saved me a ton of grief with Maggie Jenn if you would've just woke up." He had unraveled the mystery at the heart of my most recent case before I had finished telling the first half of the tale. It was a case he had slept through stubbornly.
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  It was great to be in the righteous right so solid I could bury my spurs in the Dead Man.


  "Will you hold still?" Dean snapped. "Looks like a little pus here. Let me clean it out so we won't have to cauterize later."


  I had a vision of my handsome face set off by a strip of scar tissue skewed across my scalp. I held still, but it hurt.


  Dean said, "Miss Tate was here while you were away, Mr. Garrett. She. . . ."


  "She must have been watching the place." To know he was home so soon after he arrived. Tinnie probably shouldn't be the ex-girlfriend. She was waiting for me to make the first move toward reconciliation. I liked to think.


  "News travels fast, Mr. Garrett."


  "Did it have some help?"


  "It's possible." Dean is as stubborn as I am. He is determined to get me hooked up with Tinnie Tate or Maya Stubbs, both of them beautiful, squared-away sweethearts who deserve Prince Charmings who are the real thing.


  The Dead Man sent, Miss Tate was as charming, witty, and beautiful as ever and her companion, Miss Weider, cannot be encompassed by normal superlatives. Nevertheless, their petition will have to wait.


  "Alyx Weider?" Those two must have buttered him up big. He has no use whatsoever for the female of my species—or any other species, as far as I have seen. I'm sure that is why he tries to sabotage most of my romances. He doesn't think most women deserve me.


  Them pigs were flying formation today.


  Dean tends toward the opposing opinion.


  He said, "I believe Miss Tate did introduce her as Alyx." He did something to my head that sent a ribbon of pain streaking from my scalp to my toenails.


  "You're on my list, Dean. Someday I'll get my chance to patch you up."


  I am on retainer as chief of security at Weider's brewery. My role is to drop in unexpectedly and check employee honesty. I saved Weider from being robbed blind a long time back. The job was my reward. Old man Weider has been trying to get me on full time ever since. There are times when a regular job looks real good, even if I would have to call somebody else boss.


  Alyx was the old man's baby, much younger than the rest of his sprats. I had not seen her for some time. She had been a lovely but shy girl at sixteen. I was surprised to hear that she had come to the house. Her dad wasn't the sort to let his baby girl out, especially in today's TunFaire.


  Miss Tate brought her. There is something happening within the Weider family, possibly having to do with The Call and other radical fringe human rights groups. We owe them an interest but this mess must take precedent. Gods! Garrett! Garrett! At best you are an agnostic. But still you become entangled with a clutch of redundant deities.


  "Like I went looking for them? I'm not agnostic, though. I'm indifferent. My philosophy is, you leave the gods alone and usually they'll leave you alone."


  "Another one bites the dust," Dean said.


  "Huh?" He find a nit?


  "Another of your adolescent fantasies."


  Dean is a religious man. I never pressed him, but I do not understand his blind devotion to his peculiar monotheistic mythology when we are plagued by a thousand other deities and, obviously, those gods occasionally really do mess around with mortals. The human capacity for selective blindness appears to be infinite.


  For me the religion business becomes problematic when the gods outnumber their worshippers.


  Well, in some cases. One of which I seem to have stumbled into. I told the Dead Man, "You sound like you're actually interested. Maybe I ought to be suspicious. But I don't think there's time."


  Exactly. Long hours and rigorous self-discipline lie ahead. Your first chore will be to visit the Royal library and sweet-talk your friend into loaning us whatever books they have devoted to these religions.


  "Uh . . . that might not be so easy."


  Make peace.


  "It's not that. Linda Lee and I get along fine. I found some rare books she let get away."


  Find me some books. Dean! Put aside your prejudice for a moment. Go to Mr. Dotes' establishment. . . .


  "That may not be any good either. Morley has gone upscale. He might be trying to put his whole past behind him."


  Must you interrupt? He rooted around inside my head. He never does that unless he is seriously provoked or concerned. He reviewed my experiences during his nap. Usually he is overly careful to respect my privacy.


  His behavior was troubling. I had to suspect that he knew something that had not occurred to me.


  Who do we know who has the ability to read? Other than yourself?


  "Playmate," I replied, puzzled. "But not real good. Winger, a little. Morley. Barking Dog. . . ."


  Winger? Astonishment.


  "She's been learning. The better to con you with, my dear. Always a surprise, Winger is."


  Not good enough. Try to get your librarian friend to come in.


  "Why?" Talk about astonishment. The Dead Man asking for a woman to be brought into the house?


  Any books you do obtain will have to be read to me. It is too difficult for me to do it by myself.


  Turning the pages is a bitch when you're dead. Though he could manage it if he had to.


  "I got you."


  An even bigger problem is that he has a hard time seeing if he can't use somebody's else's eyes.


  Once you have dealt with Linda Lee I want you to go to the Dream Quarter. Examine the temples involved in this business. Move carefully. Waste no time but take all the time you need to study the places right while maintaining your personal safety.


  "What? Shouldn't I look for this key?"


  That is of no concern now. Information is. If you collect the available information I will sift the clues. I am not as powerful as these gods, but I am far smarter.


  "No self-image problem over there," I told Dean, who had made no effort to leave.


  Much the same can be said of you, Garrett. I do not recall the Godoroth well, but do believe Magodor may be the only one smarter than a four-year-old.


  Wonderful.


  Time is wasting, Garrett. To the library. Then to the Dream Quarter.


  "What about the Shayir?"


  What about them?


  "Apparently they were on to me even before the Godoroth. What do I do if they close in on me?"


  Use your wits, guided by experience. You have your weapons and your physical skills. In any event, you will achieve nothing standing there. Dean. After you have spoken to Mr. Dotes, locate Mr. Tharpe. If Mr. Tharpe is unavailable, find Mr. Playmate. As a last resort, call upon Miss Winger. Then return here quickly. I will have more for you to do. Garrett.


  I paused at the door. I will say this about the Dead Man. It is blue-haired hell getting him started, but once he is into something he is a take-charge kind of guy. "What?"


  Take the parrot.


  "What? Are you crazy? I got lucky a while ago, but you know my luck ran out. He'll get me killed before I walk a block. He'll tell some giant his mother does trolls, and they'll find parts of me all over town."


  Take the parrot. Put a lanyard on his leg if you feel the need. I believe he will be more cooperative than usual.


  "Dead would be more cooperative than usual."


  Garrett.


  He was impatient. He had no time to play. When he is in a mood like that it is best to humor him.


  The Goddamn Parrot offered me a black look but only nibbled my fingers once when I moved him from his perch to my shoulder. Hell if I would tie him down. Anytime he wanted to escape I would stand there grinning and waving bye-bye. But I knew how my luck would run already. Just like before, he would beat me home.


  "I need an eye patch and an earring," I muttered. "Yo ho ho."
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  I stood on the stoop wishing for a beard to go with the earring and eye patch. I growled, "Argh! Prepare to repel boarders."


  T. G. Parrot squawked, "Awk! Shiver me timbers!"


  I tried to give him my best jaundiced look, but he couldn't get the full benefit perched as he was on my shoulder.


  Neighborhood kids materialized out of the crowd. "Can we feed your parrot, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Yeah. To one of those flying thunder-lizards." A pair were circling high above, shopping for plump pigeons.


  The kids didn't get it. Short attention spans, I guess. It had been a while since their elders had worried about trouble with thunder-lizards. Now we had centaur infestations and whatnot.


  As my old Aunt Boo used to say, "It's always something."


  I looked up the street. Mrs. Cardonlos was out watching. I waved. Always a neighborly smile, that Mr. Garrett. It drove her crazy. Made her sure I was up to no good.


  I'd barely entered the crowd when Dean left the house. He was pale. He didn't look at me. He headed downhill, toward Morley's Joy House, which now masquerades as The Palms.


  I went the other way, amidst the fastest traffic. I didn't make much effort to see if I was followed. If I had gods on my case they would have resources better than mine. I headed where I had to go, wondering why the Dead Man was taking this so seriously.


  I think I was followed by the same woman, only now she seemed taller and had a fall of white on the right side of otherwise raven hair that hung quite long. I didn't get a good look at her clothing, but it had a foreign air.


  The Royal Library has a side entrance that isn't well known to those without friends inside. You do have to slip past an ancient guard who uses his job to catch up on naps he lost while he was off to war. Once he is behind you, all you have to do is avoid notice by the senior librarian. That isn't hard, either. She is ancient and slow and stumbles into things when she is moving around. Once you are inside, you have to decide whether to see your friend or load up with rare books to sell.


  Turned out that was the way it used to be. Changes had been made. All my fault for returning the stolen books I had happened upon the other day.


  The old man had been replaced. A hard young veteran manned his desk. He was snoring. A liquor bottle dangled from his hand. Sneaky was wasted on him. I was tempted to leave the parrot on his shoulder. Let him wake up and find himself infested. He wouldn't take another drink for hours.


  I resisted. We must not dishonor our public servants.


  I found Linda Lee in the stacks, peering intently at worn and flaky leather spines. She had a stylus in her mouth, bitten crosswise. She carried a wax note tablet and a small lantern. Her sleek brown hair was pulled back in an old maid's bun and, damn me, a few gray hairs showed on her temple. She might have a few years she hadn't mentioned.


  Even so, she was the cutest bookworm I'd ever seen.


  I asked, "What do you do when you have to make a note?"


  She jumped. She whirled. Sparks danced in her eyes. I never knew how she was going to greet me. "What the hell are you doing here?" She had no trouble talking around the stylus.


  "Looking for you."


  "Can't get a date?"


  "It's professional this time. . . ." There you go shoving one of those big old dirty hooves of yours right down your throat, Garrett. You slick talker. "My mouth just won't say what me head tells it to today."


  "Surprise, surprise. What the hell is that on your shoulder? You trying a new look?"


  "You remember Mr. Big."


  "Unfortunately. That's why I asked. Why haven't you drowned it? What's wrong with it?"


  "Huh?" She wasn't herself. I wondered who she was. That might clue me in about who she wanted me to be so all four of us could get along.


  "It hasn't said anything. Usually it's criminally obnoxious."


  "The Dead Man did something to him."


  Linda Lee shuddered. The Dead Man gave her the creeps. That might be a problem.


  "So ignore the fact that I haven't seen you since I was a girl."


  "Three days?"


  "What do you want?" For all she apparently wanted to fight, she kept her voice down. Her superiors and coworkers didn't like me wandering in and out. It shook their confidence in their safety and the security of the Royal collection. If I kept it up, someday they would have to do something. Maybe even put out money for a real guard.


  "Three days isn't long enough for you to turn into your own grandmother. . . . Damn! Now I 'm doing it."


  "It hasn't been a good day. Time is flying, Garrett."


  No need to cause more difficulties. I told the story, quick and straight, giving the most detail in the least time. I left out a few details she didn't really need, like how exciting some of those goddess types were.


  She grew thoughtful before I finished. "Really? Gods? I never? . . . You don't think about them actually getting in your way, do you?"


  "No. They're like another remove beyond the firelords and stormwardens. They may shape your life, but you don't figure on banging into one going around a corner. Given my druthers, I'd never run into either one."


  "Too much potential for disaster."


  "Absodamnlutely. You know anything about these gods?"


  "Only their names. There are a lot of old mythologies. They aren't my area. I could get Mad."


  "I thought you were. I just couldn't figure out why."


  "Mad is Madelaine. She handles our scriptures."


  I recalled a harridan of satanic disposition old enough to have written the first drafts of most of her charges. "That's not necessary. I just need whatever I can get on the Godoroth and Shayir over to the house so somebody can read them to the Dead Man."


  "You can't take books out of here."


  "I thought I explained. I've only got a few days and I don't have a clue where to start." I touched the high points again.


  She understood, all right. She was negotiating. If she was going to take risks she wanted something more than a kiss and a thank you. Maybe some yellow roses.


  "All right. All right," she whispered, throwing a troubled glance over her left shoulder. She placed a finger against her lips. I nodded. Her ears were better than mine. First thing they check when you apply at the library is your ears.


  She gestured "Go away!" with finger still to lips. I went. She would do me the favor. She might even read for the Dead Man. He could charm them when he wanted. But she was going to make me pay.


  I eased into shadow at the nether end of the stacks as the mother of all librarians materialized at Linda Lee's end. The way she moved, she could have run the hundred-yard dash in slightly under a decade. She leaned on a gnarly, ugly cane notched once for every time she had caught someone talking. Her hair was white and thin and wild, and she was bent way over. She wore cheaters, which suggested she had wealthy relatives. Spectacles cost a fortune. But she still could not see her hand more than a foot from her face. I could have danced naked where I was and she would not have had a clue.


  She croaked, "What's all the racket down here, child?"


  On the other hand. . . .


  "Mistress Krine?"


  "The noise, child. The noise. I heard it all the way upstairs. Do you have one of your men down here again?"


  One of? Well. You devil.


  "Mistress! I was only whispering to myself. I can't read the lettering on these spines. The gold flake is almost gone."


  "And that's the project, isn't it? Find the volumes that need restoration? In future, restrain your expression of frustration. . . . What was that? Is someone there?"


  Not anymore. I was gone, down the back way to the back door, with less sound than a mouse on the run. I floated past the guard. His sleep remained untroubled.


  What the hell was wrong with the Goddamn Parrot today? He just blew the opportunity of a lifetime. He hadn't made a whimper.
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  It was still daytime outside. I know because they took a couple of bars of sunlight and tried to drive my eyeballs out the back of my head. It wasn't morning anymore, but it looked like one of those days when the rest of the world would insist that it stay morning all day long.


  Once the pain faded, I surveyed the immediate area. The library stands amid an infestation of official buildings, both municipal and royal. Traffic is different there, being made up mostly of functionaries. I saw nothing unusual—which meant only that I couldn't see any watchers.


  I headed out.


  The afternoon remained so relentlessly pleasant that I began to give in despite the state of my head. Infected by a lighter mood, I paused at the Chancellery steps to listen to the crackpots rave. Any wacko with a goofball grievance or a fanciful cause can use those steps as a forum. Never kindly, the rest of us use them as free entertainment. I know some of the less bizarre, habitual speakers. In my line, knowing people is a major asset. I didn't nurture my contacts enough anymore. Today I didn't have time. I gave Barking Dog Amato a thumbs up and dropped a groat into his cup, waved to a couple other howlers. I moved on. My head throbbed. My parrot never cracked his beak. The Dead Man must have destroyed his brain.


  Around and down and off for the south side. I wasn't going to like this thing because of all the walking. There are less strenuous ways to get around, but none faster. Even the great wizards with their big coaches and running footmen and outriders and trumpeters can't get around as fast as a man on foot. Walking, you can cut through alleys and climb over fences.


  I didn't shortcut much. I don't climb unless I have to, and alleys often harbor people or prospects best left unchallenged. Still, when the choice is a hundred yards straight or half a mile around. . . .


  I had used Slight Alley often. A lot of people do. It stays relatively clean. Heavy traffic discourages both squatters and the forces of free-lance socialism. It is difficult to manage what is essentially a privacy-oriented one-on-one transaction when at any time somebody troublesome may wander between you and your . . . er . . . client.


  I risked Slight Alley.


  The ramshackle frame half-timber structures popular in the neighborhood leaned in overhead, reaching out to one another like drunks in need of mutual support. Most of the afternoon's intense sunshine failed to penetrate, but there was more light than normal. The paving bricks were cleaner than usual, too. You could see their dark red. On the other hand, there were squatters in residence. Not only the ratmen you expected, but families of refugees.


  The times they change.


  I wondered how we would feed all the immigrants. If racist groups like The Call had their way, the refugees would eat the dwarves and ogres and elves already here.


  I stopped. "What?" I had caught a strange smell. There was no describing it. It was neither awful nor particularly pleasant. Mostly it was startling.


  It was gone in an instant. I couldn't catch it again. Happens all the time. I resumed walking, ignored the sleepy-eyed stare of a drunken ratman trying to decide if I was behaving strangely.


  I was. At the first hint of the unusual my hand had darted to Magodor's cord. My habit is to face sudden threats with an eighteen-inch oaken nightstick into which has been introduced, by way of providing additional encouragement to the customer, a pound of lead at the business end.


  Slight Alley has a couple of jags and an offset where it crosses another alley stretching east and west. I noticed that the light had a golden, autumnal cast. Though diffuse, it sent shadows crawling over the walls. Some of those seemed to assume almost recognizable shapes.


  Then there were the whispers behind me, like the whispers of mocking children, perhaps speaking a foreign tongue. I felt a lot better when I reached a real street filled with real people.


  As I hurried the last mile, I tried to think of somebody I knew in the religion racket who wouldn't run me off on sight. Most religious leaders are paranoid about their privacy. They feel especially threatened if they suspect an investigation of their finances. They have me run off just on the chance somebody might want me to check them out.


  Playmate was the only religious character I knew. And he was just a wannabe preacher.


  Then how about somebody who would answer my questions in order to get rid of me? Somebody who had no use for me at all. I tried to recall who all had been involved that time that Maya and I had straightened out the feud between the Church and the Orthodox over their missing Terrell Relics.


  Hell. I didn't even have useful enemies down in the Dream Quarter.


  I hit the Street of the Gods farther to the west than I had planned, but Slight Alley had given me a case of the willies. There was no reason not to feel safe now. The Dream Quarter is the safest neighborhood in town.


  I hustled past Chattaree and other huge places belonging to successful cults, recalled from past cases. Back then, though, I was dealing with flawed holy men, not the gods themselves. What was Maya doing now? I could ask Dean in a few days. He would know. They stayed in touch.


  The weather must have melted the stone hearts of the older priests because the acolytes and postulants and what-have-you were all out fluttering like mayflies. The scenery was positively brilliant around the female-oriented temples.


  The first four or five people I approached had not heard of either the Godoroth or the Shayir. Farther east I got a couple of bewildered "I ought to know what you're talking about but don't" responses, like the guy seven and a half feet tall, pale as death, wearing a black robe and lugging an ivory staff topped by an angry cobra's head. This character had no more meat on him than a skeleton. He mused, "Shayir? Those the people with the squid gods?"


  "I don't know." Squids? I'm not even fond of mortal cephalopods, let alone many-armed critters with delusions of being masters of the universe.


  "No, wait. Those are the Church of the Nameless Unspeakable Elder Outer Darkness From Beyond the Stars folks. I'm sorry. I should know, but I don't. But you're headed in the right direction. They must be right on the bottom end, ready to fall into the river."


  How you going to learn anything when nobody knows anything?


  I thanked him, accepted a small card good for one admission into one of his snake-worshipping services, said I sure would stop by, I just plain loved snakes. The bigger the better. I had a few for breakfast in the islands.


  He guaranteed me they had a serpent that was a genuine kick-ass god snake big enough to snack on horses.


  "Excellent idea. Round them all up and let him get fat." Then feed him to the ratmen.


  A block later I met a guy who knew about both cults. He was a free-lance guide and street sweeper. He did little odd jobs, and the temples fed him scraps and let him sleep in warm spots out of the way, as long as he didn't spook the marks. He was raggedy around the edges, so probably didn't get a lot of work at the high end of the street.


  "Name's No-Neck," he told me, proud of the fact that once upon a time folks thought enough of him to hang a nickname. "Had a little muscle on me when I was young."


  "I figured. Marine?"


  "Hey! Fugginay! How'd you know?"


  It might have been the tattoos. "You can always tell a Marine. Got that special attitude."


  "Yeah. Ain't dat da troot? You too, eh?"


  "First Force." I added the years, so he would know there was no chance we had acquaintances in common. I hate it when people play that game. They find out you are from a particular neighborhood, whatever, they spend an hour asking do you know this one or that like all you ever did with your life was keep track in case somebody asked.


  "Good. Dat's good. You come wit' me. I show you where dey hang. What you say you want to know for?"


  "I didn't, No-Neck. But I'm supposed to check up on some changes going on down here." I told him about the Antitibet cult coming in.


  "Yeah, yeah," he said. "I'm gonna help wit' da moving. Dese here Dellbo priests from da Cantard, you ask me, dey got no business taking over from honest TunFairen gods, but rules is rules and the gods made dem demselfs. You can only have so many temples and stuff or pretty soon you lose control and have dem loony churches wit' only tree members where nutsos worship killer radishes and stuff."


  I am no heartbreaker, so I didn't let him know there were some off-Street storefront temples where minuscule congregations really did worship holy rutabagas and snails and whatnot. If the mind of man can come up with a screwball god, however bizarre, a god will arise to answer that lunatic appeal. At least in the imagination of man.


  Many of the nonhuman species have their religions, too, but they do not go for diversity and cuckoo. Only us humans need gods crazier than we are.


  And we are the future of the world. The other races are the fading past.


  Makes you wonder if there isn't a god of gods with a really nasty sense of humor.
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  For a couple of sceats No-Neck showed me both the former Shayir temple and the Godoroth.


  "Couple of real dumps," I said. "Tell me what you know about these gods." Thought I would catch him while he had a grateful glow on. I glanced around. Once you have experienced Chattaree it is hard to imagine such squalor.


  "Cain't tell you jack, pal. Wisht I could. But it ain't smart even ta name names, like Strayer, or Chanter, or Nog the Inescapable. Dey is nasty as hell, all a dem."


  "That's no surprise."


  The Shayir and Godoroth were competing for the last hovel on the Street. It was beyond the levee, leaned out over the river on rotting piles fifteen feet tall. One good flood surge and it would be gone. But it was home to the Godoroth, I guess, and nobody wants to get kicked out of their own house.


  No-Neck told me, "Bot' places is closed down. Dey'll open back up in a couple days."


  "Under new management?"


  No-Neck frowned. He didn't have a lot of brain left over to untangle jokes and decipher sarcasms.


  I asked, "Any reason I can't go in and look around?" There were no physical locks on the doors.


  "You'd be trespassing."


  Right on top of it, my man No-Neck.


  "I wasn't planning to touch anything. I just want to see the setups. For my client's information."


  "Uhm." He focused his intellect, frowning, investing heavily for a small return. The No-Necks of the world are great for getting work done as long as they have somebody to tell them what to do.


  "I don't tink I unnerstand what you do."


  I explained, not for the first time since we teamed up. I said, "It's like being a private soldier. A client hires me, I'm his one-man army, except I don't bust heads or break arms, I just find out things. The client I have now wants to find out as much as he can about these two cults."


  No-Neck made a connection. "Like dat might be somebody what has to help decide who gets dat last temple."


  "There you go." Far be it from me to disabuse a man of an erroneous intuition. Not that he was entirely off the mark.


  "I guess it cain't hurt. You ain't involved wit' dem. If you was involved wit' dem I'd hafta raise a holler on account of some of dese gods would do any damned ting to stay on da Street."


  "Ain't dat da troot." If you are big time, going off with the holy rutabagas won't get you no respect at all. Better gone than playing out of the Dream Quarter.


  "Well, den let's look in dat dere place where da Shayir got bounced. But I guarantee you ain't gonna see nuttin' exciting."


  We went into the Shayir place. Always quick on the uptake, I muttered, "Not going to find anything exciting here."


  "Cleaned it out." No-Neck had a trained eye, too.


  The dump was as bare as a thousand-year-old thunder-lizard thigh bone, emptier than No-Neck's head. He said, "We done took all da stuff down to da place at da end. Goin' ta paint and fix up here."


  I glanced right. I glanced left. I didn't stand all the way up because the ceiling was too low. The place was barely fifteen by twelve, last stronghold of an ancient religion, first bridgehead of a new one. It seemed touched by the same sad desperation you see in middle-aged men and women who can't let go of a youth that has long since stolen away.


  "So let's stroll over there and count the silver."


  "Silver? Dese is small gods, Garrett. Dey probably didn't even have no copper. Down here dey're da kind we call pewter gods. Petty pewter gods. Da pot metal boys." He leaned close, ready with a garlicky confidence. "You never say dat where dey might hear you, dough. Da fard'er dey slip da more dey demand respect, got it coming or not. You go on up dere to da high end of da Street, dem gods you don't never see no proof dey even exist. Dey ain't got time to be bodered. Down here, dough, dey might be running deir own bingos. And you better not cut dem where dey can hear it."


  That sounded like a notion worth keeping in mind.


  "I been front wit' you, Garrett. Tell me something straight."


  "I'll try."


  "How come you got dat stupid stuffed bird on your shoulder?"


  The Goddamn Parrot. T. G. was being so good I'd forgotten him. "He isn't stuffed. He's just pretending." What the hell. I plucked the bird and studied him as we climbed crumbling steps on the face of the levee. They were the conclusion of the Street. No repairs had been offered them in recent lifetimes. The smell of river mud hung like an all-pervading mist. The air was thick with the flies that breed in the mud. They were nasty, hungry little flies.


  The Goddamn Parrot was breathing, but his eyes were milky. "Hey, bird. Show some life. Got a man here wants to hear one of your jokes."


  That flashy jungle chicken didn't make a sound.


  "Just like a kid, eh?"


  "How's that?"


  "Clever as he can be when dere's nobody dere but you. Clams if you want him to show off." Maybe No-Neck was not as dense as he let on.


  "You got it. Most of the time you got to hold him under water to shut him up. Got a mouth like a dock walloper. Gad! This place is a dump." The Godoroth temple hadn't been cleared, the movers had just piled the Shayir stuff inside where it could be unpacked or chunked in the river if things turned out that way. All the rats and roaches and filth were still on the job. No broom had gotten past the threshold any year recently. Definitely a place with character.


  No-Neck chuckled. "Way I hear, da Godoroth got only one worshipper left, some old goof on the Hill wit' so much juice he's kept dem on way past dere time already. Say he was around when dey built dis burg. Been in a wheelchair more dan tirty years."


  "And the gods won't sully their fingers cleaning up around here."


  "You got it. Won't even run a message to dis dink when I want to offer to take care of da place for a reasonable retainer."


  "Sounds like they're their own worst enemies." I put the Goddamn Parrot back on my shoulder. All that vulture was going to do was breathe.


  "You just said a mout'ful. I been working da Dream Quarter tweny-eight years. You tink people fool demselves, you hang out down here, see what da gods do."


  "You actually see them?"


  He gave me a funny look. "You don't know much about how tings work here, do you?"


  "No. I'm perfectly happy to let the gods ignore me, same as I ignore them."


  "You cain't see dem. Not unless'n dey done gone to a lot of trouble to touch you, or you been working here a long time, like me. Den you maybe see shadows and glimmers or hear whispers or get chills and the willies. We could have a whole gang of dem standing around here right now. . . . Well, way I hear, dey wouldn't actually be standing. Shapes like dem little idol tings, dat's what dey might do if dey decided to come out and be visible a while."


  I picked up a statue that had to be Magodor. Maggie was not a pretty girl. Her idol had more snakes, more fangs, more arms and claws than she had shown me. "How would you like this for a girlfriend?"


  "Way da myts go, I wouldn't get dat close. Dat one's like a spider. Any mortals what do survive her, dey say she ruins for any mortal woman."


  I examined one statuette after another. The ugly guys were even uglier, too. "Fun-looking bunch."


  "Dem idols don't do dem justice, what da myts say."


  "Bad?"


  "Very. But dis one, she's da one I dream about. Call her Star."


  "I've heard about her. I know what you mean. What about the boss couple? Imar and Imara? Big and dumb is my impression."


  "Imar is your old-time always-pissed-off kind of god, real pain in da ass, loves da smell of burnt flesh, which is maybe why da Godorot' don't got dat many worshippers anymore."


  "How about the Shayir? I know nothing about them. Who are they? How many of them are there? They have any really special attributes? Are they different from other gods? These Godoroth, overall, aren't anything special. There are gods or saints like them in most religions."


  "Da Shayir ain't dat unusual neither. Well, Torbit the Strayer and Quilraq the Shadow, dey're weird. And Black Mona. But da All-Father god is Lang. He probably hatched out of da same egg as Imar. Dey even look alike."


  No-Neck was not shy about digging in the boxes rilled with Shayir relics. I wondered if he had rummaged through them before, supplementing his income. "Here. Here's all da idols." He held up one that did look just like the Imar idol up where the altar was.


  "Let me see that." I upended Lang, probably an act of deadly disrespect. Sure enough, there was a dwarfish hallmark on the base, along with a date. That was dwarfish, too, but no mystery. Most scholars use the dwarfish dating system because human dating is so confusing, especially back a few centuries when every petty prince and tyrant insisted on setting dates based on his own birth or ascension.


  I handed Lang back, went to the altar. The dust was thick. I sneezed, grabbed Imar, treated him with the same lack of respect that I had shown Lang. "Well. What do you know." Imar had the same hallmark and some of the same mold markings, though an earlier date. I could see the dwarves snickering. Stupid humans. Maybe there were thirty gods in the Dream Quarter who all looked exactly alike.


  I wished I knew a good theologian. He could tell me how much a god's idol influenced his shape and attributes. Be funny if the gods headed downhill were on the skids because some mass-market idols of dwarfish manufacture didn't distinguish the little quirks that made an Imar an entirely different menace from a Lang.


  "Can you read?" I gave a thousand to one in my mind.


  "Never had da time to learn." I win. " Even when I was down to da Cantard and dey was trying to teach guys, just to keep dem out of trouble in da waiting time, I never got da time. How come you ask?"


  "These idols came out of the same workshop. Out of the same mold. If you could read I'd ask you to look through the records, maybe find me something there."


  No-Neck snickered. "You gonna tip me a reasonable tip for helping you out, Garrett?"


  "Yeah. After I finish looking through this Shayir stuff." The Shayir were rich compared to the Godoroth. And even homelier, if their idols were accurate.


  "You give me a good tip, you come on over to Stuggie Martin's, we can toss back a couple. I'll tell you how silly dis all gets around here sometimes."


  "Sounds like a winner. If Stuggie Martin can draw a decent pint of dark."


  "Top o' da line. Weider's."


  Wouldn't you know?
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  After a few mugs, No-Neck and I had become friends for life. I told stories about my more outrageous cases. He told tales about his war days. I told stories about mine. Now that their hell is far enough away, I find that there are some memories worth saving. No-Neck told stories from his years in the Dream Quarter, and we giggled and laughed till the proprietor asked us to keep it down or do a stand-up so the whole place could enjoy our good humor. Sourpuss. Surprise! His name wasn't Stuggie Martin. The real Stuggie Martin did own the place once upon a time, but nobody living remembered him. It was easier and cheaper to stay Stuggie Martin's than it was to get a new sign.


  All that fun and the Goddamn Parrot never horned in once. It was unnatural. I was beginning to wonder. Everybody in Stuggie Martin's thought he was some kind of half-alive affectation till I got him his own mug.


  I was a little dizzy and it was getting shadowy outside when I told No-Neck, "Man, I got to get going. My partner will be having fits. Da way dis ting scopes out, I can't afford time to have a good time." It was time to get away. I was starting to talk like him.


  The Goddamn Parrot was on the table, working on his beer, showing more signs of life than he had for hours. The bird was partial to the Weider Dark, too, which is all I can say positive about that animate feather duster.


  What had the Dead Man done? That devil bird talked in his sleep.


  Something was going on, I didn't have any idea what, and so what else was news?


  An attraction that made Stuggie Martin's a popular and upscale neighborhood hangout was an actual real glass window that let its patrons see the street outside. The window had lattices of ironwork protecting it inside and out, of course, and those didn't enhance the view, but you could watch the world go by. The name of the street out there was regional, after a province, typical of that part of town. I wouldn't remember it or be able to find it again, but that didn't matter. What did matter was that when I glanced out the window into the provincial street, amidst evening's shadows and oddly golden light, I spied that damned redhead whose twitching tail had lured me into this mess in the first place. She had taken station in a shadow across the way. The light didn't play fair. She stood out like a troll at a fairy dance contest.


  I beckoned Stuggie's current successor, who had proven a fair keeper of the holy elixir, if short on good humor. "You got a back way out of here?"


  He glanced at No-Neck, who put his seal of approval on me with a nod. "Sure. The back door." Will wonders never cease?


  I sucked down my beer, planted the Goddamn Parrot on my shoulder, said good-bye to No-Neck, scarfed the rest of the bird's beer and headed out. My navigation was unstable but under control. I looked forward to getting home and taking a nine-hour nap. I was a little less than fully alert. For some reason I had become preoccupied with significant persons not of the male persuasion. That can be the downside of a few good mugs. You start thinking about serious stuff and don't pay enough attention to what is happening around you.


  I slid along the alley feeling totally cunning. If anybody was after me they would be watching the front door. Autumnal light illuminated the walls of the alley. Shadows played. I didn't pay much mind. It was late in the day.


  I slipped around a corner, said "Awk!" at the same time as the Goddamn Parrot, pranced to one side and started running.


  A guy had been waiting for me. He looked more human than troll or giant, but he was twelve feet tall and carried an axe with a handle as long as me. It had a bizarre double head, big curved blades, some kind of runes worked into the metal, a spike on the end of the handle. The handle itself looked like ebony or ironwood also deeply worked with runes. Some were inlaid with paint or metal. The guy had a wild long red beard and, probably, equally wild hair, but his head and the top half of his face were hidden inside an iron helmet that Dean could have used for an oven. He must have ridden in on a dragon or a big blue cow.


  Maybe he didn't want me annoying his sister, following her around.


  His clothes were not the height of fashion. Oh, maybe a thousand years ago, when people lived in caves and the badly-cured-hides look and smell was in. But not today, brother.


  I had a hunch he was what I had smelled on my way down to the Dream Quarter.


  The Goddamn Parrot came to life now. He flapped away. He squawked something outrageous at the big thing, distracting him for the moment I needed to get my rubber legs pumping. I banged into somebody. "What's the matter with you, buddy? " I was lucky. He was just some guy headed home from work, who hadn't had a bad day and was not in a belligerent mood.


  "Sorry." I glanced back. The big character was slapping at the Goddamn Parrot like the bird was some annoying insect and his axe was a flyswatter. I probably couldn't have lifted the damned thing. He got a fix on me and started getting all that beef organized to head in my direction.


  "Maybe keep an eye out where you're going." The working stiff headed right for the monster man, obviously not seeing a thing.


  "Oh my," I told me. "I guess I just met one of the Shayir." I kept on moving as fast as wobble legs would allow.


  Shadows and golden light ran with me. I suspected that meant something that might not be good.


  A woman stepped into my path, possibly another version of the redhead I had tracked when the world was simple and gods were just bad practical jokes on the credulous. I faked left, got her off balance, and cut right. The Goddamn Parrot ripped past, flapping all out and cussing his fool head off. I would've cussed myself but needed to conserve my wind. I juked around a startled dwarf peddler and his cart full of knives, hurdled a water trough, zigged around an extremely short, fat character who might have been the world's only bald and morbidly obese dwarf, banged into an alley, and did quick and wonderful things with my piece of rope. I vanished.


  I tried to hold down the racket I made huffing and puffing as I worked my sack of invisibility back into the street and kept on moving.


  The Goddamn Parrot screamed past again, not seeing me. Right behind him was the world's biggest owl. A shadow flickered past. I looked up. Another owlish overachiever cruised at a higher altitude, watching. Neither owl was real maneuverable. The Goddamn Parrot cut a tight turn. The owl behind him didn't make it. It banged into the side of a building, fell, looked foggy for a moment, like it was having trouble deciding what it wanted to be. The owl overhead took up the chase. It kept up easily on the straightaways.


  Screeching like a sailor just awakening to find that last night's sweet luck not only had vanished with his whole fortune but had left him a nasty rash as a memento, T. G. headed for home, abandoning me to my fate again.


  A gang gathered. The big character with the axe rumbled like a pissed-off volcano. The redhead stood by herself in some shadows and looked pretty. The fat bald dwarf guy looked puzzled. The owl that had hit the wall wobbled through the air, alighted, fuzzily changed into a perky lovely who looked about seventeen and wore nothing but thin lavender gauze. Golden light and shadow coalesced to become a guy about seven feet tall who was naked to the waist and from the waist down was mostly shaggy brown fur and goatlike legs that ended in hooves. He and the reformed owl must have been in love. They couldn't keep their hands off one another.


  Nobody else could see them, but nobody walked through them either. Not that there was much traffic anyway. It seemed some message had gone out at an unconscious level and most humans were staying away.


  The guy with the weird legs pointed to where I had been when I slipped into my invisibility sack. I couldn't hear what he said, but his gestures gave me the gist.


  He had seen me disappear. They all understood my limitations, obviously. They spread out and started feeling around for me. All but the young number. She turned into an owl and flew away, not in the direction the Goddamn Parrot had gone. My impression was that she was going after reinforcements.


  I couldn't outrun them without becoming visible again, where I couldn't outrun them anyway. So I slid into the damp under a watering trough and got uncomfortable. I would try to wait them out.


  They were stubborn. I guess you become patient when you are immortal. They knew I wasn't moving fast or going far. Soon enough, too, I began to suspect they were only interested in keeping me contained while they waited.


  That didn't boost my confidence.


  An owl arrived. She misted down and became another tasty delicacy wearing not much of anything. This was not the same sweetmeat as before. This one wore a different shade of purple.


  The blind guys on the street were missing one hell of a show.


  The faun guy—who actually bore only a passing resemblance to the faun tribesmen of the Arabrab Forests—seemed to bear no prejudice against this owl girl, nor she toward him. They engaged in a little heavy petting the others apparently failed to notice.


  I began to study the lay of the land.


  I wondered if the Goddamn Parrot had gotten away.
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  Soon I began to suspect that I had outwitted myself. I should have covered what ground I could. The Shayir lacked no confidence in the help that was coming.


  I eased out of hiding, checked myself. Good. Mud had not clung to whatever surrounded me. I studied the Shayir. They had stopped poking and chattering, were looking out of the corners of their eyes or squinting like that might help them see me better. I guess they could sense that I was moving.


  The first owl dropped out of the sky, changed, immediately started slapping the other girl away from the faun guy, who didn't apologize at all. The huge guy rumbled like a volcano getting ready to belch, waved his axe. The air shrieked. Passersby heard and looked around nervously. The owl girl relented long enough to deliver whatever message she carried. The others looked smug.


  Big trouble, Garrett.


  What could I do to fool them?


  I didn't have a clue. Motion seemed the best course at the moment. I got over against a wall and drifted northward. Unlike the gods, I discovered, people who could not see me did not avoid me. Luckily, the guy I bumped was far gone. He mumbled an apology and stumbled on for another dozen steps before his jaw dropped and he looked around. I hoped the Shayir were not alert.


  Just then some fool opened his front door but paused to yell back inside, reminding his missus of what a melonhead she was. The lady made a few pithy remarks by way of rebuttal. I took the opportunity to slide past the guy and invite myself into a tiny two-room flat that had to be the place where they made all the garlic sausage in the world. I felt a moment of sorrow on behalf of the couple who lived there. They hadn't had time to pick up after the Great Earthquake yet. You know how it is. The centuries just slip away. There was stuff in there that had mold growing on its mold.


  The woman sprawled on a mat on the floor. That mat had been chucked out by more than one previous owner. She didn't care. She had one arm wrapped around a gallon of cheap wine while she soul-kissed its twin brother. She seemed accustomed to having invisible men move through the gloom around her. I positioned myself where I could watch the street through the peephole in the door, which was the only window that place had.


  Right away I discovered that the skinny geek with wings on his head was peeking out of an alley half a block to the north. The Shayir spotted him about the same time, became agitated. The whole bunch surged toward that alley.


  Winghead moved out.


  The term "greased lightning" does not do him justice. He was a shadowy flicker moving between points. The weird herd rumbled after him, hollering and flailing bizarre weapons.


  He had their full attention. I took my cue. I got out of my bag, so startling my roommate that she actually spilled a precious cup of wine. "Take it easy, lady. That stuff costs money." I waved good-bye, stepped into the street like her man before me, walked off like I was just another local going about his business. I made believe I had a stone in one shoe. That altered my way of walking.


  It worked.


  Three blocks later I could not see an immortal anywhere. I settled into a trot, headed for home.


  With a whoosh Winghead settled in to jog beside me. "Thanks," I told him. He offered an enigmatic look and flickered into the distance ahead. He was not hard to track when you were behind him. He just dwindled fast. I slowed to a pace that didn't mark me out from the crowd. I started feeling smug.
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  Owls have always been birds of ill omen, particularly when they fly by day. Owls were my first clue that I was, perhaps, premature in my self-congratulation. But the owls themselves were preceded by the uproar of a crowd of crows.


  Crows are common, and they get rowdy when they get together, like teenage boys. They get triply rowdy when they find a feathered predator to pick on. Or two. Two familiar owls in this instance. And the crows were so numerous they attracted the attention of everyone in the street.


  I listened to people talk. Nobody but me and the crows could see the owls. There was a lot of chatter about omens. It was a trying time. People would look anywhere for guidance. That ought to make religion and divination growth industries.


  Maybe crows have better eyes than people, or maybe they just can't be fooled. Of course, they could be semi-divine themselves. They and their cousins turn up in a lot of myths and religious stories.


  They kept the owls on the move, which was dandy by me. They wouldn't have time for aerial spotting.


  I continued my jog, wondering if I might not have done better running back to the Dream Quarter. I could have taken refuge in one of the big temples where these small-timers couldn't come after me.


  I cut across Gravis Convent Market, where they had torn down an abandoned convent and used the brick to pave a square that became a flea market, thieves' market, farmers' market, haymarket, so people in the neighborhood would not have to walk miles to do their marketing. There must have been scandal and corruption involved, a construction scheme that fell apart, else the square would have been gone long since. Corruption and scandal are always involved in any public works scheme, sometimes so much so that they poison the well.


  The square sinks a little toward its middle, probably settling where the convent's vast basements had been filled with rubble. It is two hundred yards across. I was about twenty yards in when old Jorken Winghead zipped up. I was puffing heartily. He wasn't breathing at all.


  He suggested, "You should move faster."


  A genius. I glanced back.


  He was right.


  "Good idea."


  But not entirely practical. The square was packed ear to elbow with buyers and sellers and pickpockets and sightseers and people who just plain couldn't think of anything else to do or anywhere else to go.


  I glanced back again. Jorken was for sure right. New players had come onto the pitch for the Shayir. A woman on unicorn back, not wearing much but showing muscle tone on muscle tone, probably six and a half feet talk, dark as eggplant, iron helmet with a crescent moon up top, herself festooned with weapons and stuff. Ropes. Nets. A falcon. Dogs cavorting around her steed's legs, critters that looked like half wolf and half whippet and were maybe big enough for dwarves to ride.


  Well. Your basic huntress goddess. Probably with a list of nasty quirks, like most of the older deities. Ate her firstborn, or whatever.


  Amidst the barking and yelping and galloping another form stood out, something like a haystack of black cloth with tails fluttering, dripping an occasional wisp of dark smoke, more floating than running. I saw no limbs, nor any face, but when I looked directly at it I staggered. A voice thundered inside my head. Nog is inescapable. The voice was like the Dead Man's, only with mental bad breath.


  Jorken showed up again. He seemed exasperated by my lack of progress. "Follow me." He started to pull away but did keep it down to a mortal pace. The crowd parted for him without seeing him. I zipped along in his wake, making much better time.


  The effort only delayed the inevitable.
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  The huntress wasn't thirty yards behind me when I fled the north side of the square. The voice in my head told me, Nog is inescapable. The black thing fluttered and flapped amidst the hounds. It seemed bemused by my attempt to get away.


  I ducked around a corner and into a narrow breezeway, readying my magic cord as I went. Jorken didn't like that. He shook his head violently, snapped, "Don't!"


  I popped into my sack of invisibility anyway and kept moving through the breezeway. There wasn't much light back there, but enough for me to see the huntress and her pets race past the breezeway. I chuckled. "There, Winghead." But Jorken had taken a fast hike, last laugh choking him.


  The bundle of black appeared, hesitated, drifted into the breezeway behind me. The horsewoman returned. Her four-legged pals climbed over one another, trying to sniff out a trail that wasn't there. But everybody trusted Nog's nose. Or ears. Or whatever.


  I kept humping that sack but never got out the other end of the breezeway. I was trying to slide into the cavity at someone's back door, without making a racket, when Nog caught up. I heard a slithering snakes sort of sound, like reptilian scales running over scales. Something like black worms, nightcrawler size, began oozing into the sack through the little hole left by the knot when I had closed up. The voice in my head reminded me, Nog is inescapable.


  Old Nog knew his limitations.


  Old Nog smelled pretty damned bad. I didn't get a chance to offer him any man-to-man advice on personal hygiene. Paralysis overtook me. I felt like a stroke victim. I was fully aware, but I couldn't do anything. Nog slipped back out the hole, content to leave me in the sack. I saw nothing that looked like hands or arms, but he took hold anyhow and dragged me back into the street, to the huntress. She leaned down, felt around, grabbed hold of my arm, hoisted me like I was a doll. She flipped me down across the shoulders of her mount. She let out an earsplitting shriek of triumph, hauled back on her reins. Her unicorn reared, pounded the air with huge hooves, then we were off at a gallop, hounds larking around the great white beast's pounding hooves, Nog the Inescapable floating alongside. Owls passed overhead, still fleeing the crows but finding a moment to send down hoots of congratulations. The huntress laid a silver-tipped arrow across her dark bow—weapon and shaft both just materialized in her hands. She sped the arrow. A monster crow became an explosion of black feathers. The missile flew on through, took a big turn, came back home. Mama snatched it out of the air, on the fly.


  The crows got the idea. But they didn't back off entirely. Whither the owls flew they followed, waiting to flash in and rip a few more feathers off heavy wings. The owls were looking pretty ragged.


  Not that I got a real good look, sprawled in that undignified position. But it was a long ride, out of the city completely, into the region of wealthy estates south of town. I don't like it out there. Every time I go I get into big trouble. This time didn't look like it would be any exception. I was in trouble before I got there.


  I wondered why nobody remarked on me floating through the streets.


  Along the way we accumulated the rest of the Shayir crew, some of whom had real trouble keeping up—especially that wide, stubby guy. None of his pals seemed inclined to make any allowances. Sweethearts, the gods.
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  The place was huge and well hidden by trees and a stone wall ten feet tall, a quarter mile before you got to the house itself. There were guards at the gate, in keeping with the spirit of the times, but the gate stood open and they didn't notice our entrance. I realized that nobody saw me floating around because I was still inside that damned invisibility sack. All I had done was make their job easier for them.


  It was dark when we reached the manor house. I couldn't see much of it from my position. I wondered if I would recognize it in the daylight. I wondered if I wanted to. I wondered if the Dead Man had any idea where I was or what was happening to me. I wondered why I was doing so much wondering lately.


  The huntress dismounted, tossed her reins to a lesser deity of some sort who looked like a pudgy kid with the world's foremost collection of golden curls. She dragged me down and tossed me onto her shoulder. Into the house we went. The pudgy kid flew away on impossibly small wings, leading the unicorn.


  I hit the floor on a bearskin rug in front of a merrily crackling fireplace at one end of a room they could have cleared of furniture to use as a ball field on rainy days. I lay there looking up at my captor, who was as beautiful as any woman I'd ever seen. But there wasn't an ounce of warmth in her. Cold as ebony. No sensuality whatsoever. I was willing to bet a mark she fell into the virgin huntress subcategory.


  Nog crackled. The owl girls passed near the fire, as lovely as ever but sadly tattered. Hardly a thread remained of their wispy apparel. In better times I would have applauded the view.


  The dogs, the stubby guy, the giant, all stood around staring at the bearskin. I didn't think they were trying to bring Bruno back to life.


  I spied other faces great and small, humanoid and otherwise, all with a definite mythological caste. Shadows played over the walls. The faun guy began consoling the owl girls. A pleasant, avuncular sort of voice said, "Might I suggest, Mr. Garrett, that as an initial gesture you come forth from that pocket clipped out of reality?"


  I wiggled and rolled and looked at a guy who was sitting in a big chair, facing the fire. He had his hands extended to the flames as though he had a circulation problem. He did look enough like Imar to be his brother. Maybe Imar's smarter twin brother, since he could articulate a civilized sentence.


  Straining and groaning—I do not recommend horses in any form as transportation—I wobbled to my feet and fumbled with my cord till I was able to step out into the room with my hosts. None of them seemed interested in the cord. I made it disappear, hoping nobody would have second thoughts.


  But why should they care? They had Nog, god of litter piles.


  "I apologize for the less than genteel means by which you were brought here, Mr. Garrett. You have made it difficult to contact you."


  I stared for maybe fifteen seconds. Then I said, "I guess you're not one of them."


  "One of what?" Puzzled.


  I waved an inclusive hand. "The Shayir pantheon."


  He frowned.


  "I've never heard of a god who has manners, let alone one who treats mortals with respect."


  Shadow touched his face. It wasn't one of the shadows that infested the place, it was a shadow from within, a shadow of anger. "Would you prefer to be treated the way you expect?"


  I am, I thought. "Actually, I'd rather not be treated at all. I ignore you, you ignore me, we're no problem to one another."


  "But you are a problem. Of the worst sort. You threaten our existence. You cannot possibly expect us to overlook that."


  I swallowed about three times. The guy in the chair projected a furious temper, restrained only with great effort. I must have some power in the situation, though I couldn't catch a whiff. "How am I a threat?"


  "You have been enlisted by the Godoroth to find the Temple Key. That simple name doesn't tell you that the group who fails to take possession of it will perish."


  "I think you got the wrong guy. I don't know anything about any Temple Key."


  A whispering filled the air. Ice formed on my tailbone and crawled northward.


  "Curious, Mr. Garrett. Torbit says you are only partially lying. But." He rambled through an eyewitness review of my visit with the Godoroth. Maybe he was Imar in a good mood.


  I searched the crowd, trying to get a good picture of faces. The Dead Man would want every detail—if ever we met again.


  I said, "You got all the details, then you know I didn't agree to do anything. I just slid on out of there."


  "There was an implication. You did not refuse."


  "Won't stand up in court. Duress and coercion." Which got me a blank look. Duress and coercion? Wasn't that what being a god was all about? You could make people do what you wanted? Weren't mortals toys?


  He took it his own way. "Granted, you did not swear allegiance to the Godoroth. That is good. But why, then, were you on the Street of the Gods asking questions? Why were you visiting temples?"


  "I was pretty sure it was a con of some kind. Those Godoroth characters didn't convince me that they were real gods. They just told me that they were. They hadn't shown me anything a clever conjurer couldn't manage." If you overlooked my magic rope. "I figured somebody wanted to set me up."


  My audience stirred. Most probably didn't understand me. The guy in the chair had to mull it over before he got it. Give him that. He could step out of his own viewpoint. Not that he credited the mortal viewpoint with much value.


  That chill whisper filled the air momentarily.


  "It appears that, once again, you are telling most of the truth. Very well. I believe you understand the situation. Foreign gods have come to TunFaire. They have been awarded a place on the Street of the Gods. This means great inconvenience and dislocation for many gods, but for us and the Godoroth it means one group or the other has to go. For my part, I do not care to fall into oblivion."


  "Me neither."


  "You still believe you are being hoodwinked?"


  "It's starting to look like the real thing."


  "I want that key, Mr. Garrett."


  "I'll say a prayer for you."


  Teensy thunderbolts crackled at his temples. Maybe it was something I said. He regained control. "You fled from my friends. If you are not in the service of the Godoroth, why run?"


  "Give them an eye, chief. Most of them look like nightmares come true."


  More teensy thunderbolts flickered. I wasn't doing too good here. I looked around. Things moving in and out of the light might have lurked under my bed when I was a kid. This was a much bigger crowd than the Godoroth. And not real friendly. Bad cess to the infidel, I guess.


  "Where will you look for the key?"


  "I'm not interested in any key. I just don't want to be between gangs of divine sociopaths who have no interest whatsoever in my welfare."


  Crackly whisper in the air. Stir in the crowd, which seemed larger every time I checked. They were not all nightmares, either. This pantheon was well supplied with attractive goddesses, not one of whom had trouble with her hair and all of whom had normal teeth and the usual complement of limbs.


  I didn't need the whispers translated. Torbit the Strayer—whatever he, she, or it was—had reported the truth of my lack of interest. No grail quest for me. Forget that Temple Key. Garrett has no desire to save any holy bacon. I said, "I have friends in the beer business who do care and who do need my help. I'd rather be solving their problems."


  "There is little time, Mr. Garrett. We need a mortal to rescue us. Our remaining worshippers are few and of little value because of their age. Belief is not a requirement. Free will is. I see no more likely candidate than yourself. You work for hire. We have resources beyond your imagining."


  Yeah. Everything but loving followers eager to bail your asses out.
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  I'm sure I didn't say that out loud. Must have been my body language. Dumb, to be twitching and aggravating the gods like that.


  The head guy growled, "Put him into the lockup room. Some time with his thoughts should help him develop a new perspective."


  I liked my old one fine, but several unpleasant fellows disagreed. I had seen them on their day jobs as gargoyles. And not only did they have heads like rocks, they had muscles of stone as well. We took a vote. The majority elected to go along with Lang's plan for an attitude adjustment. They lugged me through the house, up various flights of stairs, past a scattering of antique humans who had no trouble seeing us and who kowtowed to anything that moved. My companions chucked me into a large closet containing one ragged stolen army blanket (I knew it was stolen; otherwise it would still be in the army), one feeble fat candle, and two quart jars, one full and one empty. I presumed I was to be the middleman between jars.


  The door closed. I gathered I was supposed to ruminate and quickly conclude that signing on with the Shayir was preferable to the alternatives. At the moment it looked like that could be true. I might have gone with that option had I not become distracted.


  The dust hadn't settled when the door popped open and the owl girls invited themselves in. They hadn't bothered finding fresh clothing. They had mischief in their golden eyes, and "Uh-oh!" was all I got to say before they piled onto me.


  They weren't great conversationalists. In fact, I didn't get anything out of them but giggles. I did my best to remain stern and fatherly and aloof, but they just took that as a challenge. I am nothing if not determined in my pursuit of information, so I continued to ask questions while I endured the inevitable.


  After a while I began to fear the interrogation would never end. Those two only looked like girls.


  Then they were gone and I was collapsing into exhausted sleep while trying to figure out what that had been all about. They hadn't tried to worm anything out of me or to get me to promise a thing. They were very direct, very focused, and very demanding.


  The door opened. The woman who had gotten me into this mess stepped inside. She was in her redhead phase, and a very desirable redhead she was. She sniffed. "I see Lila and Dimna have been here." Her observation was as neutral as a remark about the weather.


  "I don't know what they wanted. . . ."


  "What they wanted is what they got. They are direct and simple."


  "Direct, anyway."


  "Simple." She tapped her temple. "You find this form attractive?"


  "I'll howl at the moon." Though she made no effort, she exuded sensuality. "But that won't get you anything."


  "You're sated."


  "Got nothing to do with it. I'm being pushed and bullied. I don't take to that much. I get stubborn."


  "You have to understand something. If the Shayir don't get what they want, neither do you."


  "And the Godoroth will think the same, so I can't win. But I can stay stubborn and take everybody with me." Damn. I didn't like the sound of the slop gushing out of my yap. I don't know if I believed it. I hoped that Torbit thing wasn't listening.


  "What do you want?" she asked.


  "To be left alone."


  "That isn't going to happen. And you know it. A sensible man would cut himself a deal."


  "I've already referred to the fatal flaw that renders that idea specious. Based on the record, it's only reasonable to assume that you all will fail to keep your half of any deal. Promise the fool mortal all the gold and girls he can handle, tell him he gets to be ruler of the world and several provinces in hell as soon as he delivers this nifty key that will save some divine butts." Speaking of divinity of the foundation, she knew the nature of perfection. "When we're done we'll turn his mortal ass into a catfish or something."


  "You're certainly a cynic."


  "I didn't create myself."


  She appeared thoughtful. "You may have touched on a real problem. I'll think about it." She looked straight at me, radiating that heat but not extending any invite.


  "What?"


  "You're a true curiosity. I've met believers, unbelievers, fanatics, skeptics, and heretics, but I don't think I've ever met a man who plain just didn't care." She did not, however, seem displeased by my indifference.


  "I do care. I care a whole bunch about being left alone."


  "Only the dead are left alone, Garrett."


  "And even that depends on which gods they chose while they were alive."


  "Perhaps, stubborn man." She left me with an enigmatic smile and a philosophical conundrum. She seemed content with my attitude.


  TunFaire has innumerable clots of gods. Each bunch anchors a different belief system. Some of those are as crazy as pickled cats. If competing groups of gods, like the Godoroth and the Shayir, actually revealed themselves to mortals and confirmed not only their own existence but also that of their enemies, by implication, the existence of all the rest of the gods would be validated. In my skewed view it further implied that any given value or belief system must be just as true as any other.


  Maybe I should start my own Church of the Divine Chaos. Everything is true and nothing is true.


  I had no trouble with the idea that all the gods might be real. I'd always liked the notion that gods will exist as long as there is someone who believes they exist. The solidity of my intuition was now at the root of my difficulties. What troubled me was the possibility that the dogmas surrounding various really wacko religions might bear equal validity while there were true believers. If the general population reached that conclusion, there would be a big winnowing fast. Some belief packages just look a whole lot better than others. I would much rather kick off and fall into a paradise stocked with wild women and free beer than just become part of a ball of light or shadow, or become some dark spirit that necromancers would summon, or be gone to eternal torment, or, as had always been my personal suspicion, be just plain dead.


  Deserved some thought.
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  I didn't get time. I had too much on my mind. And I kept getting interrupted by one god person after another, each with the same mission: convince Brother Garrett to scare up that precious key. I had several truly intriguing offers from a couple of goddesses who looked like I had made them up. Maybe I did, come to think. One side of me wished I had a really remote deadline so I could take advantage of all these wonderful offers.


  I dozed off at last, started sighing my way through a marvelous dream wherein all these randy goddesses decided I should go in with them on starting a new paradise. We would forget all those stuffy, weird shadow lurkers and hammer pounders and generally unfun, gloomy-gus guy gods. Then the bane of my existence raised its ugly head once again.


  Somebody tapped on my cell door.


  Something buzzed like the world's biggest bumblebee. Voices clashed in whispers. The buzzard-size bee went away.


  Somebody tapped on the door again.


  I did not respond, probably because I was so amazed that anyone here would have the courtesy not to walk right in. I decided to play possum. I cracked an eyelid and waited.


  The door opened.


  This one was a girl. Surprise, surprise.


  At first watery glimpse she seemed chunky and plain, and at second glimpse she seemed vaguely familiar. She had the glow of a peasant girl lucky enough to have enjoyed good health, with a body designed for serious work and frequent childbearing. As lesser gods went, she might be some sort of spring lamb or crop planting specialist.


  She poked my shoulder. She was between me and the candle. Nothing insubstantial about her. My earlier visitors, however determined or enthusiastic, had not been entirely impervious to the passage of light.


  I opened my eyes completely, startling the girl. I frowned. I did know her. . . . Ah. She looked like a young version of Imara, Imar's wife. But the head god here looked like Imar, too. Maybe Lang had a kid. No! Hell. She was the girl from Brookside Park.


  "What?" I asked.


  She didn't seem to have in mind using woman's oldest tool of persuasion.


  "Hush. I'm here to help."


  "Funny. You don't look like any royal functionary I ever met." I touched her. She flinched. Earlier visitors had felt just as solid but had seemed awfully warm. This one was a normal temperature and lacked the absolute self-confidence the others had shown. "You're mortal." Clever me. Now I was sure she was the girl I had seen in the park. The pixies had seen her, too.


  "Half mortal. Come on! Hurry!" An angry buzz waxed and waned in the corridor outside. "Before they realize there's something happening outside their set pattern."


  I debated it for a long time, six or seven seconds. "Lead on." I couldn't see her getting me into the hot sauce any deeper, whatever her scheme.


  Sometimes you just got to roll the bones.


  "Who are you? How come you've been following me? Why are you doing this?"


  "Hush. We can talk after we get out of here."


  "There's an idea I can get behind." And right in front of me was a behind I could get behind. She wore the peasant skirt again, whitish linen under a pale blue apron. I liked what I could see.


  This mess had its aesthetic upside. I could not recall ever having run into so many gorgeous females in such a short time.


  So some were a little strange. We all have our moments of weird, and life is a series of trade-offs anyway.


  Blonde braids trailed down the girl's back. "Wholesome" was the word that came to mind. Generally, some wholesome is the last thing most guys find interesting. But. . . .


  She beckoned. I rose to follow. She opened the door a crack, beckoned again. I caught a bit of that buzzing racket again. It had an angry edge. Or perhaps it was impatience.


  I don't think the Shayir ever posted a guard. I guess when you have a Nog on staff you don't much worry about prisoner escapes. Or maybe it was just divine hubris.


  I wondered how my new pal planned to cope with the owl girls and Nog and his girlfriend with the dogs and weapons and no sense of humor.


  "Come on!" She was intense but would not raise her voice above a whisper. Which was a good plan, probably.


  She was flesh for sure. The floorboards creaked under her, ever so softly. They groaned under me. My earlier visitors had not made the house speak.


  "This way, Mr. Garrett."


  Her chosen route was not the one the Shayir had used when escorting me to my spacious new apartment. It was not the route I would have chosen to make my getaway. It led down a narrow hallway only to a small, open window. A chill breeze stirred the thin, dirty white cotton curtains there. Outside, an almost full moon slopped light all over and made the whole manor look like a haunted graveyard. Maybe it was. How were we going to deal with that?


  There was a whole lot of buzzing going on out there, suddenly. Somebody said, "Come on, babe, getcher buns moving." Outside. Stories and stories up.


  The girl went right out the window, indifferent to the fact that she was not dressed to play monkey on the wall. I stuck my head outside—and discovered that the big darling was not going downward. Gulp! What the? . . . Where was the rope? There wasn't any rope. I had expected a rope from the moment I'd realized her plan included us climbing out that silly little window.


  Buzz overhead. I looked up in time to glimpse just a hint of movement vanishing behind the edge of the roof.


  Meantime, the girl had gotten herself onto a ledge that was not much wider than my palm. She was sidestepping industriously, headed I couldn't tell where.


  I then noted that the ledge was not a ledge as such. It was the top side of some kind of decorative gingerbread I could not make out because I wasn't out there in the moonlight. I drew a deep breath, meaning to tell the young lady that I preferred my adventures at low altitudes with solid footing. Somebody behind me spoke up first. "Here, now! You! Who are you? What are you doing there?"


  The speaker was a real live human old man, possibly of the butler calling. He wore only nightclothes but was armed with one truly wicked-looking meat cleaver. A door stood ajar behind him. Feeble light leaked into the hallway. If he had pests in his room the way I'd had them in mine that might explain why he slept with kitchen utensils.


  The old man didn't look like he was interested in conversation. He began slicing the air. I considered using my magical cord to climb down. But there was no time to stretch it. Nor did I see any handy place to tie it off.


  Why not just jump? Falling would be less unpleasant than an encounter with a slab of sharp steel. The ground wasn't more than a mile down.


  That bumblebee buzz whirred off the roof and dropped down behind me. "Why you want to waste your time on this candyass pug, sweetheart?" I caught a strong whiff of weed smoke.


  I looked back. Floating behind me was a pudgy baby with a thousand-year-old midget's head. The critter wore what looked like a diaper but was actually a loincloth. "What you gawking at, Jake?" it snapped. And, "Get your lard ass moving." He yelled upward, "Hey, babe, this one's a fourteen-karat dud."


  The critter carried a teeny little bow and a quiver of little arrows and had the world's biggest weed banger drooping from the corner of his mouth, smouldering. Here was the source of the buzz. And of the weed stink.


  I managed to stand myself up on that ledge. A dud, huh? Look here. Sometimes a military education is useful in civilian life. Watch me now.


  The old man leaned out the window and took a swipe at me. Rusty iron dealt the air a deep, bitter wound entirely too close to my nose. For a moment it looked like pappy was going to come outside after me.


  The buzz changed pitch. I glanced back but kept my feet moving. The little guy doing the floating and cussing slapped a little arrow across his little bow and plinked the old man in the back of his meat-chopping hand. "Get moving, ya drooling moron!" he growled at me. "If you'd hauled your ass from the start they'd never have seen me."


  "I wouldn't have missed you."


  Sometimes it's wonderful to be young and dumb. A stunt like this would not have bothered me ten years ago.


  About twenty feet from the window a bit of rope hung over the edge of the roof, which at that point descended to within eight feet of our footing. However, the roof did overhang us by several feet. Young and dumb, my new friend just leaped, grabbed the rope, clambered right up, skirt flying. Although he was busy cursing his wound, the old man caught that action. His eyes bugged more than mine did.


  As the girl's feet vanished, the flying critter soared up after her with the same sort of ponderous grace you see in large flying insects, the sort of stately defiance of gravity of a thing that don't look like it ought to get off the ground at all. He filed various verbal complaints as he went. What a team the girl and I would make, her with her chattering whatisit and me with the Goddamn Parrot.


  I shut my eyes, took a deep breath, considered the racket the old man was raising now, opened my eyes, offered the old boy a salute, took the plunge.


  That sort of thing was all very well when I was nineteen and only one of a bunch of lunatics who tried to outdo one another in the face of an implacable enemy and almost certain premature death, but I was thirty now. I had a reasonably ordered and comfortable life. Well, sort of. Why the hell couldn't I remember the moments like this when Old Man Weider made one of his pitches aimed at getting me to work the brewery full time?


  I grabbed the rope, found arm strength I had feared was not there anymore, scrambled toward the roof. No longer did I possess the liquid grace of youth, but I did manage to get the job done.


  "Can ya believe it, toots? The wuss actually dragged his lead ass up here."


  "Hurry!" The girl beckoned from the top of a slope of slate. "The alarm is spreading."


  Wouldn't you know. I hurried. After bellying up twenty feet of steep and treacherously dew-slick slate, I dragged myself onto the flat part of the roof, which was large enough for a battalion's drill ground. You could farm there if you wanted to haul the soil up first. I got to my feet. The girl beckoned anxiously. Beckoning had to be her top skill. I got the notion this was going slower than she'd planned.


  The flying baby with the hallucinogenic stogie watched sourly from the back of a horse big enough to haul ogre knights around. The little guy had wings sprouting out of his shoulder blades. They looked just about big enough to lug a pigeon around. I guess he had to work hard when he flew.


  There were two horses. "Oh no," I said. "No. I've done all the riding I want for today." Me and horses never get along. My ribs informed me that Black Mona's mount had made every effort to ensure that my immediate future was one filled with misery. And that thing was only related to horses. Did I really want to escape badly enough to put myself at the mercy of these monsters?


  "Look at this clown, babe. He don't. . . ."


  "Please stop horsing around, Mr. Garrett." The girl was exasperated.


  "You don't understand. They have you fooled."


  The house shuddered underfoot. Somebody big had begun to stir downstairs.


  "See ya later, Sweet Buns." The little thing's wings turned into a blur. He buzzed off into the night.


  I started climbing the one horse that didn't already have a blonde on top. It was a monster the color of old ivory, maybe even big enough to haul a troll into battle. For a while there I thought I would need ropes and pitons to make it to the top.


  I completed the long climb. I swung my right leg over, was pleased to discover that the horse and I both had our heads facing the same direction. The extra altitude gave me a fine view of the roof.


  The roof?


  It occurred to me that I was about make my getaway on horseback from a rooftop. How far could I get? Was I the victim of an all-time practical joke? I do have friends who would consider this kind of situation a real howler.


  I didn't see anybody standing around snickering behind his dirty elven hand.


  I didn't have any friends who would, or for that matter could, spring for the cash a setup like this would cost.


  The girl howled like a merry banshee. The child was happy. She kicked her horse in the ribs. It took off down the roof, chasing the baby whatisit. My horse was exactly as treacherous as I expect every equine to be. He took off, chasing his pal, without ever consulting me.
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  Those goddamned horses were stupider than I thought. They decided to race. The girl's mount had shorter legs but a head start. When mine got up to speed it started to gain. All I could do was howl and hang on as my brave but terminally stupid steed pulled even. The girl grinned at me and waved.


  We ran out of roof.


  Neither horse blinked. Neither horse slowed down either, though they did angle away from one another at the last second.


  The shapeshifting started well before the leap into space, but it was only as we ran out of roof that I noticed it. In scant seconds huge wings burst from my mount's shoulders. Those broad shoulders narrowed dramatically. The beast's whole back slimmed down until it was barely wider than a trim woman's waist. All that bulk turned into wings. Those great wings hammered the air.


  I hoped my whimpering wasn't loud enough to hear.


  We climbed toward the moon. The girl's laughter tumbled back toward the manor like the tinkle of celestial windchimes. Possessed by the confidence of youth, she thought we were safely away. I was too busy not falling off to worry about owls and fluttering shadows and whatnot.


  We went up and up till all TunFaire lay sprawled below us, more vast than ever I had imagined. To my right the great bend of the river shone like a silver scimitar in the moonlight. Lights blazed everywhere, for the city never sleeps. It boasts almost as many nocturnal inhabitants as daytime ones. It is several cities coexisting in the same place at the same time. It changes faces with the hours. Only in the hour before dawn is TunFaire ever more than coincidentally quiet.


  I buried my hands in horse mane and hung on for dear life. I didn't pray, though, if that was what they were trying to get me to do. Soon I became engrossed in that remarkable view of the city I call home. When I saw it from up there I didn't wonder that half the world wanted to come here. From up there you could see only the magnificence. You had to get down on the ground to capture the stench and filth, to see the pain and poverty and cruelty, the irrational hatreds and the equally mad occasional senseless acts of charity. TunFaire was a beautiful woman. Only when you held her close and buried your face in her hair could you see the lice and scabs and fleas.


  Not even in my most bizarre dreams had I ever drifted above everything like some great roc of darkness. I boggled while moonshine turned reservoirs into glimmering platters and drainage ditches into runes of silver. The earth seemed to wheel as the animals turned in flight. Amazing! My hands were cramped from holding on so tight, but I knew only the awe.


  The girl shrilled, "Isn't this wild, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Absolutely." I would tell her that Mr. Garrett was my grandfather after I got my feet back onto solid ground.


  I looked back the way we had come. Trouble, if it was after us, was not yet close enough to pick out of the night. Trouble was sure to follow, though. That could be the title of my autobiography. Trouble Follows Me. Though usually it ambushes me. I wondered if Nog was capable of tracing me through the air.


  The girl let rip a wild yodel, swung one hand violently overhead. Lilac and violet sparks flew off her fingers. Her mount pointed his nose down. He plunged toward the earth.


  Mine followed. "Oh, shit!" The bottom fell out.


  Mine wanted to race again. TunFaire hurtled toward me, getting less enchanting by the second.


  My stomach stayed back up there among the stars. Good thing I'd had no supper. We would be racing it to the ground, too.


  The winged horses actually descended in a great circle, tilting slightly, moving their wings no more than buzzards on patrol. The streets and lights turned below. Soon I could make out individual structures, then individual people, none of whom looked up. People seldom do, and I take advantage of that fact occasionally, but seeing my world from the back of a horse cruising above the rooftops gave that concept new dimension.


  My fright had ebbed. I was thinking again. I was proud of me. I wouldn't have to change my underwear. I must be getting used to these bizarre adventures.


  What were these winged horse things? What was the little flying thug in the diaper? He was around somewhere. I couldn't see him, but his voice carried altogether too well. The only place I had seen their like was in old paintings of mythical events.


  Unicorns, vampires, mammoths, fifty kinds of thunder-lizards, werewolves, and countless other creatures often deemed mythical I had seen with my own eyes. Too often they had hammered bruises into my own flesh. But these flying horses and the bitty bowman constituted my first encounter widh a class of critters I thought of as artists' conventions. Symbols. These guys, griffins, ostriches, cameleopards, cyclops. All of them supposedly as uncommon as lawyers driven only by a need to see justice done.


  We dropped lower. The horses glided wingtip to wingtip. The little guy buzzed, but I could not spot him. We seemed to be headed back into the heart of TunFaire, down toward Brookside Park.


  I still had not gotten a name out of my demigoddess benefactor, nor did I have a ghost of a notion of her true motive for helping me. She offered up another amazing yodel. I began to fiddle with my amazing cord. We could amaze one another. "Hey, girl! Who are you? You got a name or not?" There was a lot of wind noise in my ears, not to mention the powerful hum of the little guy's wings. I couldn't spot him no matter how hard I looked.


  Crystal laughter rang out off to my right. It looked like the horses were thinking about landing. The girl was pulling ahead to go down first. "Call me Cat, Mr. Garrett. Bad Girl Cat."


  "I like bad girls." I would have said more, but my throat tightened up. We were down so low the peaks of buildings with pointy roofs were at eye level. My mount started using his wings to slow down, but still structures whipped past at a speed beyond my imagining. I could not believe anyone could travel so fast and still be able to breathe.


  My mount reared back and presented the entire undersurface of its wings to the onrushing air. We slowed violently, shuddering, air roaring. The beast's wings shrank. Its shoulders began to bulk up. Its speed dropped. Then it hit the ground galloping. And there was nothing upon its back. Or so I hoped the casual observer would conclude. The horse had to sense my weight.


  I had strained my courage to its limits to get myself inside my sack of invisibility.


  Actually, initially I pulled the noose up only to my armpits. I needed my arms free. Once the horse touched down and began slowing its run, it trotted in amongst some trees. It promptly lost two hundred pounds as I grabbed a sturdy branch. Oof! Rip the old arms out by the roots, why not?


  I dropped to the ground, pulled the sack of invisibility over my head, moved along before my self-proclaimed rescuers had time to realize that I had disappeared.


  Pixies laughed and yelled, "We saw what you did. We saw what you did." But if you were not listening for them they just sounded like sparrows complaining about having been wakened in the middle of the night.
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  "Mr. Garrett? Where are you? Are you all right? Answer me if you can."


  I could but I didn't. She could not be sure I hadn't fallen during our landing. Damn! If I had kept my mouth shut, if I hadn't asked her her name, she couldn't have been sure I hadn't fallen earlier, when she was having too much fun to concentrate.


  The bumblebee whir of the runt's wings came toward me, wordlessly putting death to my maunderings. He knew I hadn't fallen. He was on patrol now, running a slow search pattern. The little rat couldn't shut up. And everything he said was less than complimentary toward my favorite working stiff. Me.


  To know me is to love me.


  I headed for home full speed, encouraged by a racket behind me that suggested a welcoming party might have been waiting. Sounded like lots of folks were in a sudden bad mood, including a nation of pixies untimely rousted from their sleep. Over what sounded like a henhouse disturbed I heard Cat shout at one of her horses. She wanted to get airborne again.


  The little winged guy buzzed up to within a few feet of me. He settled his plump rump onto the outstretched bronze palm of one of the few nonmilitary statues in the park. He had an arrow across his bow. His moonlighted expression said he meant to use it. "Know you're around here somewhere, Slick. Know you're close enough to hear. That was a nifty stunt, turning sideways to reality to give the kid the slip." Weed smoke had begun to cloud up around his head. He ought to be too stoned to breathe. "But fun is fun, and I don't think you're gonna have much more if you don't come in now. You don't got no other friends."


  I figured the Godoroth crew had tried to reel me in, irked because I had been trafficking with the enemy, and now they were triple irked because I had done a fade. I considered taking advantage of my invisibility to get a closer look at them. But I was worn out. I just wanted to go home. Reason told me home was no safer than out here, but the animal within me wanted to believe otherwise, wanted to slide into its den and lick its wounds. I kept the sack of invisibility around me till I was sure the flying runt had gotten lost.


  I caught his buzz again as I was about to leave the park. I stepped into deep shadow and froze. Thus I was out of sight and motionless when two huge owls flapped over moments later. Though they were talking owl talk, the girls were bickering virulently.


  I chuckled. To myself, of course.


  Let them go butt heads with the Godoroth.


  Knowing the Shayir were around put some extra hustle into my step. Good thing, too. Wasn't long before I began to feel a chill. It grew. I found another deep shadow and shrank down into it. I was crouched there when Abyss the Coachman floated across my backtrail like a black, wind-tossed specter. Looked like he had been sent to patrol the routes from the park to my home.


  Had that been set up ahead? Had they expected an escape attempt?


  You get paranoid.


  I'd always thought gods were big on omniscience and such. Maybe as your followers become fewer you have less ability to draw on the power leaking over from the old country. Certainly if either bunch had any way of knowing things for themselves they would have no need for me. And I wouldn't be running around loose.


  Paranoia. I had a bad feeling that when the smoke cleared and the earth stopped rocking and the dust settled, neither bunch would have much use for a mortal pug who had gotten his nose into too many divine secrets.


  Something to keep in mind.


  I heard a rustling. It came from the south. It grew louder quickly. Nog? No. Not Nog the Malodorous. Marvellous. I crouched in another shadow. Something passed overhead like a flight of bats but was not bats. More like fluttering paper shadows in a big hurry, moving with great purpose, hunting. Might that be the thing called Quilraq the Shadow? I wasn't inclined to hang around and find out.


  I stuck to alleys and breezeways that would not have been graced by my presence at any other time. I even crossed the Bustee, the deadliest slum in town, where nine of any ten inhabitants would have cut my throat for the shoes I was wearing and the gods themselves would walk in peril. Twice I turned to Maggie's wonderful cord to fend off overeager shoppers. That was one handy tool, but I was getting reluctant to use it. It could be no coincidence that every time I did one of the Godoroth turned up soon afterward.


  No exception in the Bustee, either. Each time it was one of the ugly guys that came, too, like the Godoroth knew those mean streets well enough to send only their meanest and most expendable. The streets emptied quickly after that, even though the locals could not see what was scaring the bean sprouts out of them.


  I tried to see the bright side. The Shayir were not turning up at the same time. They were, apparently, only running random patrols in areas that interested their opponents.


  The ugly guys were not Nog. Nor were they especially powerful other than in the scary department. I ducked and dodged them with little difficulty. On the other hand, I suspected everyone now had a solid idea of where I was headed. Whole platoons of divine beasties might be setting up camp near my house.


  Owls and paper shadows, flying horses and flying babies who smoked weed crisscrossed the night, possibly taking their bearings from Godoroth on the ground. It was a wonder they didn't collide.


  I changed course the minute I cleared the Bustee, skirting its eastern edge as I headed north. I mean, what would Mrs. Cardonlos say if I brought this all home and the gods themselves started duking it out in Macunado Street?


  It seemed a better strategy would be to go where the gods wouldn't look, then stay put till their deadline passed. Put them all out of business.


  Faces and figures flickered through my memory. Such a pity I couldn't pick and choose. There were some divine ladies amongst those gods, and the world might become a lesser place for their absence.
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  I drifted more than a mile north and east of my original course. I attracted no attention but never made up my mind where to go, either. Then I changed my mind.


  This was like being back in the Corps. The people in charge didn't know what they were doing. I cussed the guy giving me orders. I told me to shut up and do what I was told.


  I'd decided that I did have to go home. I needed to see the Dead Man. He needed to know what had become of me. Maybe he could find a thread of sense in this madness. There was more going on than I had been told, and I still had only a glimmering of the rules of the game I was being forced to play.


  Surely both god gangs had my place staked out. I needed to draw them away. So give them a sniff of the false trail, Garrett.


  Out came that cord. I turned it into a poking stick and swished it around, relaxed it and trotted a third of a mile northeast, toward TunFaire's northernmost gate, then I played with the rope in an alley infested with snoring drunks. I hurried on, used the cord one last time on the street that leads directly to the gate.


  TunFaire's gates all stand open all the time. Only once had they closed, when some thunder-lizards from the north had been ravaging the countryside. A guy with the need could make a high-speed exit anytime of the day or night. I suspected the gates would be of particular interest to the new secret police.


  The street to and from the northeastern gate is always busy. I tied my rope around my waist and plunged into traffic headed south. I didn't think the Godoroth and Shayir, busy tripping over one another, would become sure of where I wasn't for a good while yet.


  My plan worked like they write them up in a book. For a few minutes.


  I was preoccupied. The texture of the night changed, and I failed to notice because there were no mad little gods weirding around me. The street grew quiet and tense and the crowds thinned out, but I caught on only after a howl arose ahead and I discovered the street blocked by a bunch of guys carrying angry red-and-black banners. They were armed with clubs and staves and were whipped along by drums and trumpets. They sang some really vicious racist song.


  Startled, I stopped to take stock.


  More human rights guys came from cross streets. They appeared to have a specific objective, attainment of which required the physical battery of everyone in their way, human or otherwise. It seemed that, for the purposes of the moment, anybody not actively marching with them was deemed to be against them.


  People on the street fought back. The nonhumans went at it with great verve. The rightsists didn't care if those folks were apolitical and there by accident. They were not human. That was guilt enough.


  I saw banners from several organizations. The demonstration would be something unusual, then. These groups fought one another over subtle points of dogma more than they battled their declared enemies.


  Up ahead, where the rightsists were thickest, the northbound side of the street dissolved into ferocious turmoil. The center of violence appeared to be a caravan intent on slipping out of town under cover of darkness.


  Stones flew. Clubs flashed. People hollered. I ricocheted back and forth, banged around, finally came to rest in a pile of mixed casualties. The cobblestones exercised no favoritism toward anyone. I got back onto one knee, muttering curses on all their houses. My headache was back. How could I douse all the streetlamps? But they would keep fighting anyway.


  A knot of nasty-looking rightsists drifted my way. Ever flexible, I dived down and liberated an armband from an unconscious guy who didn't really need his right now. I put it on fast. Then I did what I have been doing so well lately, which was act like I'd just had my brains scrambled and couldn't quite get myself put back together. "Garrett? Hey, Wrecker, is that you?"


  "I think so." I knew that voice but couldn't place it. It was a voice from long ago and far away. I faked an effort to get up that failed and left me down on my face.


  Somebody else asked, "You know this guy?"


  "Yeah. He was in my outfit. In the islands. He was our wreck."


  I got it. "Pappy?" That was the voice. Pappy Toomey, also known as Tooms. The old man of the outfit at twenty-seven, a lifer, like a father to the rest of us, like a sergeant without official authority. Pappy never got out but never wanted to advance either.


  "Yeah, Garrett. Help me get him up, Whisker." Hands hoisted me. "Who you with, Garrett?"


  I didn't know who he was with, so I wobbled a hand vaguely, muttered vaguely, "Them."


  A piece of brick whizzed by. They ducked, nearly dropping me. "What's wrong?" Pappy asked me.


  "Somebody whacked me with a log. Everything keeps turning around. My knees won't work."


  "Lookit here, Whisker. Already got his head sewed up once today. Right in the thick of the Struggle, eh, Wrecker?"


  I tried for a grin. "Hey, Pappy. Butter and bullshit to you, too. How's it going? I thought you was dead."


  "I heard that rumor, too, Garrett. It's almost all horse puckey. You gonna make the big rally?"


  "I'm still walking," I said, knowing that was the answer Pappy wanted. "I got to roll, Tooms, catch up with my crew. Nice meeting you, Whisker." I took a couple of steps and glommed onto a lamp post that already supported two addled lovers against the seductions of gravity. Why does my luck run this way? On the lam from my personal armageddon and I stumble right into a guy I haven't seen in a decade and he recognizes me and throws my name out where anybody with an ear can catch it.


  What next?


  Aunt Boo was right. It's always something.


  Nothing dropped out of the night or poured out of an alleyway. I saw no sign that anybody but Pappy and his pals had any interest in me. I held a conference. My feet agreed to stay under the rest of me. We all got going. My head hurt bad. I cursed softly and steadily, a vision of my own bed the carrot that kept me moving.


  And still nothing plopped out of the night or boiled forth from the sewers while I was still in a part of town where they have those.
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  I was bone-tired. I wasn't smart, but I was lucky. It was a quiet night. Everybody with a taste for trouble had gone to the riots. My own brush with those, I learned later, was little more than a glance off the fringes of a minor skirmish far from the center of conflict, where matters grew serious. The push and shove and shouting escalated into massacres when real weapons came out. Nonhuman shops got plundered by the hundred. Refugees and squatters got tormented and beaten too often to number.


  The scary thing was, the men responsible were out of control now but were all trained soldiers and combat veterans. If they reclaimed military discipline and organization, TunFaire could witness some real bloodshed.


  I wondered what Relway and the secret police were doing to stem the tide. Maybe nothing. Serious bloodshed might serve Relway's personal agenda.


  Bad as I wanted to get home to my bed, I entered my neighborhood with care. The temptation to make myself invisible was almost overpowering. Instead, I took my mind back in time, again became the company wreck. "Wreck" was what the regular grunts called us recon types when we were stuck with an infantry outfit. Wrecks got lots of training in sneakery and the mental skills important to the recon mission. I retained the physical skills, but getting to that place in my mind where there was no uncertainty, no nervousness, no worry, no lack of self-discipline, eluded me. That was something you had to work on every day. I had been slacking for years. I felt all the things your master wreck is supposed to set aside.


  But I was quiet. I was one with night and shadow, never mind that big moon up there. I was fluidity itself, illusion flowing over the faces of walls in silence of stone. I passed sober but sleeping ratmen and they stirred not a whisker as I ghosted through the alleyways they called home.


  I jumped about nine feet high when a sudden weight plopped onto my shoulder, grabbed hold like the cold, clawed hand of something risen from the grave. Every damned time I start telling me how great I am doing.


  I returned to earth without screaming, having realized that the clawed hand was two bird feet. Attached to those feet was the ugliest duckling that ever lived. This one couldn't even swim or honk like a swan.


  It said, "Do not approach the house yet. There are watchers. They must be diverted. Do not move at all until I give you the word." The voice did belong to the Goddamn Parrot, but there was only one horrible possible source for its dialogue.


  I froze, the sheer horror, the terrible implications, leaving me completely blind to the fact that my venture northward, which had cost me such pain coming back south, had not broken the stakeout around my place. "No!" I whined, envisioning a future wherein there was no escape, no safe place. "Tell me it isn't so." He would be able to nag me anywhere.


  "Awk! Garrett?"


  "I understand and obey, O babbling feather duster." He was doomed. He had to go. If he could be used to follow me around carping, his fate was sealed.


  It was him or me or the nightmare. Him or me. Heh heh. Accidents happen, Morley. Terrible accidents. Every day.


  "Garrett! Please respond."


  I was so involved in scoping out Mr. Big's short future that I had forgotten to keep my eyes and ears open. But luck looked the other way. No evil happened. "I'm right here. Right under this stinking vulture."


  "Do not talk that way. The creature could have feelings, too. Hurry home. This diversion will not last long."


  "On my way, Old Bones." I could sell him into slavery. Plenty of big-time wizards wouldn't mind having a dead Loghyr on staff. Well, a tame one anyway. Maybe I could give him away. Anybody wanted him, they could just come by and haul him off. I was not going to endure having him looking over my shoulder and criticizing me all over town.
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  I sensed the Dead Man's presence long before the house came in sight. He was wide awake and totally involved, which was a little disconcerting.


  "Hurry!" the bird muttered. "Hurry!" Hurry! echoed inside my head.


  I ran, still horrified by the possibility that there might be no escape from the Dead Man ever again.


  My block of Macunado was filled with smoke. A few neighbors were out asking the night what the hell had happened. Seemed a waste if this was the Dead Man's doing. Gods, even of No-Neck's petty pewter stripe, were without doubt capable of seeing through smoke screens both physical and metaphorical. But I soon discovered that this smoke was full of specters flittering hither and yon, like the ghosts of childhood nightmares conjured for but an hour.


  I scrambled up my front steps. My front door popped open just as a bumblebee hum grew in the darkness. I dived through. It popped shut behind me, hopefully before that banger-smoking runt caught a glimpse. For once Dean was on the job.


  He was pale, frightened. I said, "Maybe you should have stayed another couple of days. You would've missed all this fun."


  He gulped and nodded, but said, "I will have your supper ready in a few minutes. Meantime, Himself insists on seeing you."


  Now didn't that dovetail sweetly with my own master plan?


  I let myself into Himself's room, rehearsing some choice remarks. "We're into some really deep shit, Old Bones, and it isn't going to be good enough to just tread water."


  "I am aware of the peril. . . ."


  "Can it with the talking bird, will you? Let's do it the way we always have. No! Wait. Stay awake. . . ."


  Sarcasm is inappropriate, Garrett. We will proceed as you wish.


  "I figure you can see how my day went with one glance at the inside of my head. I hope yours was better."


  Indeed. I had a very instructional evening with your friend Linda Lee, once she gained the upper hand on her prejudices. That child has potential, Garrett. I approve.


  Uh-oh. He never approves of any woman. "Don't let her image fool you, either. She knows exactly what to do with all that potential."


  I fail to see any humor in your insinuation, Garrett. Linda Lee is that rarest of all mythical beings, a woman of reason and. . . .


  I burst out laughing. "I don't believe it. She got to you." I chuckled some more, telling me I would have to look out for my librarian. If she could turn the Dead Man's head she was dangerous. "Of course you don't see any humor. You don't have a sense of humor. Come on. What's the word on these gods? They the real thing? How do I get out from under?"


  The Word is Trouble. In your vernacular, trouble in a big way. From the sheer scope of events around you we have to conclude that this is not an elaborate confidence game.


  "No shit."


  He failed to catch my sarcasm this time. Or he ignored it, which he will do.


  Not even a government would go to the expense and trouble of staging something this difficult to manage.


  "You're kidding. Imagine that. No government willing to fool me?"


  Not in this pinpoint fashion. The expense anti-militates.


  "Not to mention that I'm completely unimportant in the mortal scheme. A little nil."


  Not to mention that no one on this earth has to work that hard to fool you. Some long legs, a bit of jiggle, some flouncing long hair, perhaps red for extra effect. . . .


  Sigh. "Great, Chuckles. We're really getting somewhere here, aren't we? We are really getting diddled by gods?"


  They believe they are gods. And almost certainly they are within the liberal definitions employed by your primitive ancestors.


  "All right. Whatever, they're bad. I'm a fly and I see the flyswatter coming. Do I get philosophical and suffer it? Or can I do something?"


  There are several somethings available as options. Perhaps the most attractive is to lie low and do nothing at all while the situation runs its course. I would not be repelled by this option were it possible to sustain it. Your world and the Dream Quarter would be no poorer for the loss of these pantheons.


  "The trouble is, they don't plan to go quietly into that gentle night."


  Not at all. And since you have been given the opportunity to save them, any disaster is sure to come to roost here swiftly, whether or not they are able to discern your presence.


  "They want a key, Chuckles. And I don't have a clue where to look for one. Or what it would look like if I tripped over it. Did Linda Lee help us out there?"


  With her invaluable aid—and I cannot overemphasize just how much the child impressed me—I reviewed the available literature both on these pantheons and on those mechanisms used to determine presence, place, and status in the Dream Quarter.


  "Wonderful. Does all that wind mean you figured something out?"


  Restrain yourself. You are not safe here, nor is time ours to squander.


  I rolled my eyes and beat back the urge to head upstairs right now. I was more than ready to get intimate with my bed. "I'm not the one blowing like the wind."


  Based upon available information, supplemented by reason, I have concluded—albeit with a reluctance approaching despair—that you yourself are the anointed key. Additionally, it seems improbable that the interested parties have yet entertained that possibility.


  "Say what?" I squeaked.


  You are it, Garrett. They do not know yet. That has been your grand piece of luck to this point.


  "No shit." If he was right. He couldn't be right. I didn't want him to be right.


  They would break my legs so I couldn't run, then clap me in irons and toss me into a cage and rivet it shut, then surround that with magical spells.


  I have no doubts whatsoever.


  "Shit," I said again. I was going through one of those vocabulary droughts that set in after a really bad shock. "Shit. It's me? I'm the key? How the hell does anybody fit me into a lock?"


  You have to begin from the fact that where religion is concerned, as is the case with magic, much of what you deal with is metaphor and symbol. In this instance metaphor and symbol have taken life.


  That kind of babble usually sets me off. This time I was too tired and achy to squabble.


  Dean brought a tray. I stared at a gigantic lamb chop, vegetables, cherry cobbler fit for the king and a mug of beer big enough to suit one of the divine thugs making my life miserable.


  "Is there some metaphorical way to kick symbols in the ass so they leave you alone?"


  Doubtful. They are gods—albeit as petty as they get. You are not. In all the histories of all the races of this world there have been only two methods proven efficacious in dealing with the gods. You must appease them or you must befuddle them.


  "There you go stating the obvious again. Let's back it up some. What makes me the key? How and when did I get hung with it?"


  I cannot offer an informed answer. I have a theory, but it is too tenuous and unsettling at this point.


  "Bullshit." My buddy, my pal, who don't like getting caught being wrong so won't say anything till he is certain he is going to be right. "I'm not buying any of this premature. . . ."


  Though time is indeed precious, your best option now is to rest. It should be possible to maintain the illusion of your absence for a time. Sleep. And, henceforth, please do not resort to any of the options offered by the cord given you by that Magodor creature.


  "I done figured that one out for myself, Smiley."


  I suppose you have, at that. Sleep, Garrett.


  My bed felt like a little slice of heaven, with whipped cream on top.
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  It was a night too short. Some thief of time ripped off the four best hours. Cruel wakeup arrived with a crueler sunup. Somehow, my curtains stood open. Sunbeams flailed around like whips in the hands of morons. I faced away, tried to den up like a groundhog under the covers, but there was no escape. There is no enemy so relentless as the sun.


  I know I shut my door before I collapsed into bed. It stood open now, perhaps betraying the first feather-stroke of Dean's vengeance campaign. My struggle against a return to the realm of the waking suffered savage reverses at the beak of the Goddamn Parrot, who was perched atop the open door and deft enough of wing to evade a flying shoe traveling at high speed.


  This was the last straw. He was gone.


  I was not likely to fail to remember who was operating him, either. The very bone-lazy bonehead who had helped so little with my recent cases, the deadbeat who would not wake up if you set a fire under his chair.


  To hell with him. I packed my blanket tight around my ears.


  Stubbornness gained me nothing. I stayed in bed, all right, but didn't get any more sleep. I just lay there wishing. While the Goddamn Parrot preached sermons.


  "Bird, your life expectancy is minutes. You don't shut up you're going to be creamed chipped squab on toast." Dean would put together a championship gourmet experiment.


  The bird got the message. His inclination toward self-preservation overrode the Dead Man's low, practical joke kind of humor. For the moment. That was one stupid bird.


  All right. I could tuck that triumph in my pocket. So how come I couldn't get back to sleep? How come some sadistically self-abusive part of me kept insisting it was time to get up and get at it?


  "Get at what?" I muttered. I dropped my feet into the same abyss as yesterday. "There ain't nothing, but nothing, out there that can't get through the day without me."


  Good morning, Garrett. Please exercise emotional caution today. The house is being observed. I believe I have your presence adequately masked. To maintain the illusion I must have you remain placid. Please refrain from these unproductive outbursts.


  "Then don't provoke me," I grumbled. I staggered around and fell into some clothes I found lying around, mostly what I had shucked in the middle of the night. They were not completely ripe. They would do.


  I took my life in my hands, peeked out my window. "Damn!"


  Garrett! Calmly, please.


  "It's bright out there." Whatever happened to all those gloomy, overcast days we'd been having? The world seemed to be getting warmer.


  Stay away from the window. Someone might see the curtain move and reason that you are here after all—particularly since the movement came at your window.


  It was going to be one of those days, was it? Nags punctuated by nagging? I reconsidered my bed. It had been so nice in there, so toasty warm. My dreams had been of a paradise where the motives of all the beautiful women were blatant and straightforward and the "me key, you lock" symbolism was direct and obvious. There were beer taps everywhere, and you would gain five pounds a day on the food if you ate it in the waking world.


  By jingo June, as Granny used to say—I did hear her say that once—I ought to get my buddies together so we could cook us up our own religion. Most of them believed in booze and bimbos, and some enlightened religions already considered that sort of stuff important enough to rate its own underling gods and goddesses. Star was one example. Maybe we could get Star to jump the Godoroth ship by offering her a better contract.


  A diffuse wave of disgust emanated from downstairs. "You don't like the way I think, quit poking around inside my head."


  I was not seeking adolescent fantasization. I was trying to reexamine your experiences of yesterday.


  "You were playing voyeur because you can't think that stuff up for yourself. The best you can come up with is bug parades and goofball political theories."


  I cannot deny what is self-evident. I am a creature of intelligence and intellect, disinclined toward obsession with pleasures of the flesh.


  "You can't deny what is self-evident, which is that you couldn't do anything about it if you wanted, so you just sit there making sour remarks about those of us who still have a little fire in our blood."


  While we amused ourselves, I negotiated the stairway, an epic adventure any morning early. I trudged into the kitchen and drew a mug of tea from the pot. Dean was at the stove. He offered me a look of exasperation, like I had ruined his whole day by not staying in bed so he could experience the enjoyment of rousting me out. I tapped every reservoir of contrariness within me, put on my brightest Charlie Sunshine face, chirped, "Good morning, Dean. Did you sleep well?"


  He glowered a deep black glower, sure I was putting him on. "Breakfast will be a while yet."


  I poured myself a refill. "Take your time. Me and the big guy got schemes to scheme and cons to crack." I was sure that, immortal players or not, there were charades going on in this temple squabble. Overall, the Shayir probably were more straight with me, and one sex of them sure was friendly, but I was sure we didn't have the full map in front of us yet. "Dean?"


  "Sir?"


  "Did the wedding go well? Was the trip worth it?" I could not recall having asked before,


  "It all went quite well. Your gift was received with considerable pleasure. Rebecca expressed amazement that you even remembered her, let alone thought so well of her."


  "There was a time when neither one of you let me forget for a minute. That gift was a sigh of relief." Back then Dean's whole mission in life, it seemed, was to get me married to one of his numerous nieces.


  A hint of a smirk pranced around the corners of the old boy's mouth. He said, "It was an interesting journey. We even fell afoul of highwaymen on the return leg, gentlemen so inept they didn't know what to do when they found out that everyone aboard the coach was stone-broke. I enjoyed myself a great deal, but it's good to be back home."


  "Yeah. No place like." Especially for me. "Sounds like somebody pounding on the door."


  Garrett. Please step into your office and close the door.


  "Huh?"


  Our visitors are Mr. Tharpe, Miss Winger, and an associate of Mr. Dotes' known as Agonistes. They will leave shortly. I should like them to depart convinced that you are not on these premises.


  That sounded like a reasonable idea, but who would want to admit it to Himself?


  Who was this Agonistes? I didn't know anybody by that name in Morley's crew.


  "Agonistes" is what you people call a street name.


  "Oh. Silly me. I really thought somebody's mother would hang a tag like that on him."


  Dean passed me, headed for the front door, wiping floury hands on a dishrag. I ducked into my office, which is a large, messy closet across the hall from the Dead Man's spacious suite. I swung the door most of the way shut. I left it cracked both so I could hear what was said in the hall and so I could peek at the Dead Man's visitors. "Dean, remember to keep an eye on Winger. She'll try to kype something."


  "I always do, sir. All of your friends."


  He started fumbling with locks and latches and chains, taking away any chance I would have had to speak on behalf of my friends.


  The man's birth name was Claude-Ned Blodgett.


  I didn't know that name, either, but I could see why he would take up just about anything else. Who was going to be scared of a gangster named Claude-Ned Blodgett? Was he going to pop you with a farm implement?


  Agonistes, though, had a kind of self-selected sound to it. Names picked up on the street don't usually come that dramatic. Pretty often, they really sound plain stupid. Our great wizard lords on the Hill pick their own business names, and they always choose something like Raver Styx.


  Winger started barking before Dean got the door all the way open. I hoped the Dead Man just had her doing legwork. She could complicate things real bad if she got in far enough to get ideas for some scheme.
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  "Garrett here?" Winger demanded.


  "I fear not, Miss."


  "I'd swear I heard his voice."


  "Holy hooters!" the Goddamn Parrot squawked. "Look at them gazoombies!" He managed a creditable wolf whistle. Winger is blessed. Nobody will ever doubt that she is female, despite her six-foot stature.


  "If Garrett wasn't my best friend I'd throttle that critter," Winger said.


  I wanted to jump out and tell her not to hold back on my account, go for it, turn the little vulture into mock chicken soup.


  Though he knew I would do no such thing, the Dead Man did brush me with a cautionary touch. Up front, the Goddamn Parrot continued to flatter Winger. Saucerhead's rumbling laugh filled the hallway. "I think he's in love, Winger. I bet you Garrett would let you take him home." He knew.


  "Shee-it."


  "Think of the advertising. That bird around wherever you went."


  "Double shee-it."


  I leaned in an effort to look through the narrow crack by the door hinges. I wanted to see this Agonistes character. I didn't get much of a look, though he waited for Winger and Saucerhead to go into the Dead Man's room first. He didn't look like a thug. He looked like a lawyer, which is a whole different species of villain. But, then, Morley is trying to polish his image these days.


  I listened carefully. I couldn't catch a sound from the Dead Man's room. Dean went back to the kitchen, prepared a tray with tea and muffins. My mouth watered. I was hungry. I resisted temptation. Those three did have to leave the house convinced I was still on the run. Dean wouldn't be able to go out at all now. We would have to survive on whatever we had on hand. Unless Dean had managed some marketing, that would not be much. I had eaten out while the old boy was gone.


  On his way back to the Dead Man's room, Dean stepped in and quietly handed me tea and several hot muffins. He winked, crossed the hall. Before the Dead Man's door shut I heard Winger carping about me being so cheap I wouldn't serve a decent breakfast.


  Winger is one of those people you love because they have style. Anyone else who did the things she does would have no friends. Winger does it and you just sort of sigh and chuckle and shake your head and say, "That's Winger."


  That kind of person always irritates me—along with guys who never get dirty or rumpled—but I fall under their spell as easily as anybody.


  I munched a muffin with one hand and felt the stitches in my scalp with the other. They were tender. Surprise, surprise. But when I didn't touch them they itched. At least my hangover was long gone. I wished I could sneak into the kitchen for a brew. But there wasn't a drop in the house.


  Oh my. No beer. And I couldn't go out. And Dean couldn't go out. Even having Dean have Saucerhead bring in a keg wouldn't work. Nobody out there would believe the keg was for Dean or the Dead Man.


  That led to the really uncomfortable question. Were those god gangs likely to come play rough? Would they bust in here just to poke around?


  "They're gods, Garrett," I reminded myself. "Maybe they aren't as powerful and all-knowing as they want people to think and most people usually think gods are, but they're still a long way up on us mortals." I could not see them having much trouble figuring out where I was.


  And that being the case, why shouldn't I just cross the hall and hand Saucerhead a few marks and a nice fee for fetching me a keg?


  Continue to assume you are the focus of a mighty confidence scheme, Garrett. It will help if you believe we are not powerless in this.


  I jumped. For a moment after the touch opened, I expected it to be Nog is inescapable. I'm not sure why.


  What was that all about? He did not expand upon his remark, which only indicated he was monitoring my thoughts, something he wasn't supposed to do except in extreme circumstances.


  Dean stepped in. "More tea?"


  "If you can manage. What's going on over there?"


  "He has them collecting rumors so he can compare and collate them and test some theory about the true intentions of Glory Mooncalled."


  My expression scared Dean. He grabbed my mug and platter and scooted. I squeezed the edge of my desk so hard I ought to have crushed fingerprints into the wood.


  I wanted to blow up in a shrieking rage. I wanted to stomp around the house breaking things. I wanted to use words my mother would have disowned me for even thinking. I wanted to grab a certain humongous sack of petrified camel snot and drag him into the street, where he could become snacks for homeless and otherwise disadvantaged vermin. I couldn't do any of that without giving myself away, so I sat there rocking back and forth and making weird, soft noises that could get me committed to the mental ward at the Bledsoe Imperial Charity Hospital.


  I had a feeling Dean had just let slip the real con going on around here. My esteemed sidekick was using my concern about my own dire situation to gull me into thinking I was getting something for my money when it was really him getting something else.


  Child and Loghyr, living and dead, I have been in this world more than a dozen centuries, Garrett. Never have I encountered a creature as cynical and selfish and penurious as you. There are great changes stirring. True marvels and wonders are transforming today into history out there. And you insist we all focus completely on a squabble that may work itself out just fine without you or me.


  I didn't shriek. I didn't foam at the mouth. I didn't go over there and choke him. For what good would that do me? It would not have any effect on him. And until his guests departed, I could do nothing but fume and paint mental pictures of vast, complex, and exquisite torments to try out on the Dead Man.


  Were you to distract me so, I might not be able to maintain the webs of deception I have woven to keep your presence here concealed.


  He could deal with me and his guests both because he has more than one mind. Which mainly means he can be a pain in the butt several places at the same time. Not what I count as a big plus talent.


  The fact that I could fight back only in the darkness of my heart only made my situation more unbearable.


  Perhaps you should spend less bile upon me and invest more thought in the situation you fancy has engulfed you.


  Standard fare from the self-declared brains of the outfit. Tell me to figure it out for myself.


  Not easy. The situation was unlike any I had faced before. With me identified as the divine key, there was no mystery involved—unless it was why I had gotten trapped in the first place.


  I did not like being the key, but I believed the Dead Man was right. Though No-Neck had made nothing of it, I was able to stroll right into a temple that was supposed to be sealed so tight that gods couldn't get inside.


  How had I become the key? When had I? How come I hadn't been consulted? The virgins who give birth to the children of gods, the men compelled to beat into those sprats the principles of offering accounting and believer manipulation later, those folks always got an advisory visit from a messenger angel before the fact. Just to smooth the road, you know. Me, I'd gotten diddly. Squat. Zilch plus zip. Hell, I was out of pocket on this thing. And I could be helping people I actually liked to handle problems I actually cared about.


  Not that I wanted to dive into the Weider family troubles. That just looked less treacherous than where I was at now.


  The Dead Man may have been amused by my quandary, but he was preoccupied with his visitors. He spared me no more attention while he extracted whatever it was he wanted from the crew, then filled them up with new instructions and sent them on their way.


  Winger was the last to leave. Of course. Dean shepherded her carefully, stopped her from entering my office, then stayed between her and anything valuable that she might find too tempting.
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  You do overestimate Miss Winger's cupidity and amorality.


  The front door had not yet closed behind the overestimated lady, who had started swapping compliments with the Goddamn Parrot. I had to wait till the door slapped her behind before I could respond.


  "I really doubt that."


  She has a code of right and wrong. She sticks to it firmly.


  "Yeah. Her code is, If it ain't nailed down it's hers to carry away. And if it can be pried loose it ain't nailed down."


  You do the woman an injustice. But, then, you feel you have been through trying times and are justified in demonstrating a foul temper.


  "It's no feeling, Smiley, it's fact. And my temper is going to turn even more foul if you keep indulging your hobbies while I'm getting batted around by characters who actually make you look attractive."


  I stormed across the hall, burst into the Dead Man's room. Dean entered behind me, stood around nervously waiting to find out what was going on. He was scared. However casual or indifferent the Dead Man seemed, Dean's intuition told him we had big trouble. Usually he copes with big trouble by going wild in the kitchen.


  Though you want to believe otherwise, I have given your god problem some attention. Your friend Linda Lee brought a cartload of books here last evening. She and your friend Tinnie and her friend Alyx and their friend Nicks spent hours reading for me. I learned very little that you do not already know. Neither the Godoroth nor the Shayir pantheons represent golden examples of the brilliantly absurd natural imaginings of humanity. If some unimaginably great beings were to be connoisseurs of absurdities, these would form the centerpieces of their collections. These pantheons slithered from the bottom depths of lowest-common-denominator minds. Thud and blunder, sex and scandal, and afflict your mortal followers with pestilences and famines, disasters and humiliations, for fun, is what they are all about. And in that, of course, they mirror the souls in their care. All gods are shaped by the hearts of their believers.


  What a sight that must have been, the Dead Man surrounded by beautiful women reading aloud, him absorbing the information they provided while smugly ignoring the fact that I was flailing around on the bottom in the deep smelly stuff somewhere else. And he had been aware of my plight—the Goddamn Parrot, having abandoned me to my fate, had flown home to him.


  There is one aspect in need of deeper consideration. The girl who brought you out of Shayir captivity does not appear in any recorded account of either pantheon. Nor does your air-mobile infant. Which, by the by, is usually called a cherub.


  "Hell, I remember cherubs now." They were part of the mythological hardware of my mother's religion. Mostly they just appeared in religious art.


  They are part of the background populations of divine beings common to most religions springing from the same roots as the Church.


  So he still had a spying eye inside my head.


  For efficiency's sake only, Garrett. About the girl. It is your feeling that she is the by-blow of either Lang or Imar, her mother having been a mortal woman?


  "She didn't tell me a whole lot about herself."


  No. She did not. And you were too taken by the imaginary possibilities of your circumstances to try to elicit any useful information.


  "Hey!. . . ."


  I reiterate. She does not figure in either mythology. The cherub springs from another family of religions entirely.


  "I heard you. Give me a break. Imar and Lang are both the kinds of guys who grab whatever and whoever wherever and whenever they think they can get away with it. And probably don't much care if they get caught."


  Stipulated. That is not in dispute. It is beyond dispute. But it may not be relevant. What troubles me is this anomaly, these players who do not fit the game. This girl, the cherub, even the winged horses. Anomalies always worry me. Your better course may have been to stay with the girl until you learned who she was and what she wanted.


  "Maybe." Hindsight makes geniuses of us all. "And maybe if I had done that, right now I would be the meat in somebody's stew."


  We really are contrary this morning, are we not?


  "Damned straight. The whole crew. Me, myself, and I. Happens every time I find my partner blowing my hard-earned in order to collect political rumors. Wasting it on people like Winger, that we know too well, and on that Agonistes, that we don't know at all."


  Both are entirely trustworthy within the limits of the tasks they were asked to perform.


  "Yeah? What happens when somebody out there starts wondering why you're asking questions? Political people are born paranoid. If they interrogate Winger, she'll tell them anything she thinks they want to hear to get herself out of it. We could end up with Relway's thugs all over us, or The Call, or somebody out of the Cantard, or the for gods' sake Pan-Tantactuan Fairy Liberation Army. . . ."


  You are becoming excited. Please restrain yourself.


  Grumble grumble.


  You fail to appreciate the real magnitude of the crisis gripping TunFaire. And you fail to accept my ability to protect myself.


  "It ain't you looking out for your butt that I'm worried about, Old Bones. You've always done a truly outstanding job of covering number one. It's my ass ending up in a sling that worries me."


  Always the self-centered, demanding. . . .


  "Don't play that game with me, Chuckles. It's time you paid your rent. I'm calling. Tell me how to deal with this gods mess."


  What do you know about the rash of strange fires in the Baden neighborhood?


  "Huh?" Talk about your blindsider. But he does that. One of his minds will be mulling over something not remotely related to anything under discussion and it will pop right out. "I've been busy. You would have noticed if you weren't worrying about things like fires and Glory Mooncalled. What about these fires?"


  I do not know. Several of my visitors have mentioned a series of unexplained, fatal fires. Not arson. Nothing burns but the victim himself, apparently, unless he sets fire to something himself.


  "Sounds grisly."


  Perhaps. It is only a curiosity, of course, but I gather there was no connection between the victims, none of whom were the kind of people who get themselves assassinated.


  "Great. Sounds like the perfect puzzle to keep you out of my hair on a long winter's day. So put it on the shelf till the snows come back. Give me a hint here. What about these gods? Are we even dealing with gods?"


  Again, the amount of energy being expended and the number of players involved militates against it being a confidence action. Indeed, it would be possible for a cabal of wizards to produce the effects you have encountered. But to what purpose such effort? There is no hint of any stake other than that proclaimed by the principals. This appears to be a straightforward struggle for divine status.


  "Status?" Got me again. Another blindsider.


  Of course. Do you accept as absolute and literal their expectation of total oblivion if they are driven from the Dream Quarter?


  "Pretty much. They were real intense about it. You're right, though. They could set up in a storefront somewhere. Plenty of crackpot outfits do."


  And there you have it. If you are not established in the Dream Quarter, yours is not a serious religion. You are a focus for lunacy. A bad joke. Even if you have a hundred times the followers of a respectable cult.


  "But that would win you a place in the Dream Quarter."


  True. Although you would carry a stigma for generations. Like new money amidst old. You see my point?


  "Theirs, too. You got only a couple, three followers left and you get the old eviction notice, then you try to set up shop in an abandoned sausage cookery, your followers maybe won't show up for services anymore. Too embarrassing. They might sign on with some other crew who knew the right people and worshipped in the right place. So maybe you are dead if you're out. It's just not sudden."


  They might see it that way.


  "So suggest me a plan. Sit tight?"


  I am applying some thought to the matter. I feel it is unlikely that the pantheons remain ignorant of your whereabouts, despite our precautions. It remains to be seen if they will accept inactivity—especially once someone realizes that you are the key.


  "You think they will?"


  I reasoned it out easily enough. They are less able, constitutionally, to consider a mortal closely, but eventually it will occur to someone that you entered that temple as though there was no seal upon it.


  "Could have been No-Neck. He was with me."


  No doubt he will pay for that.


  "He deserves a warning."


  He does. I will see to it. He seemed to mull something over. I let him ferment. Events could become exciting, I fear, once that conclusion is reached. Particularly if one of the Godoroth reaches it first.


  "Huh? You want to explain?"


  He was in a mood. His usual response would be to tell me to work it out for myself. You suggested that Lang had eyewitness knowledge of your visit with the Godoroth. I suggest we seriously entertain the possibility that, in fact, he did hear from an eyewitness.


  "You think one of the Godoroth is a traitor?" There was a boggler. Not that treachery isn't a favorite divine sport inside any given pantheon.


  And perhaps the other way as well. During your encounter with Magodor there were hints. In fact, you were, apparently, intercepted on your way to a rendezvous with the Shayir, though there is no mention of any Adeth amongst them, according to Linda Lee.


  "The more you complicate this the worse it smells. It could get real nasty."


  Indeed it could. That is why I have devoted such a great store of energy to ferreting out potential twists before we find ourselves caught in the claws of an unexpected turnaround.


  Although he was probably blowing smoke and wasn't really doing anything, it was refreshing to hear him claim that he was.


  "Sit tight?" I asked again.


  Sit tight. And keep your hands off that rope.


  "I'd say something about grandmas and egg-sucking, but it would fly right over your head."


  Like a child who cannot focus its attention long, you require frequent reminders. It is inevitable that some will be superfluous or redundant.


  Was that a put-down?


  Yes. It was. He was in full command of his powers, which meant there would be no getting any last word.


  I jerked my hand away from my waist. That rope was damned seductive. It was hard not to fiddle with its ends.


  A pity that we cannot interview the Cat person. She might be a sizable gap in these gods' wall of secrecy. It is possible she is knowledgeable but unable to protect her knowledge.


  "Guess I should have turned on the Garrett charm and sweet-talked her right on home here. Eh?" His opinion of my ability to cope with women has no connection with reality.


  He responded with an unfocused mental sneer.


  I countered with another grumble about him spending my hard-earned, then retreated to my office.
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  When the going gets tough the tough guy takes his problems to Eleanor. "What do you think, Darling?" Hell, Eleanor might be more use than the Dead Man.


  She was all the way Over There.


  Eleanor is the central feature of a painting of a frightened woman fleeing a dark mansion. Shadows of evil tower behind her, suggestions of wickedness hunting. The painter had a great talent and incredible power. Once his painting had been possessed by a dread, drear magic, but most of that had leaked away.


  Eleanor had been a key player in an old case. I had fallen for her, only to learn that she had gotten herself murdered while I was still wearing diapers.


  It isn't often the victim helps solve her murder, then breaks a guy's heart when she's done.


  It had been a strange case.


  It had been a strange relationship, doomed from the start, only I hadn't known until the end. The painting, which I seized from her killer, and some memories are all I have left.


  When I have a problem that cuts deep or just tangles my brain I talk it over with Eleanor. That seems to help.


  The Dead Man doesn't have any soul. Not the way Eleanor does.


  For an instant she seemed thoughtful, seemed to have a remark poised right behind her parted lips.


  Take charge. Start acting instead of reacting.


  "Right, Honey. Absodamnlutely. But clue me. How do I grab Imar—or good old Lang—by the gilhoolies while I kick his butt till he starts talking? Tell me. I'll strut out that front door with my ass-kicking boots on." Which was the crux, the heart, the soul of my problem. And ain't it always, when mortals deal with the gods? Almost by definition, Joe Human has no leverage.


  Dean appeared. He carried a big platter of stew. He set that in front of me while he frowned at Eleanor. Me talking to her makes him uncomfortable. There is enough residual sorcery in the painting to set his skin crawling.


  "I saw Miss Maya while I was doing our marketing last evening."


  That explained why there was food in the house. He had wasted no time. I don't like stew much, and his latest effort didn't look even a little appetizing but it smelled tempting. I dug in and discovered the stew tasted way better than it looked. It was lamb. We hadn't had lamb for a long time.


  Dean has his weaknesses, but bad cooking isn't among them. "That's amazing, Dean."


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  "I can wander all over town for months and never once run into Maya or Tinnie. I live here, but I never see either one of them come to the door. But let me take a walk around the block, when I get back I hear all about how Miss Tinnie or Miss Maya was around and I get all the latest news from their lives. How does that work, Dean? Do you hang out some kind of sign to let them know the ogre isn't in his cave?"


  Dean was both taken aback and baffled. I had lost him several sarcastic snaps earlier. "I'm sure I don't know, sir." He looked like he thought his feelings ought to be hurt, but he wasn't quite sure why.


  "Don't mind me, Dean. I'm not in one of my better moods."


  "Really? I hadn't noticed."


  "All right. All right. The stew is better than ever. You didn't think to order a fresh keg, did you?"


  "I thought of it."


  We were going to play that game, eh? "And did you follow through?"


  "Actually, I did. It appears Miss Winger will be spending some time here, off and on, and Mr. Tharpe enjoys a mug when he comes by, so that seemed the hospitable thing to do."


  "Better have the empties taken away. I forgot to take care of that while you were gone."


  "I did notice that." Since he had to work around the stack in the kitchen. "I cautioned the delivery outfit to bring a wagon or an extra cart."


  Smart aleck. He disapproves of my hobby. He doesn't have a hobby himself. He needs one bad. Never completely trust a guy who doesn't have a hobby. He takes everything too damned seriously.


  Maybe he and the Goddamn Parrot could go for long walks together.


  "I just had an idea, Dean."


  He backed off a step, beyond the sink. Beyond the kegs.


  I gave him a look at my raised eyebrow. "What?"


  "You are at your most dangerous when you start having ideas."


  "Like a newly sharpened sword."


  "In the hands of a drunk."


  "You would make somebody a really great wife. Here it is. We let it out that Mr. Big knows where there is buried treasure. We say he used to belong to a Lambar pirate, Captain Scab, who taught him the major chart keys. Somebody will hold us up for him next time we take him outside."


  Dean chuckled. He doesn't like the Goddamn Parrot either. That parti-colored crow is as hard on Dean as he is on me. I owed Morley a big one. I ought to lug the Dead Man and his bug collection over and dump them in The Palms.


  "It would be far easier and much less complicated just to wring its neck."


  It would indeed, but we humans seldom pursue the pragmatic course. We let ancillary factors influence us.


  For example, Morley would be offended if I murdered his gift.


  Dean pulled a baking sheet out of the oven. I grabbed a biscuit while it was still smouldering, drenched it in butter, splashed on a little honey. Heaven.


  Paradise has a way of running off faster than I can sprint trying to catch it.


  Garrett. Presences have begun gathering in the neighborhood.


  "My friends?"


  Dean gave me a look, then realized I wasn't talking to him.


  I cannot sense them clearly. It may be that most are not entirely present in this level of reality. I do sense a great deal of unfocused power out there, and barely restrained fears and angers. That is not a combination that bodes well.


  "No shit. The master is back, folks. Do you get any sense of immediate intent? Can you make out any identities?"


  No. In my youth I went to sea. You have been there, on a day when the storms stalk the horizons, balanced on slanted towers of dark rain, and the winds rise and die in moments. Sitting here sensing those creatures is like standing on the deck of a galleon watching those storms walk about.


  "Very picturesque, Old Bones." I knew exactly what he meant. I had been there. "I didn't know you were a sailor."


  I was not.


  "You said. . . ."


  I went to sea.


  "Probably one step ahead of the loan sharks. You mean they're just out there, hanging around, pissed off, but without any special villainy in mind?"


  Yes.


  I headed upstairs so I could peek out the windows. Excepting one barred one in the kitchen that allows Dean to get some air while cooking on a summer's day, we have none on the ground floor. That is characteristic of TunFairen architecture. We like to make our thieves work. "Are we under siege?"


  Not as such. We are under observation.


  "Don't go showing off."


  In your own vernacular, Garrett, go teach your mother to suck eggs.


  Grandmother, Old Bones. It's go teach your grandmother to suck eggs. You're going to talk like the rabble, at least try to get it right.
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  Bizarre. The street was almost empty. A brisk but confused wind flipped leaves and rubbish this way and that. It looked colder than it ought to be. There was an un-seasonal overcast. Mrs. Cardonlos was out in front of her rooming house taking advantage of the light traffic to clean the street. For reasons that would make sense only inside her strange head, she was staring at my place like the weird weather had to be my fault.


  She can lay anything off onto me.


  While I watched, she put her broom down, went inside, came out wearing another sweater. She glared at the sky, daring it to darken any more.


  "You using my eyes?"


  Yes.


  "Looks like late autumn, except the trees still have their leaves." Not that there is a lot of greenery around. My neighborhood isn't big on tree-lined streets, lawns, gardens, and such. Brick and stone, that is us. Brick and stone.


  "Can you tell anything useful?"


  No. Have Dean put the bird out the front door. Back him up but stay out of sight.


  "Right." What the hell? Oh, well. Let him explain to Morley.


  Mrs. Cardonlos stopped working. She stared malevolently, but not my way. Remarkable. I leaned so I could see the object of her wrath.


  "See that woman, Chuckles? That's the redhead who led me into all this. Adeth." Curious, the old woman being able to see her.


  She looks forlorn. A sad waif.


  "What's gotten into you? You have bad dreams last nap?"


  Sir?


  "You usually take a more mechanistic, colorless view of the world."


  Surely not. Please dispatch the bird.


  "I'd love to if I could find a way to make somebody else take the rap." I went and told Dean what His Nibs wanted. Dean just shook his head, dried his hands on a dishtowel. He left the sink to its own devices, headed for the small front room. Mr. Big had no premonition that he was about to enjoy a new adventure. Dean collected him unprotesting while I checked the stoop and street through the peephole. "All clear, Dean."


  He fiddled with locks and latches and chains. I take back what I said about him not having a hobby.


  The Goddamn Parrot looked like he was about half alive. He was behaving himself. It was scary.


  I hoped I didn't start missing his obnoxious beak.


  Dean pulled the door halfway open, leaned out far enough to chuck the flashy little squab into the wind. A puff of that got inside and, yes, it was chilly.


  Dean jerked back inside, started to push the door shut.


  "Wait! No. Go ahead. I can look through the peephole."


  Dean stepped aside. I peeped. "I was right. The beer wagon is coming. Get an extra keg if he has one. We may be locked up a long time."


  Dean glowed with dark disapproval. Then, "Are we actually involved in something serious?"


  All the activity had not clued him.


  "We are. And it might be the most dangerous thing yet." I hit the highlights while we waited for Charanagua Slim to bring his cart to the foot of our steps. Slim was part elf, part troll, an improbable mix that had to be seen to be believed. He was short and hard as a rock, and both his parents had to have been the ugliest of their kind ever to reach breeding age. He was a sweetheart when you got to know him, but he made nails look soft when money was involved. He was important in my life only because he was my main source of fresh kegs of the holy elixir.


  Dean slipped out to help Slim. Slim was going to be irked. Not all of my empties carried his chop.


  I denned up in my office. Slim didn't need to see me. He might tell somebody later. Or he might insist we review my fickle relationships with beer haulers.


  I heard the door close barely after I sat down. I never caught a snarl of complaint from Slim. Something was wrong. I headed for the hallway.


  Dean had just passed my door. He had a pony keg on his shoulder. That's hardly enough beer to wet your whistle. "What's that?"


  "All he could deliver right now. All he had left on his cart. I took what I could get."


  I followed him into the kitchen. The empties had not stirred. "What about those?"


  "He didn't have room on his cart. He'll be back, he said. He said business is good, what with the soldiers coming home. Said he's working fourteen-hour days."


  Wouldn't you know? "I smell a beer shortage coming on. Another of the unexpected horrors of peace." I went scurrying toward the front door. Better have Slim bring me a cartload all my own. I would become a beer hoarder.


  Garrett, please.


  I gave it up, just took a peek through the hole. Slim sure enough did have kegs and barrels practically dripping off his cart. "I guess those human rights guys need a lot to keep them going." Beer drinking is an essential part of the preliminary rituals of political demonstrations.


  "Hang on, Smiley."


  Yes?


  "Use my eyes. Take a gander up the street, past Old Lady Cardonlos' place."


  I see nothing but a somewhat substantial peasant girl.


  "That's Cat. The one who gave me the ride on the flying horse."


  I have her. Half a minute passed. She is not quite mortal, Garrett. Ah. She is an interesting child. And this house is her destination. She is not aware that it is the center of a great deal of attention. She lacks some very basic divine senses despite being the child of a god.


  "She never struck me as any genius. Hey, Dean! We're going to have company. Take her in to His Nibs. We don't want her to know I'm here."


  Dean offered me a look at his hardest glare. "I hope there is money in this somewhere. I have no interest in putting on a show for one of your prospects."


  "It's all business. Just let her in. Offer her tea and a muffin and hand her off to the Dead Man."


  "Yes, sir."


  Thank you.


  Both sounded as though no greater imposition had settled upon their lives before.


  "You wanted to interview Cat, Smiley. Now's your big chance."
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  Those things out there do not appear to be aware of her as anything but another mortal. I sense no interest at all.


  "Intriguing."


  Extremely.


  Nobody knew who Cat was, but Cat was in the game. "Old Bones, this may be more complicated than I thought."


  Probably. And she may be more of a challenge than I had anticipated. Her mind has a remarkably stout shell surrounding it. It conceals her memories and all but her surfacemost thoughts. There is enough on the surface, though, to confirm the notion that she serves neither the Shayir nor the Godoroth.


  "That's hot news. Shucks. Recomplication wasn't what I wanted right now."


  Dean continued to grumble his way up the hall. He had a pie in the oven and didn't think it was reasonable that he be expected to watch the door as well. We were turning into a bunch of cranky old men.


  Had to be the Dead Man's wicked influence.


  Pshaw! Allow her to knock a second time before you open the door, Dean. I need time to get the bird back here.


  Dean responded with select commentary worthy of Mr. Big himself. I have to admit I felt a certain sympathy for his position.


  Go into your office, Garrett.


  He was surly. Still had that one eye inside my head.


  I went, but watched as long as I dared.


  Dean stiffened, presumably getting instructions. He really hates having the Dead Man get into his head. I managed to get out of sight before he yanked the door open, not waiting for any damned second knock while his pie was baking.


  The Goddamn Parrot blasted inside, staggering the old man, arriving with his beak going full speed. "Lay your glims on this bimbo! Hooters deluxe!"


  "What is that?" Cat squeaked. My erstwhile traveling companion seemed a touch irritable.


  Welcome to the house of aggravation, dear.


  "A pet. Ignore it. Product of a wastrel youth. It doesn't understand that it is offensive," Dean replied. "It escaped some time ago, going out to search for Mr. Garrett, my employer. Mr. Garrett has vanished. Wenching again, no doubt. They were inseparable."


  I considered what choke holds might best serve in a debate with a man Dean's age.


  Garrett. The creature No-Neck has been warned. He recognized the bird but failed to take its message seriously. He seemed to think you were trying to pull some clever practical joke.


  Great. "He didn't get the name No-Neck for no reason," I whispered. But would I have listened to a talking bird I had met only once, when both of us were drinking?


  Probably not.


  Unless it was a redhead. Dean. Please close the door.


  "Cheap shot!"


  The Goddamn Parrot kept yapping like he thought Cat was Winger. Maybe he couldn't tell the difference.


  Near as I could tell from the racket, she kept getting in Dean's way, possibly because she didn't know how to deal with the Goddamn Parrot. No matter how obnoxious the critter gets it's never good manners to stomp somebody's pet in their own house.


  Then the awful truth plopped like a great stinking lump falling behind the tallest herbivorous thunder-lizards.


  "Hey, Honeybuns, dig the weasel out of this dump and let's get going." Yes. Him. And his humming wings.


  The Goddamn Parrot shrieked and headed down the hall. Dean clumped after him, exercising his own vocabulary. The bumblebee buzz drifted. I heard rattling at the door to the small front room.


  "Nothin' in there. Stinks, though. That bird. Let's look at this next one."


  I went over behind my desk and picked up the spare headknocker. It was time to find out how much power a cherub had.


  Calmly. Calmly.


  The runt's mouth never stopped. Neither did his banger. The smoke began coming in under my office door.


  The Goddamn Parrot's beak never stopped.


  Dean kept swearing.


  Cat kept after everybody. She sounded like she was about to break down crying.


  Be patient, the Dead Man sent. The girl is rattled. This is to our advantage. I see weaknesses in the armor around her mind.


  "Oh, excellent," I muttered. "And what about that stinking, banger-smoking cherub?"


  Cherub?


  "The one in the hallway with the rest of that baby riot? The half-bug little guy trying to get into everything?"


  Cat shrieked, "Fourteen, stop that!"


  Oh. That cherub. And, somehow, I knew he could not sense the little monster at all except through the senses of others. Presumably he was seeing through Cat's eyes, since I was not out there. Unchosen mortal Dean ought to be blind to the critter.


  Would ordinary mortals smell the smoke even if they could not see the smoker?


  "That very cherub," I said. "Since you've found these chinks, chip away." And good luck with the runt. You marvel, you.


  Your attitude needs adjustment desperately.


  "And you need to get back outside of my head, Chuckles." Gotcha. I felt his withdrawal. He didn't do it as a favor to me.


  He was going to need all his minds to deal with Cat and Fourteen.


  I tried to commune with Eleanor. Eleanor wasn't interested. And who could blame her?
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  Garrett. I have attained control. You may join us if you so desire.


  "Oh, I will. I've got to see this."


  The Dead Man was smugly self-satisfied. Which was not an unusual state of affairs. When things go wrong for him that is always someone else's fault, but his triumphs are all his own, brilliantly unshared. Just ask him.


  "A prime candidate for Amazon school," I cracked. Cat did look like a leading contender for future queen-ship of the women warriors. "Another Winger."


  Not quite. This one is completely healthy and totally honest and wholesome. The girl you will want your daughter to be.


  "There anything inside that handsome head?" Cat was that kind of girl when you got her out into the light.


  I was paying her no mind, really. I was studying the cherub. It was perched on the arm of the Dead Man's chair, frozen solid as some stone gewgaw on a temple wall.


  Handsome, by the way, is a physically pretty woman who has no attractive pizzazz whatsoever. Something like being your good-looking sister. A perfect match for your feebleminded cousin Rudolf from Khuromal. Give her a pat on the hand and a weak smile, then go find the girls who want to be bad.


  "You accomplish anything with the runt there?"


  I succeeded in extinguishing his smoke. The room stank. The hallway outside stank. I managed to petrify him. Otherwise he has proven intractable.


  "Shut up and put out is good enough for me. How about Cat?"


  There is a great deal in there, but I cannot reach it without her cooperation. She is quite strong.


  "Must be the blood."


  Sneer. A mental sneer is a remarkable thing.


  "Hey! This is a woman who rides flying horses and thinks it's fun."


  The Dead Man relaxed his grasp ever so slightly. The light of awareness grew in Cat's eyes. She shuddered, shifted her gaze to stare at the Dead Man. Her expression became one of horror. "We didn't know that," she murmured. She looked at me. "So you are here."


  "I are. I live here. What's your excuse?"


  She remained cool under pressure. She reached out to the cherub, touched him gently. "Poor Fourteen. He'll be unfit to live with after this."


  "He's fit now? Ratmen would run him off."


  "I came looking for you."


  I settled into the chair that we keep there for me. It doesn't see much use. I put my feet up on a stool and examined my left thumbnail. Yep. Still there. "Why? Do I know you? Do we have a relationship? I don't think so."


  "You deserted me before I could. . . ."


  "Definitely. Before you could anything. Especially anything unpleasant."


  "But I got you out. . . ."


  "I haven't forgotten. Last night wasn't that long ago. But I can remember rescuing a light colonel from the Venageti so the Karentine army could hang him. I walked before you finished haggling with whoever you were delivering me to."


  "I was taking you to my mother. We argue all the time. That's just the way we are."


  Maybe. It happens. I waited.


  It may be true.


  Cat said, "She was the one who wanted you freed from the Shayir."


  "I appreciate that. She didn't have time to spring me herself?"


  Gently, but continue. She is beginning to leak. This is very interesting.


  "Mother doesn't dare stay away long. It might be noticed. They're all so paranoid these days. Because of the temple business. And she can't manage Chiron and Otsalom."


  Was I supposed to have a clue here? "Hell. I have trouble with five-card pitch."


  Chiron and Otsalom, it appears, are winged horses common to the myths of the peoples of the city states of the Lumbar Coast a few dozens of your generations ago.


  "Back around the time you went to sea?"


  Cat looked baffled. The Dead Man ignored the remark. Coincidentally, cherubs appear in those myths, none of them named. And that whole family of religions is a branch from the trunk that produced the Church and its local relatives.


  "Chiron and Otsalom are my horse friends, Mr. Garrett. Mother never learned to manage them. She never had time. It's very difficult for her to get away. And I have a knack. She asked me to get you out and bring you to her. I tried."


  "I'm grateful. I wasn't enjoying captivity at all."


  Then I suggest you get rid of that goofy grin.


  Darn. He can see through others' eyes.


  "Savage." I continued, "I just wish I knew who she was and why she bothered." I recalled that the Lambar Coast has been a Karentine tributary since imperial times. For so long that there is no separatist sentiment there anymore.


  The ships and boats and barges that dock in TunFaire often carry Lambar sailors, Garrett. Working ships is what the Lambar peoples do.


  "They do. And that's interesting. What's going on, Cat?"


  She put on a stubborn face.


  We live in a time of amazements, Garrett. Would you suspect the existence of a temple serving the needs of Lambar sailors, down in the Dream Quarter?


  "Some of us are surrounded by amazements. Some of us are just too lazy to die. Of course there's a temple for Lambar sailors. I'd almost bet your life there's more than one. You're a soldier or a sailor, even a merchant sailor, you have to do something after you've spent your wages in the Tenderloin and they've thrown you out of your rooming house for not paying your rent. Come on. You've had time to dig. What's her story?"


  Cat gaped at me. She moved nearer the cherub, though reluctantly because that put her nearer the Dead Man. Being able to touch the little guy seemed to boost her confidence.


  You told me she looked like Lang and Imar. Not so? But the fact is, she looks even more like Imara.


  "You're pulling my leg."


  I am not. Her divine half comes from her philandering mother. She is unaware of her father's identity. She knows only that he is not Imar, for which she is grateful. She does not think this consciously, but she suspects that her mother may not know who her father is. Imar, by the way, is unaware of her existence and, it would seem, Imara is eager to maintain his ignorance. I suspect that, should he learn the truth, he would indulge in one of those infamous celestial rages that tear down mountains and sink continents. Or he would at least cause the creeks to back up and mice to get into the corncrib.


  "Huh?" Whoa. Who was getting wound up now?


  I didn't figure Imar and the horse he rode in on had much heavenly oomph left between them, but why thumb our noses? You ask for trouble and you're damned well going to get it. "That's ringing the changes on the old holy bed shuffle, isn't it? Where do I fit?"


  I intended the last question for Cat. She didn't answer me. Neither did the Dead Man, really. I am unable to reach that information, Garrett. She may not have it. She seems to be motivated mainly by a desire to be a dutiful daughter.


  "Don't look to me like she's all here right now." Maybe she was mentally allergic to the Dead Man. She seemed to be aging before my eyes, taking on that lost look you sometimes see in stroke victims. She had a firm grip on the cherub. I doubt I could have beaten it out of her hand.


  Easy, Garrett. Calm yourself.


  Sometimes you stumble without seeing it coming. My mother suffered a series of strokes. A stroke finally killed her. In between the first and last, my cousins took the brunt because my brother and I were in the Cantard. She outlived my brother, but I got home often enough to see it at its worst.


  It will tear your heart out when your mom all of a sudden can't remember your name.


  Easy, I say.


  " ‘The pain still remains,' " I told him, quoting a popular soldiers' poem. He would be hearing that a lot if he kept up his interest in current politics. The Call had set it to music. When the fighting is done and the long night is gone, the pain still remains.


  Manage it, Garrett.


  "Getting short-tempered, are we?"


  We have an opportunity here. This child is the stone at the center.


  "The fruit outside looks pretty tasty, too."


  Mental sneer. She cannot be reached. Not at her heart. And now I see that it is not of her own choosing.


  I'm a normal, red-blooded TunFairen boy, so I wasn't much concerned about her heart when I looked her over. I grumped, "You manage your own pain."


  Cat was drifting, but she was not catatonic. She knew we were talking about her and probably did follow my half of the conversation. She did not appear to resent it. Assuming the Dead Man was right about her birth, she undoubtedly had had plenty of experience being an outsider.


  Ah. A plan presents itself. Inasmuch as you find Cat such a delectable morsel, you might try doing what you do so well. Charm her. See where that goes. She may lead you to valuable information.


  "Like we have that kind of time?" He dwells entirely in the realm of fantasy when he pictures my abilities to understand and communicate with the opposite sex. Old Bones, they are way too opposite for me.


  And it was not like him to give up on himself so easily. Let Garrett do it? Not when he thought so much of his own ability to get inside another mind. Either he overestimated Cat or he was sneaking around to get an angle on me. This news could break his heart, but it seemed to me that, as is the case with so many young ladies her age, there just wasn't a whole lot in Cat's head to find.


  Faintly, faintly, like the remotest, most tenuous whiff of weed smoke drifting from an alley, gone in a blink: Nog is ines. . . .


  I shuddered.


  That was not pleasant.


  "You ought to smell him."


  Not a problem for me anymore.


  "Nice to know there are advantages to being dead."


  The watchers have begun to move in slowly as members of each pantheon try to stay a few feet ahead of their competitors. I need Dean to send the bird out again.


  From the kitchen came an uncommon construction blurted in response to the Dead Man's touch. I heard Dean stomp toward the front door. I heard him say something very unpleasant to Mr. Big. The Goddamn Parrot did not respond. Maybe he had discovered manners.


  Maybe there were blizzards in the hot place and all the young devils were sharpening their skates.


  Dean stuck his head into the Dead Man's room. "Mr. Dotes is headed this way."


  "Morley?" It had been a while since I had seen Morley Dotes, my sometime best pal. He was trying to go high class, which apparently meant scraping old buddies off the soles of his shoes.


  "Do we know another Dotes?" Dean does not approve of Morley. Of course, he doesn't approve of much of anything but marriagable nieces and his friends Tinnie and Maya. But not many other people approve of Morley, either. Morley is what discreet, gentle folk would call a thug.


  In the real world Morley is known as one badass bonebreaker.


  Who has developed delusions and illusions.


  Please await Mr. Dotes at the front door, Dean. Bring him straight here. I am certain we will find his news enlightening.
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  Morley Dotes is part human, part dark elf. His elven side dominates. His choice. He seems embarrassed by his human side. Can't say I blame him.


  He is short and lean and so damned good-looking they ought to jail him and lose the key. So the rest of us get a break. I have known him a long time. Sometimes we are best pals. Sometimes he does stuff like give me a talking buzzard that is possessed by an insane demon that causes diarrhea of the beak.


  "Mr. Dotes," Dean said, showing Morley into the Dead Man's room.


  "Egad," I said. I've always wanted to say that. The opportunity never presented itself before. "Your boys knock over a tailor shop?"


  He was dressed to the nines. Maybe even to the tens or elevens. He had on a silver-trimmed black tricorner hat, a heavy, bright red-, black-, and silver-trimmed cutaway over a white shirt wild with lace and ruffles at throat and wrists, a skinny sword cane, natty cream hose, and incredibly shiny shoes with huge silver buckles. He even had a little twitch of a black mustache coming in.


  "Some high-class Hill couches must have died to make that coat."


  Morley removed a white silk glove, took out a scented little hanky, held it beneath his nose. He sniffed and eyed Cat speculatively, wondering if there was something between her and me. That is the one line he never crosses.


  "Really putting on the airs now, isn't he?" I asked the Dead Man.


  A man has got to do what a man has got to do. The Dead Man's sarcasm would have rattled the windows if the room had had any windows to rattle.


  Morley took it in stride. We peasants could not be expected to appreciate his improved, refined station. "As you requested," he told the Dead Man, flouncing that damned hanky like he belonged in the West End, "I inspected the site you specified. In fact, I soiled a perfectly beautiful. . . ."


  Nog is inescapable.


  This one was a lot stronger. Nog was close. And his thought did not touch just the Dead Man and me. Morley lost his color.


  I told him, "That's not just another Loghyr. That's a for sure howling petty pewter god whose specialty is hunting people down. Right now he's looking for me."


  Cat had caught it, too. She started moving around nervously. "I need to get out of here, Garrett. If Nog finds me here. . . ."


  Show the young lady to the small front room, please, Dean. Miss Cat, I wish to speak to you for a moment privately before you depart. In the interim, I need to consult with these gentlemen.


  "Where will I be able to get ahold of you?" I asked Cat, as though I believed the Dead Man really did plan to cut her loose.


  "I'll find you."


  "Sure you will. Good-bye, then. Behave yourself."


  She gave me a funny look, then went with Dean. She failed to take Fourteen with her. That had to mean something to somebody.


  In the background Nog faded away, but he left no doubt that he was not far off and in a foul mood besides. His pals were bound to be around, too, and I couldn't see their tempers being any more pleasant.


  I fear it will not be long before they come visiting.


  Morley asked, "Are you into something weird again, Garrett?" He stared at the cherub like he half expected it to come to life and snipe an arrow right into his black heart.


  "Me? Into something weird? The gods forfend." I told him all about it. And concluded, "It wasn't my idea."


  "But then, it never is. Is it? I take it that was some other clown named Garrett who went chasing the skirt up Macunado."


  "Here's the pot calling the kettle. You never saw a skirt you wouldn't chase."


  "Technically incorrect, although true in spirit. If you will recall I was able to resist several of the old man's nieces."


  "They're a pretty resistable bunch."


  I remembered the owl girls. I chuckled. They would make a fine payback for the Goddamn Parrot. I could give him back birds with interest. If I could fix it so he couldn't get away from them for a month or two.


  "Great story, Garrett. Real interesting. I'm sorry I can't help you with this one." Dotes shrugged. "And I didn't come over to trade insults." He pumped a thumb. "That one asked me to look into something. I came to tell him what I found."


  That you have appeared in person leads me to believe that the treasure is, indeed, hidden exactly as Magodor suggested.


  "There's one to wake up to in the morning, Morley."


  When money was involved Morley trusted nobody. I have become so cynical I even wondered why he hadn't just grabbed the treasure and reported it nonexistent. I wondered why the Dead Man had chosen to send Morley. I would have used Playmate. Morley's ethics are not as flexible as Winger's, but they still have plenty of elastic in them.


  Actually, he wouldn't do me that way. He might use me in a scheme without consulting me first, as he had done a few times already, and he might dump a Goddamn Parrot on me as a practical joke, but he would not steal from me.


  Excellent. Then there is a possibility Garrett's latest misadventure will not turn up a complete loss. Will you contract to recover the treasure for a percentage?


  "Hey! . . ."


  You will be busy running, Garrett.


  I caught just the faintest parting echo of Nog. How long before he passed this way again?


  "Mr. Garrett?" Dean was in the doorway. "Slim is here for his delivery and pickup."


  "Good." I hadn't gotten a chance to steal a sip off the emergency pony keg. Life is a bitch. "That gives me an idea. Go let him in."
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  Slim doesn't find my line of work believable, but the notion I tossed out captured his imagination. "All right, Garrett. I'll do it. Might be fun."


  Might turn painful if some Godoroth thug got pissed off, but I forbore mentioning that. We need not trouble him unnecessarily. It might disturb his concentration.


  "All right, Dean. Let's get the barrel up here."


  I had a huge old wine cask in the cellar. It had been down there for ages. One day real soon now I planned to clean it up and fill it with water so we could withstand a protracted siege. I have all sorts of great ideas for that sort of stuff, like running an escape tunnel or two, but I never get around to working on them.


  Slim removed a couple of beer kegs while Dean and I wrestled the barrel up from the cellar. Dean mostly kept his opinions to himself because he didn't have anything positive to say. He did bark at Cat when she dared peek out the door of the small sitting room.


  The barrel was thoroughly dried out, which meant its ends and staves were not as tight as they would be when soaked and swollen. That left me worried that the damned thing might fall apart while they were carrying it out to Slim's cart. I wouldn't look real dignified falling out of an exploding barrel.


  As soon as Dean shut me in, I knew I had made a mistake. I should have just walked out the door. The results would have been less unpleasant. This was like being trapped in a wino's coffin. And I am not comfortable with tight places. Smelly tight places are worse. Getting rolled down steps inside a smelly tight place is worse still. And no effort to make me unhappier was spared when the bunch of them tossed my conveyance onto Slim's cart. Vaguely, I heard Morley mixing complaints about what could have happened to his clothing with chuckles about my probable discomfort.


  I should fix him up with Magodor. Maggie was just the girl for him. Snakes in her hair. Fangs. Claws at the ends of all those arms.


  Matters did not improve anytime soon. The cart started moving. Slim did not ride it, he led his team. He had no need to ease the bump and bang of solid wooden wheels rolling over cobblestones.


  It seemed I was in there for several infant eternities. Slim was supposed to head straight for his Weider distributor to get shut of me and my empties and reload with full kegs, but soon I became convinced that he was going the long way, looking for the princes of potholes. Every bump we hit made the barrel creak and move around the cart a bit.


  Bang! We hit a big one. I thought I was going over. Slim growled at his donkeys. I swear one of them laughed—that honking bray they have.


  Donkeys are relatives of horses.


  Bang! again. This time we got the mother of all potholes. My barrel bounced off the back of Slim's cart. It fell apart when it hit the pavement. I staggered up dripping staves and hoops, looking around fast to see if I needed to run. I didn't see a cherub, let alone a full-fledged third-rate god.


  "Sorry," Slim told me. "These damned donkeys seem to be taking aim at every damned pothole."


  The animal nearest me sneered.


  "Throw them to the wolves. Use them for thunder-lizard bait. Don't suffer them a minute longer. If you do, someday they'll get you."


  Slim gave me a really strange look.


  "Thanks for the help," I told him. "You want what's left of this thing?" A barrel is a valuable commodity even if it requires some assembly.


  "Yeah. Sure."


  No danger greater than the bile of donkeys presented itself. I helped Slim get the barrel pieces into his cart. People who had watched me get hatched from a wooden egg just stood around and stared. They worried me only because they would brag about what they had seen and somebody somewhere sometime would realize that the clown in the barrel had been me.


  Could not help that. Could get my feet to stepping.


  The Goddamn Parrot swooped past, vanished without any comment.


  I had my feet moving now but did not know where to let them take me. South seemed good. If I made the Dream Quarter, the Godoroth and Shayir would not be able to bully me without irritating all the other gods.
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  I got so close I began to think I was going to make it. But I hadn't put enough thought into planning. I took almost the same route I had followed before. All too soon I began seeing strange shadows in golden light. I heard whispers just beyond the edge of hearing, though some of those emanated from the Goddamn Parrot, who was trailing me.


  The bird swooped in, plopped onto my shoulder while squawking something about changing course right now. I told it, "I've picked up something that I think is called Tobrit the Strayer. Shayir. It's more like a fear than anything. If it's the same one, the one time I saw it materialize it turned into an oversize and over-ugly imitation faun that was hornier than a three-headed horned toad."


  I spoke in a normal voice. The Goddamn Parrot screeched. Naturally, people stared. I made the turn the bird demanded. I tried not to dwell on the nightmare that life could become if the Dead Man kept the bird on me all the time.


  The Goddamn Parrot guided me to Stuggie Martin's. That swillery, for all its lack of glory, had seen a dramatic improvement in business. Overflow guys were standing around outside, drinking and muttering. Some of their buddies preferred to mutter and drink.


  Having failed to get so much as a taste off the keg delivered to my house, I decided to stop in, maybe revel in the ambience for one beer. My spirits were flying too high anyway.


  It did not occur to me that the Dead Man actually wanted me to visit the place.


  Yesterday Stuggie Martin's had been depressing. Today it was like the dead of winter inside. I called for a dark Weider's, then asked Stuggie's successor, "What's with these guys? They look like they just found out rich Uncle Ferd croaked and left everything to the home for wayward cats."


  "You ain't heard? Got to be that you ain't heard. It was your pal No-Neck, man. Most everybody 'round here liked that old goof."


  "Did something happen to No-Neck?"


  "They found him a little while ago. He was alive, but that wasn't 'cause somebody never tried to make it go some other way. They tortured him really bad."


  I smacked a fist down hard on what passed for a bar in there. "We tried to warn him. He didn't want to listen."


  "Huh?"


  "He did a favor for somebody that was sure to piss somebody else off. We tried to tell him they wouldn't let it slide."


  The barkeep poured me another and nodded. He had been sampling his wares, no doubt making sure he was serving only the best. He was having trouble keeping up.


  Hell, I was having trouble and my first few sips hadn't hit bottom yet.


  "You guys friends?" the barkeep asked, topping my mug for me.


  "Not really. Just had things in common. Like the Corps." This guy had the right tattoos. He could be diverted.


  When I arose a while later I was in a bitter, black mood. No-Neck had been tortured to death only because his precognitive sense had failed him and he had gone walking around with me.


  Thus we rail, in vain, against the whims of gods and fates.


  Unless his killers were really stupid, one god-gang would have it figured out and would be out of control.


  Getting into the Dream Quarter, fast, sounded like a really good plan now.


  The barkeep asked, "No-Neck have any people?"


  "I didn't know him. Just met him yesterday. He never mentioned any."


  "Too bad. He was a good guy. Be nice to let somebody know. So somebody could do right by him."


  Had I not been at the bottom of a deep barrel with herds of gods out to get me I might have volunteered to find No-Neck's family. But I was so far down there the open top looked no bigger than a bunghole.


  So No-Neck would be seen into the great beyond by the city's ratmen, who would cart his remains to the nearest public crematorium.
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  The Goddamn Parrot plopped onto my shoulder as I hit the street. "Shiver me timbers," I muttered. "Do I live a blessed life, or what?"


  "Awk. Something is following you."


  "Am I surprised."


  "Many of the presences are coming this way."


  People stared. It was not often you saw a man chatting with a parrot. "And I'm headed thataway." I began trotting toward the Dream Quarter. Shouldn't be that hard to make the safety of the Street of the Gods. Getting back off again might turn out to be a grand adventure, though.


  Apparently the Dead Man had little trouble detecting gods once he took an interest. In fact, there was an amazing array of things he could do if you could just get him started. That was a secret I really wanted to crack. I might trade my keyness. . . . Nah.


  I wondered if the Dead Man being able to spot them meant that my divine acquaintances had chosen to manifest themselves especially strongly during their struggle or if, perhaps, TunFaire was always infested with petty gods and we were detecting this bunch only because we were watching for them. My guess was that these two gangs were obvious mainly because they were fighting for their lives.


  The Goddamn Parrot fluttered up and away, off to I-don't-know-where, once again leaving me to dread a future in which the Dead Man could tag along wherever I went through that bird-brained feather duster.


  I walked around a corner and there was Rhogiro, bigger than life and twice as ugly, holding up a wall like your everyday garden-variety street thug. Obviously he wasn't really waiting for me but was there just in case something turned up. I never slowed a step. I whipped across into a narrow breezeway. It dead-ended on me. I put my back against one wall, my hands and feet against the other. Up I went. Meantime, Rhogiro realized who he had seen, came to the end of the breezeway and did some holy thundering. He was too big to get into the crack and too stupid to recall that he had divine powers. At least in the moments it took me to get up top.


  My luck, as always, was mixed. The climb was just two stories. Good. The roofs up there were flat and identical and stretched on and on. Excellent. They could be run upon almost like the street. None of the buildings were more than three feet from their neighbors. Fine.


  But in this part of town the slumlords wasted no resources on maintenance. My foot went through a roof almost immediately. I didn't get hurt, but I realized that I had to slow down or get down.


  Slowing down gave me time to think about what I was doing, which, mainly, was heading away from the Dream Quarter. I needed to get down and head the other way.


  I got down rough, after jumping to a roof so fragile I punched right through. I caught myself before I plunged into whatever disaster lurked below. I stared downward. My eyes were not used to the gloom there, but the area immediately below me looked empty. I lowered myself as far as I could, let go. The floor was not that far. And it held.


  The place had been abandoned. Only the masonry was more substantial than the roof. Now that I was into the gloom I could see light leaking through the overhead in fifty places.


  The walls consisted of plaster crumbled till it was almost gone, the lathing behind it mostly fallen too. The floor groaned and creaked. The stairway looked so precarious I backed down on all fours. I was interested only in getting out but did note that there was nothing left worth stealing except the brick itself and some wooden bits that would end up as firewood.


  I was surrounded by things on their last legs. My partner was dead already. My housekeeper had one foot in the grave. The city where I lived seemed ready to commit suicide.


  The street out front was almost empty. That was an ugly omen. These tenement blocks swarm with kids playing, mothers gossiping, grannies whining about their rheumatiz, old men playing checkers and complaining about how the world is going to hell in a handbasket. Where was the Goddamn Parrot? I could use a good scouting report.


  Didn't look like I had time for anything fancy. I ran toward the Dream Quarter. On the other side of the tenement row Rhogiro continued to bellow and blunder around. Maybe his displeasure was leaking over enough to have startled the locals.


  I could not see that some gods would be much missed.
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  I almost made it. The story of my life. A lot of almosts. I was almost king, except right at the last minute I got born to the wrong mother.


  I turned into Gnorleybone Street a few blocks short of the Street of the Gods. Gnorleybone isn't much used because it don't go anywhere, but it did offer a nice look at the distance I still had to travel. I saw only normal traffic for the place and the time of day. No funny shadows or lights, no big ugly guys, no pretty and deadly girls, no huntress or hounds, nothing but clear sailing. I slowed to a brisk walk, tried to catch what of my breath hadn't gotten so lost it was out of the kingdom.


  They say it's always darkest before the dawn. They ought to live my life. With me it's always brightest just before the hammer of darkness comes smashing down.


  I don't know what hit me. One minute I was just a-huffing and a-puffing and a-grinning, and the next I was crawling through a molasses blackness. Time passed there, inside my head, but beyond me seemed a timeless sort of state. Maybe I was in limbo, or nirvana, depending on your attitude.


  I sensed a light. I struggled toward it. It expanded to become a face. "Cat?" Fingers touched my cheek, caressed. Then pinched cruelly. The pain helped clear my head and vision.


  "No. Not Cat."


  Cat's mom. Imara. The Godoroth had gotten to me first. But when I looked around I saw no one but Imara. We were in a place like the inside of a big egg furnished only with a low divan draped with purple silk. The light came from no obvious source. "What's going on? . . ."


  "We will talk later." She laid a fingernail on my forehead, over that spot sometimes called the third eye. Then she trailed it down between my eyes, over my nose, across my lips. That nail felt as sharp as a razor. I shivered nervously but found her touch weirdly exciting, too.


  "You have a reputation." Her hand kept traveling. "Is it justified?"


  "I don't know." My voice was an octave high. I couldn't move. "Whoa!" That was a squeak.


  "I hope so. I seldom get an opportunity like this."


  "What?" I wasn't putting up much of a fight. This matronly goddess was about to have her way with me and, incidentally, establish her husband as my mortal enemy. There was no arrangement between them, only the arrangement Imar had with himself. Gods are always jealous critters, turning their spouses' lovers into toads and spiders and whatnot.


  Which seemed of no particular concern to her. She had one thing on her mind and pursued it with a single-minded devotion more often associated with less than socially ept adolescent males. I began struggling too late. By then the inevitable was upon me. I had no heart for a fight. I hoped she wouldn't turn into something with two hundred tentacles and breath like a dead catfish.


  I am one agnostic who got made a believer. I should have brought help.


  If they were all that way no wonder they were always getting into trouble.


  Panting, I asked, "You make a habit of just grabbing guys and getting on with it?"


  "Whenever I get away long enough. It's one of the little rewards I permit myself for enduring that bastard Imar."


  The Dead Man hadn't said anything about Imar's legitimacy. No doubt being a bastard was part of his divine charm.


  "Please stop for a while. I'm only human." Imara seemed human enough herself, except for the scale of her appetites.


  "For the moment, then. We have to talk, anyway."


  "Right."


  "Have you found the key?"


  "Uh. . . ." I was at a serious disadvantage here. I was getting sat upon at the moment. "No."


  "Good. Have you bothered looking?"


  Good? I ground my teeth. She was a goddess of some substance. "Not really. I haven't been given a chance."


  "Good. Don't bother."


  "Don't?"


  "Ignore it. Hide out. Let it go. Let the deadline pass."


  "You want to get kicked out of the Dream Quarter?"


  "I want Imar and his band of morons to get kicked out. I've made arrangements. I've wanted to get shut of that belching idiot for a thousand years, and this is my chance."


  She began numbering Imar's faults and sins, which reminded me of the main reason I avoid married women. I didn't hear one complaint that I haven't heard from mortal wives a thousand times. Apparently, being a god is domestic and deadly dull most of the time. Pile it on for millennia and maybe some divine excesses start to make sense.


  Those recitals are boring at best. When you have no particular desire to be with the recitee they can become excruciating. Despite my improbable situation, my mind wandered.


  I came back fast when she decided I had recovered. "Ulp! So you're gonna dump the Godoroth and sign on with the Shayir?"


  How could she manage that? Any honest historical theologian will admit that deities do move shop occasionally, but the mechanism by which they do so eludes me.


  "The Shayir? That's absurd! Lang could be Imar's reflection. Why would I want more of that? And his household has nothing to recommend its survival. Let them sink like stones into the dark cold deeps of time." She said all that in a sort of distracted, catechistic manner. Her mind was on something else.


  Maybe the wrong gal got the temple whore job.


  "You haven't communicated with the Shayir?"


  "No! Shut up." She pressed her fingernails into my forehead again. I shut up. She took charge. She had her way with me for about a thousand years.


  That molasses darkness reclaimed me eventually. The last I knew, Imara was whispering a promise that I would never be sorry if neither Lang nor Imar ever got hold of the key.


  Why do these things happen to me?
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  I ached everywhere. I felt like I had done a thousand sit-ups, run ten miles, then finished with a couple hundred push-ups to cool down. I had bruises and scratches all over me. I was thinking about finding a new hobby. My favorite was getting dangerous.


  Then once again there was a face in my face. This one was uglier than original sin. It was the face of a ratman that not even a female of his own kind could love. I grabbed him by the throat. Ratmen are not real strong. I held on while I climbed to my feet.


  I had been lying on a bed of trash in an alley I did not recognize. The ratman had been going through my pockets. I relieved him of his ill-gotten gains. He wanted to whimper and beg, but I didn't give him enough air. I was in such a bad mood I considered putting him out of my misery.


  My headache was back.


  Though the world would be better off for his absence, I just slapped him silly. Then an idea occurred. An experiment to try. I didn't have much to lose. The gods all had a fair idea where I could be found.


  I did a quick stretch job on a bit of my mystic cord, cut that piece off, tied it around the ratman's tail. He was too groggy to notice.


  I got my behind moving. My feet worked hard to keep up.


  Maybe the Godoroth would jump on a false trail.


  I found myself on Fleetwood Place, one of the many short and lightly trafficked streets that enter the Dream Quarter. Fleetwood Place runs right through the Arsenal. Even now, with the war gone moribund, the place was going full blast. I don't know how the workers there put up with all the rattle and bang.


  I darted from cover to cover, confident that a few hundred yards would get me into the safety of the Dream Quarter. During one pause two huge owls hurtled overhead, tracking a blur up the far side of the street. I grinned. Had to be Jorken, going for my fake.


  A trickle of golden light leaked over the brick wall back up Fleetwood. That rustling-paper sound passed overhead. Hundreds of black leaves fluttered in a minor whirlwind. Wolves howled in the distance. I'd like to say dragons roared and thunder-lizards stomped, but it did not get that dramatic.


  I resumed putting one foot in front of the other as briskly as I could. A remote, foul bit of mind breath reminded me, Nog is inescapable. Nog didn't have much of a vocabulary.


  As I ran I rehearsed what I had done to frame the ratman. Maybe I would work the stunt again, if I had to. I kept glancing back, expecting Jorken.


  A huge boil of dirty brown smoke burst upward back whence I had come. Lightning ripped through its heart. An owl came flying out, folded up on its back, following a high ballistic arc. A thunderclap reached me moments later. And these were not phenomena that only I could see. People ran into the street to gape.


  The Godoroth and Shayir were butting heads. I didn't wait to see if they got down to it seriously. I kept sucking wind and pounding leather. A wolf, or maybe a dog the size of a cow, hollered behind me. It was a cry whose tone said, "I got the trail, boss." I put my head down and went for new records.


  I sensed something in front of me, a picket of shadow forming out of nothing, right in front of the line where I thought I would get safe.


  That thing howled behind me. It was gaining fast. I didn't even try to zig, zag, or stop. I went for the hurdle.
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  There was a face in my face.


  "This is getting old," I muttered. I tried to move. The darkness held me tightly, except for my eyes. I realized that that was all I controlled. My ability to see. No other sense was working.


  The face in my face drifted back. It seemed to be a metal mask, its features stylized. Nothing but darkness appeared through the mouth, eye, and nose holes. It dwindled to a point of light.


  Countless similar points materialized over what seemed like several minutes. A few began to drift, loop, swoop toward me, pursuing some pattern I did not recognize. These few became faces and even figures. Some resembled our better-known local gods. No two sprang from the same mythology.


  Oh boy.


  I grew up in Saint Strait's Parish of my mom's peculiar religion, so wouldn't you know the Strait Man himself would come shining up right center? "Are you with us, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Wouldn't be smart to be against you."


  Saint Strait was the patron of seekers after wisdom. And he looked out for fools, drunks, and little kids, which shows you that divine bureaucracies lump stuff together as rationally as do the mundane.


  Saint Strait didn't get sanctified for his heavenly sense of humor or his divine tolerance for alternate viewpoints, but he was too preoccupied to indulge his famous temper. "If you will restrain yourself we can resolve several questions swiftly."


  "Who is we?" I was in a mood so black I didn't much care if I was toe to toe with the gods themselves, including a leading saint of the religion that I had disdained and mostly disbelieved from eleven years old onward.


  "We are The Commission, also sometimes called The Board, a permanent standing committee tasked with mediating and refereeing any arguments or contests between deities of different religions. Commission makeup changes continuously. Board service is a duty required of everyone. The Commission's mission is to ensure peace in your Dream Quarter. We arbitrate entries and exits of the mainstream religions there."


  "I've always been content to ignore the gods. How come you can't return the courtesy?" These Commission types would be the clowns who had stuck me with being the key to divine nightmares—probably as a reward for past slights.


  "There was no better candidate than you. However, we did not anticipate your being so much at risk. Apologies. Estimates were that you would become wealthy off the interested parties."


  "Thank you very much. That sounds great. There'll never be another black day in my life. When does the bribing begin? I'd really like to get those bars of gold stashed away. And what sort of protection will I be getting?"


  "Protection?" The concept was so alien he had trouble pronouncing the word. Him who looked out for our less-capable folk. How can you be labeled a hopeless cynic when your cynicisms prove valid all the time?


  His response was an answer all by itself. But I soldiered on. "Protection from those lunatic Godoroth and Shayir who have started figuring out the fact that I'm the key they want. You guys set it up winner-take-all—including me. But the losers aren't going to just go away, are they? Maybe they'll want to lay their despair off on somebody. Maybe they'll want to hurt somebody by way of getting even with the universe. So who are they going to look for?"


  While I rambled, the good saint had his eyes closed, either enduring my diatribe or communing with his associates.


  He opened his eyes. "You will be protected. You have been troubled excessively already. They were supposed to win your support, not take it by intimidation. We will issue some addenda to the ground rules."


  Divine figures moved toward and away from me in some rhythm known only to the gods themselves. I felt some poke around inside my head, picking my mental pockets as habit rather than policy. They were bored and wished those creatures from down where celestial glamour turned to celestial slum would take a powder and save their betters all this ugly, finger-dirtying work.


  "Was there some point to my being dragged here?"


  "The Shayir and the Godoroth collided not far off. They were out of control. It seemed possible the key might be at risk at an insalubrious juncture. You must remain alive for a while longer."


  Had I been anything but disembodied vision I would have sniffed the air and checked my soles for accretions.


  "Gracious of you. Can we work it so I can hang in here, the age I am now, for a couple thousand more years? Say until the last one of you Commission characters goes?"


  "I could tell you what you want to hear, but you would realize its worthlessness as soon as the air blew past you." Saint Man had him a sense of humor after all. "If we made an exception for you, every man, woman, and child out there would petition us with unique circumstances."


  Grumble grumble whine whine. Gods forfend anybody actually has to do their job.


  "You were made the key because it was our hope that you, being mortal, could distinguish the superiority of one pantheon over another and thus resolve the question of which should remain on the Street of the Gods."


  Boy, did they pick the wrong man. So much for omniscience. "I haven't fallen in love with any of the contenders. How about you hide me out till after the deadline and let them all suck the death pipe?"


  "That is not an option. Persevere, Mr. Garrett. And work on your decision. Which temple should remain with us?"


  He had rejected my suggestion already.


  He began to shrink away from me. "Few mortals ever stand in judgment upon the gods."


  Other Commission members fluttered about. Some swooped toward me, apparently curious. I got the distinct feeling that the gods from the uptown pantheons were way out of touch. They were like factory owners who never entered their factories for fear they would, somehow, sully themselves by associating with the people whose labor made it possible for them to live the high life. It was blatantly plain that for many, the notion that they had a responsibility to their followers was entirely alien. Many of these gods were what human teenagers would turn into, given unlimited resources and time. They watched me like I was a bug under glass.


  "Good-bye for now, Mr. Garrett." His voice was a fading whisper.


  Then I wasn't in a place where remote shimmers became curious gods and goddesses. I was where darkness was as thick as treacle. I swam hard. I was going to get out of town for real, let these crazies finish their incomprehensible game without me.


  A genie in a bottle would have been a nice find. I could use her to straighten things out. But instead of something gorgeous and eager, I got another wave of darkness, of an altogether different kind. This invaded me, penetrated right down to the core of me. I began to feel better. Aches and pains vanished. My headache went away. Bruises and scratches healed. I felt the stitches in my scalp fall out. Suddenly I felt so good I almost turned positive. I almost wished I was bald so I could grow new hair. I felt younger, bouncier, eager to get into action—and more likely to do something stupid because I was regaining youth's impatience.


  Then yet another darkness engulfed me. In a moment I felt nothing at all.
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  I awakened in an alley. Surprise. Surprise, I did it with a face nose to nose with mine. I was going in circles. At least it was a different face each time. "This is getting old." I tried to grab a throat again, but this scroat was no ratman. He was strong. He lifted me one-handed and shook me till my teeth wobbled. "Mom?" I asked. She used to shake me if I did something especially irritating. When I was still small enough to snake.


  "Huh?"


  Oh-oh. Another mental marvel.


  He held me at arm's length so he could check me out. Turnabout is fair play. I checked him out right back.


  He had long, wavy blonde hair. He had blue eyes to kill for. One blue eye, anyway. The other was covered by a black leather patch. He was nine feet tall. He was gorgeous. He had muscles on top of his muscles. Obviously, he didn't have much to do but work on his physique and study himself in a mirror.


  I'd never seen his like running loose in TunFaire, so I assumed he was another pesky pewter god, though neither Godoroth nor Shayir.


  "Now what?" I muttered. "Who the hell are you?"


  My body still felt young and tough enough to whip its weight in wildcats.


  Pretty boy shook me again.


  Whip its weight in gerbils?


  "You will speak when spoken to."


  "Yeah. Right." Thought I was supposed to get protection?


  Shake shake.


  "Rhogiro! Trog!" I needed somebody big enough to get this guy's attention.


  What I got was the Goddamn Parrot, who plummeted into the gloom from the afternoon sunlight above. "Where have you been?"


  "Trying to deal with a whole parade of these characters." I got shaken again.


  The bird said, "An apparent retard."


  "You see him?"


  The huge guy took a swipe at Mr. Big. He missed. The bird stayed over on his blind side, obviously seeing him.


  "Be quiet, Garrett."


  "Hard to do."


  Pretty boy looked baffled. He wasn't used to having his orders ignored. He took a stab at Mr. Big. Maybe he was prejudiced against talking birds. The Goddamn Parrot evaded the blow.


  "You try to talk to him?" the bird asked.


  "Yeah. He told me to shut up. Then he started playing ragdoll with me. Got any idea who or what he is?"


  The big guy pulled me right up close, eye to eye.


  "There any divine dentists? He's got teeth all over his mouth, and most of them are rotten. He's got breath like a battlefield three days after. . . ."


  Bingo.


  The Dead Man got it at the same time. "A war god."


  Baffled, the war god set me on my feet and squatted. "You do not fear me?"


  "I spent five years at your birthday party. You got nothing left to scare me with." I hoped he didn't have a big talent for bullshit detection. "Who are you? What do you want?"


  "I am Shinrise the Destroyer." Roll of drums, please. Thunder of trumpets.


  "I know your sister Maggie."


  He frowned. He didn't get it. Maybe the world wreckers didn't get together and talk shop.


  Where did I get the idea that gods were smarter than people?


  "Garrett?" The Goddamn Parrot fluttered to my shoulder. "I don't know the name. Do you?"


  "Actually, it seems I should. Maybe from somebody in the Corps."


  Shinrise the Destroyer swung a fist in a mighty roundhouse. It tore a few hundred bricks out or the nearest wall. On the far side a couple in the throes of lovemaking took a moment to react. They gaped. The woman screamed. She had no trouble seeing Shinrise, either.


  He stomped a foot. Bricks fell out of the wall. I said, "I'd better get out of here before he knocks everything down."


  As suddenly as the rage took Shinrise it passed. He grabbed me again. "Have you found the key?"


  "No."


  "Don't even look."


  Far, far off I sensed an echo of Nog is inescapable. "Why not? What do you care? You're not Godoroth or Shayir."


  "I have cause to wish misfortune upon both houses. You will refrain from. . . ."


  "Sure, big guy. Like your wishes are going to override theirs."


  He started to shake me but frowned, tilted his head to one side. Maybe an idea was trying to get in.


  The bird told me, "Others are coming." He fluttered upward.


  "I know."


  Shinrise completed his thought. He grinned. His teeth definitely were his weakness. "I will protect you." He sounded proud of himself.


  "Of course you will. And here's where you start. Nog the Inescapable is coming here to snatch me. Discourage him while I find someplace to hide."


  I jumped through the broken wall into the room just vacated by the lovers, then used the only door. I glanced back. Shinrise looked like he was beginning to wonder if he had been hornswoggled. Behind him, but close, came Nog is inescapable! strong and tinged with triumph. Nog had the scent.


  What did Strait tell me? The Commission was going to caution the players about being so rough? Must not have gotten the word out yet. And Shinrise sure wasn't working for the Board. What he wanted was directly opposed to their desires. Why didn't I find out what his interest was? Oh, yeah. Nog. Nog arrived.


  Bricks flew. Thunder boomed. Lightning walked. I clamped my hands over my ears and kept moving. Shinrise the Destroyer lived up to his name by using Nog to finish off the damaged tenement and several of its neighbors. People screamed.


  These petty pewter gods were very much into our world now. Maybe whole platoons of minor gods would come out as the deadline got closer. Maybe. . . .


  But gods had moved up and down the Street before without the town getting torn up.


  Nog is inescapable. Nog seemed amazed that he could be thwarted.


  I wished I knew where the hell I was so I could get to where the hell I ought to be. Which, I had a notion, might be right in front of the main altar at Chattaree. I was about to step into the street when I saw a blur coming. Jorken was earning his pay today. He streaked past, headed for the divine ass-kicking contest.


  The excitement began to draw a crowd. I saw Shayir and Godoroth alike heading for the turmoil. I moved out, a man in shadow, employing all the caution I had learned during the big dance with the Venageti.


  The racket got louder. Chimneys fell. Chunks of roof flew around. Members of the Guard arrived. Residents lost interest and fled the area. I went with them.
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  The Goddamn Parrot located me, dropped onto my shoulder, grabbed hold hard, then faded out on me. He would not answer questions. Apparently the Dead Man had no minds to spare for him. But he did not revert to his naturally obnoxious birdbrain style.


  Unseasonal clouds were gathering. Lightning flickered within them. The wind suddenly seemed possessed of a hard, dark edge of desperate anger. The people in the street shivered, cursed, acted more bewildered than frightened. This was something new to everyone.


  This was something that was getting out of hand. The Commission had to be napping. This couldn't do any religion any good. I wished I could stop it. . . . I knew how, yes. But I had no viable excuse to pick one god gang over another.


  I got my bearings and wished I had not. The Board had done me no favor. I was miles from the Dream Quarter, or any sanctuary. Unless I wanted to duck into Ogre Town. No self-respecting human god would go in there.


  No human who wanted to survive the gathering night would go there, either.


  I was tired and hungry and thirsty and pissed off about being used and abused. Time was the only weapon I could turn against the gods. I was, definitely, inclined to let as many as possible drift off into oblivion.


  It grew dark fast. The breeze became a chill wind. No stars came out. In the distance, lights continued to flicker and flash and reflect off the churning bellies of low clouds. Fires burned and smoke rose and emergency alarms beat at the cooling evening air. Drops of moisture hit my cheek. The last one came in chunk form and really stung.


  The air was getting colder fast.


  I trotted southward, making good time. Boy, was I getting my exercise today. I reached a familiar neighborhood. It was dark there, and unnaturally quiet. The strangeness was spreading throughout the city. I ducked into a place where I knew I would get served a decent pint and a sausage that wouldn't come with worries about the inclusion of rat, bat, dog, or cat.


  "Yo, Beetle."


  The proprietor glanced up from his mug polishing. "Garrett! You son of a bitch, where the hell you been? You ain't been in here in three months."


  "Been working too hard. Don't get time to get over here the way I used to."


  "I've heard some stories. I never believed them."


  "The truth is worse than anything you've heard."


  I took a pint, sucked down a long swallow, started telling him what had happened the past day and a half.


  "Hope you brought a pitchfork, Garrett."


  "Huh?"


  He pretended to examine the soles of his shoes. "If you don't have a pitchfork, I'm going to make you clean that bullshit out of here with your bare hands."


  He didn't believe me.


  "I have a hard time believing it myself, Beetle. I wish I could introduce you to those owl sisters."


  "My wife would never understand."


  "Where the hell is everybody? I haven't seen the place this dead since Tommy Mack's wake."


  "Weather."


  Something was bothering him. "That all?"


  He leaned closer. "Big part of it is, The Call won't put me on their approved list. Account of I let nonhumans drink here."


  Only dwarves and ratmen do much drinking. And the dwarves tend to keep it at home.


  I don't like ratmen much. I had to work to find the charity to say, "Their money is no different color than anyone else's."


  "There's scary stuff getting ready to happen, Garrett."


  I touched my cheek where the sleet had bitten me. "How right you are, without knowing the half. What's ready to eat?"


  He had drawn me another mug of the dark. I dropped a groat onto the counter. That would serve us both for a while.


  "Specialty of the house. Sausage and kraut. Or sausage and black beans. Or, the missus made a kidney pie nobody's touched but old Skidrow yonder." He indicated the least respectable of his few customers.


  "Where's Blowmetal?" Skidrow was half of the only pair of identical twin winos I'd ever seen.


  Beetle shrugged. When his shoulders came up like that, you could see why the nickname. Back when he was a lot heavier it had fit much better. "Heard they had a fight. Over a woman."


  "Shit. The guy is a hundred and twelve."


  "That's in street years, Garrett. He's only a little older than you are."


  I finished my mug, pushed it over for a refill. "Give me the sausage and kraut. And remind me not to get so far down on my luck that I've got to live like a ratman."


  Beetle chuckled as he started digging around in a pot. He gave me an extra sausage. Both looked a little long in the tooth. They had been in the water a long time.


  "Hey, Garrett. Don't get down on your luck. And try to turn the beer-drinking back into a hobby. Or you might get there."


  "What's this about The Call? They trying to work the protection racket on you?"


  "They don't call it that, but that's what it amounts to." He plopped a couple of boiled potatos on the plate on top of the kraut.


  "I know somebody who might get them off your back." That was just the kind of thing Relway and his secret police liked to bust up, and I had no love for The Call.


  "Appreciate it." Beetle turned to hand me my plate. His gaze went over my shoulder. His face turned pale.
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  I turned.


  A cascade of black paper was fluttering through the doorway, buoyed by no obvious wind. Through that came a huge dog, tongue dangling a foot, eyes burning red. A second dog followed, then Black Mona herself, bearing up well under the weight of all those weapons.


  "What did you do now?" Beetle croaked.


  He could see them?


  "Who, me?"


  "They ain't after me, Garrett."


  "Yeah. You're right."


  The doorframe behind Quilraq began to glow golden.


  Shadows crept in. Good old Torbit was here, too. Maybe it was a Shayir family reunion.


  Had they whipped the Godoroth?


  I started wolfing kraut and sausage. The Shayir glared at me.


  Beetle filled my mug. "What are those things?"


  "You really don't want to know." He was a religious man. He would not want to think ill of the gods.


  Cold air blasted through the doorway.


  Blur. Black Mona staggered. Her hounds yipped. Quilraq rustled. Jorken materialized in front of me. He was not in a good mood. What a day he must have been having. He grabbed me by the shirt and tossed me over his shoulder.


  The side wall of Beetle's place exploded inward. Daiged, Rhogiro, and Ringo charged through. I thought that now Beetle would have to believe my story.


  Imar himself followed the flying wedge of double uglies, baby lightnings prancing in his hair. His eyes were not pleasant when they touched me, but his immediate attention belonged to the Shayir.


  "Run for it, Beetle." As Jorken turned, though, I discovered that Beetle was prescient. He had taken my advice before I offered it.


  Jorken sprinted through the hole opened by the ugly boys. Egad, we could have used a few like them down in the islands. The war wouldn't have lasted nearly so long.


  The air ripped past so fast I could hardly snatch bites out of it. Light sleet was falling steadily. That dark coach loomed out of the night. Abyss, that darkness in darkness, stared down as Jorken tossed me inside without bothering to open the door. I picked up fresh scrapes on the window edges. I got a pat on the cheek from Magodor before she dismounted from the far side. Her tenderness was false. She was in full Destroyer avatar. She hurried off to do whatever she did. Jorken went with her.


  I was alone. With Star. Who had what it would take to make a statue stand up and listen. The coach started moving. So did Star. That gal knew her business.


  This insanity certainly did have its moments. The bad part was putting up with what went on in between. Star relented after I begged for mercy. She settled opposite me, gloriously disheveled. She giggled like the last thing you could expect to find in her head was a thought. Every boy's dream.


  I was tying my shoes when the horses screamed and something ripped the top off the coach.


  "Damn!" I said. "Now for more of that stuff in between."


  I flung myself out a door, into the cold. I rolled in sleet half an inch deep. A stray thought: What had become of the Goddamn Parrot?


  Not far away, Abyss was pulling himself back out of the hole in a wall through which he had been thrown.


  He was not pleased. The darkness within his hood was deeper than ever. Maybe the madder he got the more fathomless the nothingness there grew.


  The right rear wheel of the coach collapsed. The nearest side door flopped open. In a sort of ghost glow I saw Star still sitting there jaybird, grinning, totally pleased with herself.


  Time for Garrett to get in some more exercise.


  Abyss moved to intercept me. Something whooshed through the night, slammed him through the air. He smashed into another wall. Business would be great for the brickyards tomorrow.


  Abyss slid down, did not bounce back up. So. Even a god can go down for the count.


  I heard the approach of heavy wings. Lila and Dimna dropped out of the night, became their charming girl selves. "It worked!" one piped. She started toward me like she had that old wickedness in mind. The other one clambered into the coach and planted a distinctly unsisterly kiss upon Star's lips. Star snuggled right up.


  Golden light rippled through the night. Shadows pranced. Faun guy Torbit coalesced. He seemed baffled. "Stop that! All of you. Trog. Grab him and get out of here." Torbit and Star looked at one another. I had a feeling they would not stick to business long. Make love, not war.


  The humongous guy with the club and divinely potent body odor came close enough to be seen. Chunks of coach still stuck to his weapon. He grabbed me up like a little girl grabs a doll. It took me only a moment to discover that struggling was futile.


  I was not real happy. It had been one damned thing after another. And now sleet was getting down the back of my neck.
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  It didn't do any good to get mad. I wasn't going to kick any divine butts. The one weapon I had in this scrap lay between my ears, and it hadn't been real deadly so far.


  I don't like whiners and excuse-makers, but . . . it's hard to think when you're getting lugged around in one humongous hand, hardly gently. With hailstones hitting you in the face and sliding inside your clothing.


  The bizarre weather had to be connected with the solid materializations of all these divinities. Maybe that required pulling the warmth right out of the mortal plane.


  If only we could get the effect under control and harness it for use during high summer, I could make my fortune. How could I work a partnership deal with a god?


  The big guy stopped walking. He began turning in place. Zoom! I saw why. Old Jorken was on the job, circling us. Poor Jorken. He'd had a rough day. If I was him I would demand a raise. Boom! Down came that tree of a club. It bashed a hole in the street. Jorken missed getting splattered by barely half a step.


  I had an idea. I decided to put it to work before it got lonely. The Godoroth knew where I was, anyway.


  I worked Magodor's cord loose from my waist. That was a real adventure, what with the big guy prancing around trying to get a solid whack at Jorken. I stretched an inch of rope out to four feet, tied a bowline, made the loop for getting invisible with the stretched section and got my feet worked through it all while being flailed around by the dancing giant. I saw scores of faces at windows, being entertained. I hoped nobody out there recognized me.


  Trog's club flailed. A water trough exploded. A porch collapsed. Jorken stayed a step ahead. It was plain he was keeping the big guy in one place till slower Godoroth could catch up.


  I wiggled until I got the invisibility loop over my top end, too, then continued to work the loop around so I could tighten it around the big guy's wrist. Then I stroked the cord the way Maggie had shown me, so it would shrink back to normal.


  Old Trog froze, looked startled, then produced an all-time bellow of amazement and pain. And I splashed into the inch of melting sleet and hail masking some of TunFaire's more rugged cobblestones. The big guy's severed hand scrambled around inside the sack of invisibility with me.


  That hand would not stop, I guess because it had been nipped off an immortal. I slithered to the side of the street, hoping my trail would not be too obvious. But nobody had much attention left over for me. Trog was in a real fury now. Jorken had a full-time job staying out of his way. Trog's club swished close enough to make him dizzy.


  I wormed into a shadow and started sliding out of that sack. No need to tell anybody which way I was headed.


  Jorken noticed me as I kicked Trog's hand away from me. He lost his concentration for an instant as he turned my way.


  Wham! Trog gave new meaning to the expression "pound him into the ground." He was winding up for another swing when last I saw him.


  I got the hell out of there fast.


  Daiged and Rhogiro arrived just as I did my fade. Then the masonry really started to fly.


  Something flapped past. I dodged, afraid I had an owl girl after me. "Awk!" The flyer smacked into a brick wall. "This thing cannot see in the dark." Flap-flap. "Garrett?"


  "Where the hell have you been?" I felt around till I found the bird. It was really dark out now.


  "You lost me when you stopped to eat. I had to tend to business elsewhere. I returned to a situation fraught with anticipation. As I flew up to reconnoiter it, the excitement began in earnest. I managed to trace you by staving close to the ugly one."


  I muttered something about pots and kettles, got the critter installed on my shoulder, and resumed moving.


  "Gotten real exciting, hasn't it?"


  "They have begun to indulge in brutal destruction, like petulant children. Make for the park. And do move faster if you wish to get away."


  "I can't go any faster." I was slipping and sliding all over, barely keeping my footing. The water under the sleet had frozen into a treacherous glaze.


  And then it started to snow.


  Snow leaves great tracks—unless it comes down real heavy. It began to look like this was just the night for that.


  Another big blockbluster of a battle shaped up behind us. The gods shrieked and squawked like divine fishwives.


  "I need warmer clothes," I said. "I'm going to freeze my butt off."


  "You can afford to lose some of it. Head for the park. Miss Cat should meet us there. She will take us to safety." The bird was shaking too.


  The snowfall lessened as we distanced ourselves from the battle, where thunder and lightning had begun to lark about. In fact, for a while that got so enthusiastic I figured Imar and Lang must be working it out god to god.


  Them dancing gave us a chance to grab a new lead.


  "I don't got much go-power left," I whimpered at the Goddamn Parrot as I stumbled into the park. The snow there was ankle deep and rising fast, but there was no ice or sleet underneath. It had to be real nasty back where it all started.


  A breeze was rising, speeding toward the center of conflict. It slammed snowflakes into my face. They were big wet ones. I muttered and cursed. The Goddamn Parrot, just to be difficult, cursed and muttered. I trudged in what I guessed to be the general direction of the place where Cat had landed before. I couldn't tell anything for sure. It was darker than the inside of a shylock's heart.
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  "Garrett! Over here!"


  Cat. I turned my head right and left to get a sense of her direction. I caught a toe on something, tumbled into a low place where snow had gathered eight inches deep. The Goddamn Parrot cussed me for being clumsy.


  Cat appeared out of the milky shower. "Here." She offered me a blanket. I noticed that she was dressed for the weather. Which suggested she had an idea what was going on. But I didn't get a chance to ask. "Get up!" she barked. "We have to hurry. Come on! Some of them are on your trail again."


  Her name was apt. She could see in the dark. She seemed to have trouble hearing in the dark, though. My "What the hell is going on?" fell into the snow without so much as a muted thump.


  Cat led me about a hundred yards at right angles to my previous course. And there stood all her winged sidekicks, muttering seditiously amongst themselves. The weather didn't seem to bother Fourteen. The horses awarded me equine looks more laden than usual with the semi-intelligent malice of their tribe. But we did have something in common at last. They weren't happy about being out here, either.


  "Shake your tail, Sugar Hips. Ya got bottom feeders headed your way."


  I got a look at Cat's crew because way up in the snow clouds a pinpoint of light brighter than any noonday sun had popped and had taken a dozen seconds to fade away.


  Cat helped me mount one of her beasts. It seemed to be the same one as before. And, behold! For the second time running I managed to get on top facing the same direction he was. It was an age of great wonders.


  The Goddamn Parrot wanted to say something but couldn't squeeze it out. He couldn't control his shivering. Parrots are not meant for cold weather. I tucked him inside my blanket. He slithered around till he found a way inside my shirt. Then he settled down to shiver and mutter to himself.


  "Cat, will you please tell me. . . ."


  Somewhere a wolf howled. Somewhere something named Nog polished its only thought. I didn't catch Cat's shout, but it was no answer.


  The horses started to run. My blanket flapped in the wind. I held on with my legs while I tried to get myself wrapped again. I was shaking beyond all hope of control. It couldn't be long before the cold caused irreversible damage.


  Fourteen zoomed past, bumblebee wings humming. "Grab your ass, Slick." He giggled. The bottom fell out.


  My mount had run off the end of something again. Its huge wings extended, beat the flake-filled air. The cold breeze roared past, not quite as chilly now. I started to worry about frostbite but soon had trouble keeping a sharp edge on my thoughts.


  Fourteen buzzed around running his mouth till even my ride got fed up and tried to take a bite out of him as he zipped past. A couple of cherub feathers whipped past me. Fourteen squealed and headed for Cat, plopping down into her lap.


  Another one of those incredibly bright points of light popped over the north side of TunFaire. There was too much snow to tell anything else about it. I was trapped in a cold bubble in a sea of milk.


  That flash made the flying horses whinny in dismay. They redoubled their efforts to gain altitude. Fourteen started cussing. Cat asked him what was going on. The horses turned directly away from the flash. Cat's mount drifted away from mine.


  Curious. But I didn't have much hope of finding out what was going on. Everybody was giving me the mushroom treatment, keeping me in the dark and feeding me horse manure.


  It all had to do with the feud going on back there, of course.


  Something came down from the north and passed between my mount and Cat's. It went by too fast to see, arriving with a hiss, then leaving a baby thunderclap to mark its passing.


  The horses yelped and tried desperately to get going faster.


  Did my honey shout an explanation across, just in case it would help me stay alive? Sure she did. Right after she told me the guaranteed-to-win numbers I ought to bet in the Imperial Games.


  I discovered that our course was southward because we arose above thinning clouds. I made out what had to be the Haiden Light at Great Cape, downriver thirty miles, south of town. We were way up high now, moving fast—and finding warmer air quickly, thanks to no gods. A little thumbnail clipping of a moon lay upon the eastern horizon, smiling or smirking.


  I looked over my shoulder. TunFaire lay under an inverted bowl of clouds that flickered and glowed. Serpents of mist writhed upon the surface of the bowl and gradually sank toward the epicenter beneath.


  The Goddamn Parrot got active suddenly. He wriggled till he got his ugly little head out into the wind. "Garrett. A dram of information. Shinrise the Destroyer turns out to be. . . ."


  "A Lambar Coast war god? Hangs around with cherubs and winged horses?"


  "How did you know?" Next thing to a whine there, Old Bones.


  "I remembered." Under stress some guys just can't shut up. Back when I was in the Corps we had had us one of those for a while, a kid from the Lambar Coast.


  He had called on Shinrise whenever the going got tough.


  One of those awful pinpoint flashes occurred on the far side of the city again. Ectoplasmic light expanded around it. For just an instant a point of darkness existed within that globe. Then cloud serpents began to spill down and twist into the lightning-laced mass below.


  Lightning popped to our right front, close and over-poweringly intense. Cat and the horses screamed. Fourteen went on a cussing jag. Because I was still looking back to the north, I didn't suffer the blinding worst of it, but a brick wall of wind did smack me and almost bust me loose for one long and thrilling downward walk in the chill night air. I clutched mane hair and turned to see what had happened.


  As I turned I thought I saw something cross the fragment of a moon. If I had not known that such things were mythical, the imaginings of men who hadn't ever seen an actual flying thunder-lizard, I might have believed it was a dragon.


  I faced front as that insane light's intensity dwindled to where it did not hurt the eye anymore. It was the same phenomenon again, only this time so close we got hit by the expanding ectoplasmic sphere. It smashed past me. My mount staggered. Blinded by the flash, he tried desperately to stay level while he recovered.


  There was a hole in the night where the pop had taken place. It was a darkness deeper than that inside a coffin buried in an underground tomb on the dark side of a world without a sun. Then, just for an instant, something reached through that hole, something that was darker still, something so dark that it glistened in the light. Rainbows slithered over it like an oil film on water. It came my way, but I don't think it was after me.


  The Goddamn Parrot went berserk inside my shirt. Either he wanted to get away bad or he had decided to snack on my guts.


  Fourteen squealed like somebody had set his toes on fire.


  Suddenly it was colder than any cold I had endured yet. The reaching something popped back through its window of darkness. For an instant, before the hole shrank to invisibility, a dark alien eye glared through, filled with a malice that was almost crushing in its weight.


  All that didn't last more than a couple of seconds. My horse barely had time to beat his wings a full stroke.


  The cold penetrated right down to the core of me. I knew, whether I wanted to believe it or not, that I had looked right into the realm of the gods. Maybe the eye belonged to something so unpleasant that the gods would willingly destroy my world rather than be forced to go back where that waited.


  Hmm. That didn't feel quite right, though I had a suspicion that I had just seen something a lot nastier than any of the gods who were complicating my life now.


  Damn! I couldn't see Cat anywhere. And my mount seemed to be having a seizure. Not to mention the fact that the ground looked like it was about eleven miles down.


  I don't like heights very much. They give me the jim-jams in a big way.
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  "Worse things waiting." When I was a lad, that was the inevitable response of the old folks if you complained about anything. "You got it easy, young man. They's worse things waiting."


  They knew what they were talking about, too.


  I hung on. I kept my eyes closed tight while we fell. My mount banged the air feebly with spasming wings. It screamed a horsey scream, only about fifteen times as loud as a normal ground-bound beast might have.


  Just the way I always wanted to go, at the age of four hundred and eight. Riding a waking nightmare.


  "They finally got me," I muttered. I took even tighter hold of the creature's mane. This one damned horse was going with me.


  Another horse shrieked from far above. Sounded like it was coming closer fast. I cracked one eye to see how far we had fallen. "Oh, shit!"


  I should have known better.


  My mount didn't like the prognosis either. He got serious about the flapping and flopping and got his hooves right side down and his wings floundering around in the right direction.


  The cherub came whirring out of the night, hummed around and around, just hanging out like he enjoyed watching things fall. He chuckled a lot. Then he held up suddenly, staring, aghast. "Oh, no! That blows everything."


  I looked around, spied a half-dozen tower-tall, transparent, and obviously pissed-off figures striding toward TunFaire. None of them were Shayir or Godoroth.


  Neither did I think they belonged to the Board, whose controls had failed so abominably. It looked like some of the really big guys had decided to forgo normal business—making guys sacrifice their firstborn or sneaking up on virgins disguised as critters—while they attended to some emergency heavenly housekeeping.


  Fourteen shot toward me, grabbed hold, scrambled up under my blanket. I grumbled, "It's getting a little crowded in here." That distracted me from the screaming I wanted to do.


  The damned horse got it all together. It beat hell out of the air with its monster wings. To no avail. We had too much downward momentum. Whambomy! We hit. We shot on down through about half a mile of tree branches. Lucky us, they slowed us down. Lucky us, none of them were big enough to stop us cold. Lucky us, when we hit water I only went in up to my ears.


  We surfaced. The horse whooped and hooted and gasped after its lost breath. The Goddamn Parrot wriggled its head out of my clothes again, began a wet and lonely soliloquy filled with every cussword the Dead Man could recall from about fifty languages.


  Old Chuckles has been around a long time.


  The cherub came out and hovered. He agreed with the bird.


  It was all my fault.


  Same as it ever was.


  Personally, I was too busy being glad I was still in one piece to give either one of them a hard time. But good ideas for later did occur to me.


  "Where the hell are we?"


  Fourteen snapped, "In a freaking swamp, moron."


  That wasn't exactly hard to miss. There were mosquitoes out there big enough to carry off small pets. Otherwise, though, it was your typically wimpy Karentine swamp. If you overlooked a few poisonous bugs and snakes, it would be completely safe. Nothing like the swamps we endured down in the islands, where we faced snakes as long as anchor chains and the alligators who survived by eating them.


  I found myself not feeling at all awful—for a guy who had just missed falling to his death and had missed drowning only by inches.


  That horse had one ounce of brains. He didn't try to fly out of there. As soon as he got his breath back, he let out a couple of forlorn neighs. He seemed surprised when they were answered from above. Fourteen buzzed upward, rattling and clattering and cussing his way through the branches. In minutes he was back, a fresh, competition-class banger in his mouth. "This way." My mount headed out. He was not inclined to hear suggestions or commentary from me.


  The beast pulled in his wings completely. He proceeded as straight horse and regained his strength quickly. The cherub led us to solid ground fast. Minutes later, we left the trees. The horse broke into a trot that graduated to a canter and then a vigorous gallop. This continued for a while, the horse not growing winded but not getting off the ground either. We went over hill and dale and farm while Cat and her mount cruised overhead. Our course tended southwest. Time seemed to take the night off. Before long we left the farmlands.


  I checked the moon. For sure, it hadn't traveled nearly as far as it should have. We were on elf hill time. And covering a lot of ground. Already we were in territory that remained unsettled because people were too superstitious to live there.


  A sudden vague glow limned some hills up ahead. It made them look like they were standing in a circle, looking down at something they had surrounded. "Oh boy." It just got worse. I poked the Goddamn Parrot.


  That gaudy chicken did not respond—except to bite my finger. Evidently we were beyond the Dead Man's range. At last. With the Goddamn Parrot, mercifully, left with little command of his vocal apparatus.


  Great. Once again I was getting a lesson in watching out what I wished for because my wishes might come true.


  Those hills had to be the Bohdan Zhibak. That name translates into modern Karentine as "The Haunted Circle." Over the ages a lot of really awful things are supposed to have happened there. And tonight, it seemed, the fabled Fires of Doom were ablaze inside the Circle. Fourteen didn't want to get any closer. He was not shy about telling everyone about it.
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  Cat landed. We dismounted. She told Fourteen to shut up or go away. I hung on to a stirrup in order to maintain my defiance of the seductions of gravity. I felt like I had been living in that saddle for days. I glared at Cat. "You saved me from those lunatics back in town so you could sacrifice me out here?"


  "Calm down. Fourteen, you shut up. You can be put back away with your brothers and sisters."


  That worked on the cherub but not on me, though I protested, "I am calm. If I wasn't a veteran of all that screwiness in TunFaire I might not be calm. I might have a case of the rattlemouth like my buddy Fourteen. But, I mean, what's to get excited about, just because I find myself alongside the Haunted Hills? Just because there's all that doom light burning up out of the ground over there without, I bet, there being a real fire anywhere around? None of that ought to frighten a mouse."


  I saw something move across the valley ahead of us, little more than a shadow hurrying, late for work. I didn't want to be on its list of chores.


  "Plans change, Garrett. Originally Mom just wanted to get you out of there. But that was before the disaster."


  "Which disaster? They come in strings lately." I dug the Goddamn Parrot out of my shirt, looked around in there to see what damage he had done. I wasn't going to die, but I was sore enough that I would have strangled the ridiculous little feather duster if he had not been too dull-witted to appreciate what I was doing. I parked him on my shoulder. He had just enough wit to hang on. Fourteen had a notion to take up residence opposite him. I did not feel guilty when I swatted him away.


  "Which disaster? The breakdown of discipline. The squabbling. When they use their powers that way they weaken the walls of reality. What is that thing?" She meant the Goddamn Parrot.


  "A really bad practical joke."


  "Excuse me?"


  "It's a parrot. Argh! Shiver me timbers! Like that."


  "I'm so pleased that you can maintain your sense of humor." But she didn't sound pleased.


  "It's all I've got that's all mine. What the hell are we doing out here?" Not even Winger would have the numskull nerve to go wandering around the Bohdan Zhibak.


  "Because of the holes in the fabric. You saw what was happening. One blew out right in your face. If the walls really break down. . . ."


  I knew enough mythology to guess. Cold beyond imaginable cold. Eternal darkness beyond imaginable darkness. The end of the world. But just the unspeakable beginning for the unnamable eldritch horrors from beyond the beginning of time. Never mind it all sprang from the imagination in the first place. "Come on! This is some game between two gangs of petty half-wit gods who needed me to sort them out to see who gets to stay respectable. All of a sudden I've got to save the world?" I'm not big on world-saving. Way too much traveling and not nearly enough reward in the end. Not to mention you don't get much sleep.


  "No! Of course not. Don't be absurd! You think too much of yourself. If you keep your mouth shut except when somebody asks you a question and you don't smart off when they do, you may survive long enough to see the world get saved."


  Put me in my place, she did. "What's going on here?" We were sneaking between a couple of hills, crunching dry grass and bare stone, in weather that was appropriate for the season. Fourteen buzzed hither and yon, ahead, but very tentatively and very low to the ground. He wanted to be there less than I did. There was an astonishing shawl of stars flung across the shoulders of a cloudless sky. The moon was in no hurry yet, though it had climbed higher.


  The light up ahead wavered, waxed, waned. Sounds came down the valley, inarticulate but angry. "I don't like this, Cat. Last time I came home from the Cantard I swore I'd never leave TunFaire again. Till now I've stuck to that." More or less. But no lapse of mine had brought me this far afield.


  Damn! This could turn real nasty. I might have to walk home.


  "The gods have a secret, Garrett." She allowed the cherub to settle into her arms for a moment of rest. She held and patted him as if he were a baby. He seemed to like that.


  "Just one? Then a lot of paper has gone to waste turning out holy books that claim to explain the ten million mysteries. . . ."


  "There you go again. Can't you ever just listen?"


  Maybe when I run my yap I feel like I'm in control. I needed some control here. Desperately.


  "Go ahead."


  The cherub lit up a fresh banger that he pulled out of his diaper. He got fire by snapping his fingers.


  Cat took the smoke. "Not now. Not here. Garrett, all gods, whatever their pantheon, whatever dogma has accreted around them, came from the same place and started out much the same. You looked into that place a while ago. The gods fled it because it's so terrible. But over here they can't stay functional, can't hang on, without belief to sustain them. Or without drawing power from the other side, which risks opening new gateways. If they have no sustenance at all, eventually they fall back to the other side. Naturally, they don't want to go home."


  "You mean they're all related?"


  "No. Is everyone in TunFair related? Of course not. They're not even all of the same race. Say this is like some of the humans going off somewhere together, in search of a better life. If they found it they might not want to come back."


  "You telling me they're refugees?" The gods are refugees from somewhere else? Wouldn't that stir some excitement in the Dream Quarter? Wouldn't that be dangerous knowledge for some non-god to be lugging around?


  This was no place for me. I had a notion I was one of the non-gods.


  "Cat, you're a doll and I love you, but this isn't my idea of the perfect date. I've got a sneaking suspicion my prospects would be a lot better if I headed some other direction." Like any damned direction but this one.


  Cat grabbed my hand. She was strong. My course remained steady, straight ahead. She told me, "You have a tool."


  "Huh?"


  "You can make yourself invisible."


  "Yeah. But when I do, the Godoroth always know where I'm at."


  "And you think they'd try something here?"


  "Why the hell not? They've already proved they're bonkers. But you know them. I don't."


  "We should remain unnoticed. For now."


  "That's what I had in mind when I said let's go." I started to head for the horses. Just this once they looked like the lesser evil.


  Cat still had my hand and she hadn't gotten any weaker. I got nowhere.


  We were near the edge of the light and had attracted no attention yet. Shapes and shadows haunted the hillsides. Wouldn't you know a place called the Haunted Circle would be like that? I didn't recognize any of them. Few were in anthropomorphic form.


  More arrived by the moment, flopping, flying, slithering, jogging in on two hundred legs. "Sooner or later something is going to trip over us." I tried beating feet again. Have I mentioned Cat's unusual strength? I didn't go anywhere this time either.


  I took out Magodor's cord, stretched it, knotted it, created a loop big enough for two. We hopped inside. "This may get real friendly," I warned.


  Cat smiled a wicked smile that told me the deviltry was in her but she wasn't feeling flirtatious right now. She could stick to business where her mother could not. It seemed my sack of invisibility could be made as big as whatever loop I started with, plus however high I could raise that loop before I closed it up. By holding hands and staying in step, Cat and I were able to move the sack with little trouble. She insisted on heading right out into the middle of the lighted ground. Once we were there we could see all the hillsides. Our presence didn't attract any attention. Still I saw nothing I recognized. The mob fell silent. The result was spooky. All that many humans in one place would have created a racket like hurricanes raising hell amongst the boughs of tropical forests. I turned slowly, examining every hill. I was scared, but I was not out of control. Not like Fourteen, who was down between our feet trying to vanish into our footprints, unable, apparently, to believe we were truly invisible.


  I whispered, "I take it little ones like him don't get treated real well by the big guys."


  "Cruelty is in their nature."


  I didn't stop turning, studying. Few of these gods clung to any shape I had seen in the Dream Quarter. Maybe out here the belief of their worshippers was attenuated enough to let them relax. Scary to think things as ugly as Ringo and as attractive as Star might be identical blobs on one of those hillsides. Pity, that.


  I whispered, "You know any of those things?" I noticed a few taking imaginable shapes for flickering instants. Maybe their worshippers were thinking of them.


  "No. My mother worked hard to keep me a secret from them. If Imar found out about me. . . ."


  Of course. It was just ducky being a half god if a god was your pop and your mom was human. A divine tradition. The great heroes of antiquity all had some heavenly blood. But goddesses aren't supposed to boff the suckers, apparently.


  The old double standard was alive and well amongst the sons of heaven. Or whatever you called that over there. Always nice to know that some things are the same in heaven as they are on earth. Lets everybody know where they stand.


  The shadows continued to gather like buzzards to a freshly fallen thunder-lizard. The great towering ones began to arrive, their eyes like cities burning, their hair the ugliest thunderheads. I whispered, "What's happening here, anyway?" I was sure no such assembly had taken place before, ever.


  "When they came here the gods left weak places in the fabric of the barriers between. When they want to show off or perform miracles, they use power they pull through those weak places. When they do they create a momentary opening. There are worse things still back there. They would like to come here, too. The fighting between the Godoroth and Shayir would have opened a lot of holes. Some of those things over there found them before they closed up again. They tried to break through. That's what caused those flashes. The stupid fighting went on so long and the fabric of the barrier grew so weak that those horrors might actually bust their own hole through. This assembly is going to decide how to handle that. It's also going to discuss the Shayir and Godoroth. They aren't so stupid they didn't know better. A universal terror of the evils left behind has underlain all divine law for ten thousand years."


  "How the hell do you all of a sudden know all this?" I knew she couldn't have known much of it when we arrived.


  "I can catch snatches of their debate." She tapped her temple. "It's really hot."


  On that level where the Dead Man communicates with me, inside my head, I was aware of a continuous dull buzz, like I was catching just the remotest edge of mindspeech going on in a somewhat similar manner. That buzz was extremely stressful. Before long I was going to have one ferocious headache.


  Then I spotted somebody I knew.
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  Magodor stalked along the foot of a hill about a hundred feet away. She was no shadow. She was set solidly in her nastiest avatar. She looked right at me. She knew I was there. Good old Driver of the Spoil. She didn't look pleased but seemed unlikely to try making my life less pleasant than it was already.


  I recalled that people in TunFaire had been unable to see the divine clowns lurking around me. "Cat, you can see these things, can't you?"


  "I see Magodor. She sees us, too."


  "No. But she knows I'm here. She gave me the cord. She can tell where it is."


  "Uhm!" She seemed to have lost interest. Aha! Her mother had arrived. Imara seemed quite regal and totally indifferent to the censure of fellow gods.


  The rest of the Shayir and Godoroth arrived, all frozen into their city forms. The anger around us grew palpable. My headache began worsening fast. Among the stragglers I spotted interesting faces. "Cat. Do you know that character there?" I indicated a huge, handsome, one-eyed guy who was neither Godoroth nor Shayir.


  "That's Bogge. He's Mom's lover."


  "Bogge? You sure?" He looked a lot like Shinrise the Destroyer. "Gets around, don't she?" I wondered if a god would lie to a mortal about his identity. Or if a mother would lie to her daughter. My thoughtless remark earned me a dirty look. I asked, "How about the redhead there? The one who looks like an ordinary mortal." Ordinary, hell. All women ought to look so ordinary. She looked like Star might if she decided to conform to my peculiar prejudices.


  "Not in that form." There was a small catch in her voice.


  "She got me into this. She was watching my house. I decided to follow her."


  "She isn't Godoroth or Shayir."


  Indeed. But you do have some ideas. . . .


  Nog is inescapable.


  Well, of course he was. He kept coming back like an unemployed cousin, Nog did.


  I recalled a little old lady at the mouth of an alley and reflected that goddesses were not required to keep one look. "The name Adeth mean anything? Magodor said an Adeth was trying to trap me. I thought she meant that woman."


  Nervously, Cat said, "One of the Krone Gods is called Adeth. . . ." and cut herself off.


  "What? Give, darling. Look around. We don't need to play games."


  "Adeth is one of a bunch of tribal deities from way down south. The people are fur traders and rock hunters. They've never had enough people here to win a place on the Street of the Gods."


  Now that rolled off her tongue so smooth it must have been distilled twice.


  She said, "I don't see why some primitives like that would get involved. Though her name does mean Treachery, I think."


  "There's a lot of that going on these days." That redhead was just too polished to be the wishful thinking of fur trappers still using stone tools. Those guys go for malicious rocks and trees and such. And storm gods. They love gods who stomp around and bellow and smash things up a lot.


  Be right at home around here.


  Nog is inescapable.


  "That boy needs a hobby," I muttered.


  The thing itself oozed out of a valley, stopped, turned in place slowly for half a minute, then began to shuffle our way. "Oh, damn," Cat murmured.


  A spear blade twelve feet tall slammed into the earth in front of Nog, nearly shaving his nose off. It was slightly transparent but did have a definite impact when it hit. Clods flew a hundred feet. Lightning slithered down the spear shaft. Sparks played tag along the edges of the blade.


  One of the very tall, very big-time gods had admonished Nog.


  Fourteen was whimpering out loud now. He was down flat on his pudgy belly with his chubby, too short arms trying to cover his head. I said, "I'm beginning to wonder, Cat." She grimaced but didn't answer. Nog considered his situation, decided that since he was inescapable he could afford to wait. He resumed moving along a new course. He joined the rest of the Godoroth gang. Those swinging party guys had gathered at the foot of a slope opposite the Shayir. Both crews looked troubled. And angry, though no actual lightning bolts flew.


  The last stragglers must have arrived because all of a sudden most all the gods tried to assume their worldly avatars. About a third were not successful. Maybe there wasn't enough power to go around.


  I had an idea. This happens on occasion. "Are the walls between the worlds thinner in the Dream Quarter?"


  "Will you stop blubbering?" Cat stuck a toe into the cherub's ribs. Then she looked at me almost suspiciously. She seemed reluctant to answer my questions now.


  I said, "It seems reasonable to assume that they would cluster where it would be easiest to tap their sources of power." Which, of course, added meaning to the struggle of the Shayir and Godoroth to remain on the Street. Cat grunted.


  There was a change in the painful background racket gurgling down in the bottom of my mind. It faded. I caught the edge of what had to be one big guy really booming. There was no motion at all on the surrounding slopes.


  The meeting had been called to order.


  I thought about gods and points of power. Seemed likely that in addition to collecting where power was most accessible they would develop caste systems based on ability to grab and manipulate that power. Somebody like my little ankle-biting buddy Fourteen would be way down at the bottom of the pile.


  If I have the innate ability to seize sixty percent of the power available and you can grab only thirty percent, guess who is in charge? Assuming we subscribe to the sociopathic attitudes generally ascribed to the gods.


  Sudden anger surged along the thought stream I sensed so marginally. With the pure cold voice I had felt no pain, but this anger was a powerful blow, however glancing. It sent me to my knees. I ground the heels of my fists into my temples. I managed not to scream.


  Imar came out from the Godoroth team. Lang moved forward, too. They raced to see who could grow big the fastest. Each surrounded himself with all the noisy, dramatic effects demanded by mortal worshippers.


  Since I was down already, I settled against a not entirely uncomfortable rock. I patted Fourteen's bottom like he really was a baby and reflected, "I should have brought a lunch. This punch-out is going to take a while."


  I saw representatives of the Board called on the carpet while the mirror-image boss gods looked one another over. The mind stream had a blistery touch. The supreme busybodies seemed to want to give everybody a yellow card for unnecessary roughness.


  Me, I thought they all deserved big penalties for unnecessary stupidity.


  I kept one eye on Imara and another on her boyfriend, whatever name he was using. I kept one on the incipient ruckus out front and another on the redhead Cat was determined to keep mysterious. That didn't really leave a lot of eyes for anything else.
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  Boy. Talk about a big bunch of nothing! There I was, all bent over and scrunched up expecting the Midnight of the Gods, or at least the little ones getting their pants pulled down and their holy heinies spanked, and all I got was a headache that left me nostalgic for my hangover.


  "Nobody is doing anything," I whined.


  "There's plenty going on. You don't see it because you can't listen in. The Shayir and the Godoroth are really upset."


  I did note a certain restlessness on the sidelines, reflected by the squared-off boss gods, who, I now suspected, were supposed to shake hands and make up. And I noted that Imara sort of drifted slowly throughout the midfield confrontation. She got smaller as she moved. And she assumed a whole new look.


  Interesting. Very interesting.


  "Cat. You keeping an eye on your mom?"


  "Huh? Why?"


  I pointed. "That's her there. Sliding over to her boyfriend. She's been changing her looks as she goes." I assumed she was disguising herself on levels seen only by gods, too.


  "Oh. She looks a lot younger."


  "She sure does. She's turning herself into a dead ringer for you." I kicked the cherub. I wanted him to stop whining long enough to get a good look at this transformation, too. "You got any thoughts about this, Cat?"


  My suspicion was that Cat might not be as big a secret as she thought. I had a hunch she might be just another angle in a carefully managed escape maneuver.


  Cat's eyes narrowed. She glared at her mother. She glared at me. She didn't have to be told that I suspected the worst. We both knew that gods and goddesses don't cling to any wordly code of conduct.


  Cat said, "Maybe we ought to leave."


  "That might have been a good idea a while ago. Before anybody knew we were here. But now? How far could we run? Could we run fast enough?"


  "Nothing is settled here. The deadline still hasn't come." But she climbed to her feet and grabbed up her little buddy, plainly interested in quick relocation.


  I got up myself. The whole situation had me thinking, which, according to some, doesn't happen all that often.


  And according to the Dead Man, not often enough.


  "Cat. The world was here before the coming of the gods. Right?"


  "Yes. Of course it was. Why?"


  Because, then, these were not really gods in the way I had been taught to think of gods. Even the gods I had been told were the one and only real and they're-gonna-send-all-them-infidels-to-burn-in-hell gods just belonged to the same bunch of transdimensional refugees. Or fugitives?


  "Cat, did these gods come here by choice?"


  "What?"


  "It occurs to me they might be exiles. Thrown out of the old home for bad behavior or just excessive stupidity."


  "No. None of them want to go back. That's what the fighting is all about."


  "Maybe." I had some thoughts that included suspicions of setups. I surveyed the audience. More gods had settled into their earthly forms. I saw some really big names. Out here, though, they just looked luckier than bunches like the Godoroth and Shayir. Probably had better publicity wazoos.


  What I didn't see anymore was a goddess named Imara. What I didn't see was a redhead maybe called Adeth hanging out with raggedy-ass jungle gods. I did see Shinrise the Destroyer—or maybe Bogge the Sucker—standing around stupidly now, looking like he had just lost something.


  The ranks of the Godoroth and Shayir seemed short handed on females.


  I checked some of the more successful gangs but couldn't tell if they had gone shorthanded, too. They just looked more prosperous. A supply of believers surely helped, but maybe also a knack for drawing power from beyond this reality.


  Maybe gods are like sausages and politics and should not be examined closely.


  I always expect the worst. That means I can be pleasantly surprised sometimes. This didn't seem to be one of those times. Circumstances appeared to support my most cynical suspicions.


  There were thousands of gods there, though most were hangers-on, many even smaller than Fourteen.


  The cherub seemed to have settled down. Maybe he realized that nobody was paying him any attention. I knew I was invisible but still felt naked to every divine eye.


  There was some subtle movement out there, and tension rising. The hair on my arms tingled.
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  There was big anger in the air again, much worse than before. Fourteen whimpered. Something had happened. The crowd around Lang and Imar were all in a rage.


  "We need to leave now," Cat said. Her voice squeaked. "A ruling was handed down. The Shayir and Godoroth refuse to accept it."


  Holding hands, in step, each laboring under the weight of a garbage-mouthed curse, we headed for our horses. "Explain," I squeaked. My throat was tight, too. I noticed Magodor drifting through the mob. She seemed intent on tracking us. I wondered why.


  "Because of their behavior in town, the senior gods have banished the Godoroth and the Shayir from the Street of the Gods and TunFaire."


  "And our boys won't go quietly?"


  "Imar and Lang pretty much said, ‘Stick it in your ear!' "


  "Can they do that?" Of course they could. Anybody can tell anybody anything, anytime. The tricky part is surviving the aftermath.


  "There may be a confrontation."


  Oh. "Uh-oh."


  "And this is definitely the wrong place for that. This is where the gods originally arrived. It takes a lot longer than ten thousand years for wounds like that to heal. The walls here are tissue."


  Which might explain why the little guys thought they could thumb their noses, except that I didn't credit them with sense enough to consider that subtle an angle.


  "Keep hiking, girl. Runt, you stop sniveling or I'll kick you out of here."


  Fourteen sneered. He wasn't afraid of any mortal. I was too busy staying in step with Cat to follow up.


  I glanced back. I didn't see Magodor anymore. I did see a whirlwind of black paper chips and a mist of golden light around Lang, who raised his left fist and pumped his thumb in and out of his clenched fingers in a classic obscene gesture directed at the big boys. Then he struck suddenly right-handed, swinging a sword of lightning at Imar's throat. Just as suddenly, you had Jorken streaking around, the ugly guys looking for throats to crush, Imar flailing around with his own lightning. Trog went berserk with his hammer. Torbit, Quilraq, and others went wild. Black Mona galloped in with her hounds, her weapons flying everywhere.


  "Hang on, Cat. Just a second." I watched as the fray disappeared inside a cloud of dust, then a light storm as those incredibly brilliant pops began ripping the fabric of reality. In seconds it began to snow. And Cat and I were moving again, faster than ever.


  "Why did you stop?"


  "Wanted to make sure I'd seen something right."


  "What?"


  "None of the females are in that mess, except Black Mona. And she's got more hair on her ass than anybody but Trog." Not even Magodor was involved. Maybe especially not even Magodor. What's an end of the world dustup without a Destroyer?
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  The temperature plummeted. My headache worsened till Cat had to help me stay on my feet. Numerous top god types tried to break up the fight. The Godoroth and Shayir went on like fools with nothing to lose and a complete willingness to take everybody with them. And they seemed to get support from some odds and ends of petty pewter types from other pantheons, mainly of the strike-from-behind, score-settling sort.


  We made good time despite being inside the bag. We were behind the knee of a hill when the Bohdan Zhibak lit up with the grandaddy of all light pops.


  I went down. "Bet they saw that back in town." My headache grew so intense I blacked out.


  I recovered in seconds. "What are you doing?"


  "Trying to get us out of this."


  Trying to take a powder, actually. Hell. Give her the benefit. Say she was trying to scram because I was out and she couldn't move the sack with all that dead weight in it.


  My head didn't hurt nearly so much now. I found the knot, got us out in seconds. Fourteen went catatonic with terror. I restored my cord to normal, wrapped it around my waist again.


  There was a lot of noise from the other side of the hill. Cat told me, "We've got to keep going."


  "In a minute." I wanted a peek. Just one little look. I was pretty sure my Midnight of the Gods was cooking now. Be a shame not to witness some of the action.


  I kept a tight grip on Cat. Just in case. Much as I hate horses and heights, I hated the prospect of walking home more. Especially walking home while suffering a headache and a psychotic parrot. She had the strength to break away. She just didn't try. Ever seen a sea anemone? Thing like a little flower a couple inches across, pale tentacles that just drift around? Maybe not. I had the advantage of an all-but-the-pain expenses-paid trip to remote islands. Anyway, these little guys just sit there with their arms up and when something drifts by they snag it.


  A black version thirty feet in diameter with two hundred tentacles fifty feet long was stuck in a hole in the air where Lang and Imar had been banging on each other. It was twenty feet off the ground, tilted forty degrees and wiggling like crazy. "No wonder the gods wanted to come over here."


  The thing plugged the hole so tight no cold could come through. The snow had begun to melt.


  The gods were active. Frantically. Some tried to deal with the interloper. Some tried to get loose from it. The really big guys were feeding it. I saw Ringo get flung into the middle of the tentacle forest. Many of the visible victims, in fact, seemed to be of Shayir or Godoroth extraction. Guess this will settle that question.


  Other old scores were being recalculated as well. A general trimming of the divine population was under way.


  There seemed to be enough gods actually taking care of business to push that thing back. While I watched, the hole shrank several feet.


  Nog is inescapable. Oh my. Somebody fell through the cracks.


  "Time to go."


  Cat had gotten it, too. She outran me, though not by much. Wonder of wonders, her flying pals had not left us twisting in the wind. Considering Fourteen's timidity, I'd figured to find them long gone.


  Nog is inescapable.


  Maybe so. He was closing in fast.


  He was so close, in fact, that he leaped and landed a raking blow on my mount's left flank as we went airborne. Which naturally irritated the horse. It gained some altitude, turned, dove, did a fine job of thunking all four hooves off Nog's noggin. Nog said, Ow! Stop! That hurts!


  The retard had double the vocabulary I had thought. But I didn't dwell on that. I was too busy screaming at the horse to get the hell out of there before I fell off or Nog showed us what other divine talents he possessed—or Magodor caught up or the other gods got bored with feeding each other to their new pet.


  The winged horse took my advice.


  As we gained altitude again my headache diminished. I was soaked with sweat from gutting it out.


  The moon had climbed only slightly higher. At this rate, if we hustled, we could get back to town before we left. Or at least meet ourselves on the way. I could warn me not to go.


  I looked down. The Haunted Circle crawled like the proverbial anthill. There had been a lot of breakthroughs. The one I had seen was just the biggest. In numerous places one or two tentacles reached through and tried to find something to grab. But the gods had covered themselves. There wasn't so much as a bush out there. When a tentacle grabbed a boulder somebody zapped that into pea gravel. The home gods were winning. Rah! The wannabes were being driven back. Rah!


  Rah! But at terrible cost. Boo! This insanity would decimate every pantheon in the Dream Quarter. Wait! Would that be so awful?


  None of this was likely to touch the man on the street. I could not see, for example, the New Concord Managerial Recidivist gods informing their faithful that good old Gerona the Tallykeeper was no more, so they needn't trouble themselves with bringing in those tithes. More likely they would hear about several new diocesan appeals, maybe aimed at fixing up the mother temple in TimsNoroe or financing another mission to the heathen Venageti. And one sceat out of every silver mark really would go toward carrying out the fund's dedicated purpose.


  Not that the gods would themselves be much concerned about money or precious metals.


  Well! Look at this. Not every god is woven of the stuff of heroes. I was too far up there to recognize individuals, but quite a few had run from the bad place. Was it all cowardice, though? One group of several dozen was headed north in a purposeful manner. I had a notion that if I dared swoop down there, I would find some very familiar folks.


  In fact. . . .
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  In fact, a pair of familiar shapes hurtled past, zip! zap! to my right front from my left rear, angling down from above, too swift to see but trailing giggles that gave them away. One looped back and took a seat right in front of me, where she changed into a half-naked girl. The other one circled and complained.


  "I got here first, slowpoke. Hi, Garrett! Surprised? Can we talk? We're lots smarter than we always acted."


  "I'm real uncomfortable up here. That first step down is a killer. No offense, but do you think you could maybe keep your hands to yourself till we get a little closer to the ground? I don't have your advantages over gravity. If I get distracted I just fall."


  The circling owl girl giggled. The other answered peevishly, "He is not! He's just behaving like a mortal." She did not take her hands off me. "Wouldn't it be exciting way up here, Garrett? I've never played with mortals anywhere but down on the ground."


  Does a bimbo become any less a bimbo because she is smarter than everybody thinks?


  "For about as long as it takes for me to lose track and let go here." I tried to get a hint of the color of her rags. "Look, Dimna, darling, you're just about the greatest thing that ever happened to me." Wow! I got it right first try! "But now just isn't the time to show you just how much I mean that. I hate horses. I'm terrified of heights. I have a murderous headache from all the power in that mess back there, and I haven't eaten or slept since this insanity began."


  So I exaggerated. We all do that to save somebody's feelings. Or to avoid getting tossed off a two-thousand-foot drop for our thoughtlessness. She sure did look good, though. I am a pig, I know. I have been told. But I can't help it. Maybe if I didn't run into this kind of woman all the time? Maybe if I got into a more boring line of work? Maybe I could just drop over the side right now, die happy making Dimna squeal all the way down.


  She rubbed her firm little puffies up against me, let a hand drop familiarly, told me, "I don't think you're that incapacitated."


  "Darling, I promise you, if I give in now I'll be incapacitated forever. Because I'll fall off here for sure. And I can't turn into anything else but a tired old ex-Marine."


  The owl girl actually seemed flattered that I considered a dalliance with her potentially suicidal. Who am I to argue?


  "Awk?" said the Goddamn Parrot, making a sound for the first time since the latter stage of the journey outward.


  "You aren't going to believe this, Old Bones." I didn't know if he was listening, but anticipating his nags about paying attention to business, I turned Dimna's temptations back upon her, a tickle here and a pinch there that she seemed happy to accept. She sneered at Lila, closed her eyes and relaxed. Her twin flapped off in a huff.


  I kept talking, mostly just making noise with a little content in case the Dead Man could hear but occasionally asking a question and leaving a silence for Dimna to fill.


  She might claim to be smarter than she let on, but she was no genius. Too bad that was recognized by others. She had been let in on very little of substance. But she definitely enjoyed being interrogated.


  I felt so used.


  Right.


  "Talk to me," the Goddamn Parrot squawked.


  You get distracted.


  "You know I have company."


  "Not, I suspect, another No-Neck."


  Did he hear in monotones? Couldn't he see through Mr. Big's eyes? Interesting. "The sweetest company a growing boy could imagine, Chuckles. Every boy ought to meet Dimna on his sixteenth birthday." I gave Dimna a strained smile and a kiss. If she wanted anything more out of life she sure didn't tell me.


  In pain still, sweaty, tired, and hungry, all I really wanted was to get home. I felt safe enough now.


  I could not tell what Cat thought about the owl girls. She was too far away and staying slightly ahead, navigating.
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  Cat landed in Brookside Park. The snow there had not yet all melted. I told her, "Cat, I've had all the fun I can stand with you and your mom and your friends. Suppose you all carry on without me? The Shayir and Godoroth shouldn't be a problem anymore."


  She dismissed the horses. They trotted into the darkness. Fourteen stayed with Cat. He was about as active as a twelve-pound brick. Cat stuck with me. So did Lila and Dimna. Maybe they just didn't know where else to go now that the Shayir pantheon was defunct. I can't say I was thrilled, though it would be fun to walk into Morley's joint with an owl girl on each arm.


  At first Cat wouldn't talk in front of them, but finally she grumbled, "If you add everything up, you have to believe my mother and her cronies engineered what happened."


  "That bothers you?"


  "Because it looks like they didn't think about the consequences. They wanted rid of some deadwood, so they put Imar and Lang in a spot where they would betray themselves for the duds they were. I don't think Mom realized that could damage the barriers between the worlds."


  I reserved my opinion, naturally, but that told me Mom was as much a dud as her husband. She just hadn't had as much chance to show it.


  "Cat, you glance over history, you'll see that females, on average, aren't brighter or better than males. They can be stupid or wise, foolish or crafty, too. They can be petty or magnanimous, and blind to the blazingly obvious. One thing some religions push that I agree with is that people ought to be trying to improve themselves as a whole. But I'm a cynic. I see no evidence that it's ever going to happen."


  "You may be a realist, not a cynic. I've been closer to more gods and goddesses than anyone who ever lived."


  She did not seem inclined to expand upon her remarks.


  I didn't get to bed. I didn't even get to eat right away. In fact, if it hadn't been for the Dead Man pushing Dean, I wouldn't have gotten in until morning. The old man had all the chains on and was sound asleep.


  I gave it to him good.


  An hour later I was in the Dead Man's room. Cat and Fourteen were with us. The owl girls were in the small front room with the Goddamn Parrot. I was barely awake. Dean was sulking in the kitchen, fixing something to eat. I think he was waiting for it to grow up so he could butcher it. I thought about siccing the twins on him. He needed an attitude boost. Unfortunately, only the Dead Man, Cat, and I could see them or Fourteen.


  His Nibs issued an opinion. Imara and several other goddesses engineered this thing. I imagine they just intended to rid themselves of stupid males who . . .


  "Cat already told me that."


  . . . gave no thought to consequences.


  "And didn't listen, no doubt."


  He ignored me, began spinning out a storm of dreamlike images and speculations. My weary brain tried to translate them, but his thinking was alien because he experienced the world in so different a way. Once my mind processed his thoughts I drifted through a fairy-tale realm where all lies and surface posturings were illusions to be ignored because truths and real motives could not be hidden behind them. "Can you get anything from the girls?"


  They are exactly what they appear to be. They do not have the depth to be anything else. They could if they so desire, but they are perfectly happy with themselves just as they are. This should thrill you. For you they are a dream come true, saddled by no more inhibitions than alley cats in heat.


  "That is wonderful, isn't it? But, to paraphrase the immoral philosopher Morley Dotes, what do I do with them the other twenty-three hours a day?"


  Not to fear. You will not remain amusing long. Some insects have longer attention spans.


  Not exactly an ego bash, that. I figured that out moments after meeting those dolls.


  My own attention began to slip its moorings. Nothing would keep me awake much longer.


  The Dead Man continued to spin confusions off all his minds at once.


  "You tossing a mental salad, Old Bones?"


  My apologies, Garrett. I was not aware that I was drawing you in. I am trying to identify the missing ingredient. I am reviewing events as reported while sorting the clutter in your head. There must be something you know, although you are unaware that you know it. You would be unaware, in fact, that there is knowledge of which to be aware.


  "You're zigging before I even get the chance to zag, sidekick."


  There has to be something more to this.


  "You've been inside my head. You know I didn't want to hear that. You say nothing is ever what it seems?" It never is when I get involved.


  Actually, I fear that, in this particular case it did indeed start out being what it seems. However, as is often the case with both human and divine endeavors, powerful outside forces and normal social dynamics will force what ought to be simple to become complex and devious.


  I leaned back and swilled me a long, long draft. Dean had bent that much. I had been so ragged when I turned up he hadn't considered arguing over a few beers. Possibly he received some encouragement from the Dead Man. The Dead Man has no interest in whether or not food or drink is good for you. "At least the original problem is solved."


  Is it?


  "There's no need for anybody to choose between the Shayir and Godoroth. They don't exist anymore."


  Nog is inescapable.


  "On, shit!" I gulped air. I had forgotten Nog. Couldn't he wait until I'd gotten some sleep? Then I caught on. "You had me going for a second."


  Amused. I see. I do not indulge in practical jokes, do I?


  "Not too often."


  Consider it a dramatized warning.


  "It was you?"


  Reminding you that at least one survivor of the Haunted Circle massacre likely carries a grudge.


  "Wish I could figure out a way to make this all your fault. But all I can think of is I didn't have problems like this before I moved in with you."


  Life was simpler in the old days. Not more pleasant, but definitely simpler. Life in the islands had been simpler still, if pure hell.


  The Dead Man made a mental noise that sort of implied intense festering disgust. If the anomaly is there, even I am blind to it. Maybe there is nothing after all. Possibly no one had any real, long-term plans. Self-proclaimed masters of the universe, yet they do everything by improvisation.


  "Tell you the truth, I've never seen any gods whose depth was more than a few pages."


  Clever boy.


  "Yeah. So clever I go out chasing redheads because they look interesting. I'm dead. I can't stay awake another twenty seconds."


  Wait.


  "Come on. It can keep for a few hours."


  The redhead. The shapechanger. Adeth? There is no place for her in the central events.


  "I told you that already. She led me into it but hasn't been around much since. She visited me once—I think it was her—when the Godoroth had me. She didn't make much sense. I saw her once in the Haunted Circle. Maybe one or two other glimpses round and about. Talk to Cat about Adeth. She knows something she won't tell me." I didn't bother to glance at Cat. "I'm gone upstairs. Tell Dean to do whatever he wants with these people."


  The beer, while just about the most wonderful liquid I had ever swallowed, had sapped my ability to stay awake.


  I met Dean in the hall, headed toward the Dead Man's room. I grabbed a greasy sausage off the platter he carried. I gave him a quick review of what I had told Himself. I was asleep before my head hit the goosedown.
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  I plunged down the well of sleep faster than ever I had without the aid of somebody whapping me on the gourd. Only the well became a tunnel. At its far end an incredible woman waited, radiant in her dark beauty. She extended a taloned hand in welcome, offered green lips for my kiss. A snake winked at me from her hair.


  "Not yet, Maggie."


  She smiled. The tip of a fang sparkled, though there was no light. Still smiling, she touched my cheek with a forefinger—then raked me with its nail. I felt hot blood on cold skin. It was chilly there, though I had been unaware of that until that moment. Soon it was cold beyond any imagining.


  Magodor tugged at my hand. She didn't speak. Words wouldn't carry there. She led me to the tunnel's end, high on the face of an immense black cliff, on a constructed balcony overlooking a vast black lake, facing a city on the far shore, that made TunFaire seem like a pig farmers' village. Some towers had fallen. No light showed. There were no lights anywhere. The sun in the sky shed no light either. Neither did three black moons.


  Things swam in that lake and crawled across that landscape and flew in that sky so cold it held no air. They were things like nothing of our world, cold things that ate only the strange rays that wander between the stars, things for whom hope and despair and all other emotions were notions without meaning, utterly beyond comprehension. They were all ancient things, half as old as time, and for an eon they had been trying to escape that cold prison. They were not evil as we conceive of evil. There was no more malice in them than in a flood or earthquake or killing storm. No more than in the man who plows a field and turns up the nests of voles and rabbits and crushes the tunnels of moles.


  Yet they were imprisoned. Something had felt obliged to isolate them from the rest of existence. Eternally.


  Out in the lake something broke the surface of liquid as thick as warm tar. The light of remote and feeble stars was too weak to provide me a good look. Maybe that was just as well. I did not want a good look at something like that, ever.


  I think somebody, possibly in drug dreams, must have seen that place before me. That would explain all those tales of eldritch horrors and unnameable names and unspeakable spooks—though I expect a lot is exaggeration for the sake of extra impact.


  I wouldn't want to live in that place either, though.


  A glimmering, pale, drowned man's sort of hand reached up from the darkness and grabbed the edge of the balcony. A corpse with pools of shadow for eyes pulled itself up until its empty mouth was level with the platform. It took me a moment to recognize the face, it was so filled with despair. Imar. The All-Father. The Harvester of Souls. Lord of the Hanged Men. Ass-Kicker Supreme.


  He extended his other quaking hand toward Magodor, the Destroyer, the Driver of the Spoil, and all that stuff, his Executive Officer and First Assistant Supreme Kicker of Butts.


  Magodor stomped his fingers. She put a foot in his face and shoved. So much for company loyalty. Without a sound, Imar twisted and fell into the gulf below.


  I started walking back up the tunnel. Magodor stayed beside me a while, smiling up like we were headed home after a perfect date. She was excited. She could not stop shifting shape—although she never drifted far from human. Maybe we had grown on them over the millennia, too.


  Might be worth some speculation. Might have something to do with why they weren't as all-powerful as they wanted us to believe.


  I faded out of the tunnel into normal sleep. Normal sleep did not last nearly as long as I would have liked.


  Surprise, surprise.
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  When first I awakened I was confused. My head hurt. But I hadn't been drinking. There was noise outside in the street. But it was way too early for any reasonable being to be up and about.


  Didn't I do this already? Had I been dreaming, and been dreaming dreams within dreams?


  It was the same damned racket out there. The same damned bigoted morons trying to start the same damned brickbat party.


  I groaned as I tried to get up. My imagination was so good I had bruises and sore muscles.


  I just had to try to destroy my eyeballs. I pulled a corner of a curtain back. . . . Whoops! They had thrown extra logs onto the fires of the sun this morning, then done away with any clouds that might temper its brilliance. I backed off until my eyes stopped watering and aching. Then I eased into it.


  Yep! Same old bunches of fools with too much time on their hands. Same old mischief looking for a place to happen.


  Across the street there . . . rooted in exactly the same spot. Exactly the same redhead. Looking right at me, just like before. But this time I knew what she was. Trouble. This time I knew better. This time I wouldn't chase her and let her make a fool of me. I can manage that fine all by myself, thank you.


  I felt a slight tingle way back in my mind. The Dead Man was there. I realized he must have been there all night. Meaning maybe he had had a thread connected during my nocturnal adventure. Which suggested that he was very concerned indeed. I tried to give him a good look at the redhead.


  As though she realized she was under special scrutiny she sort of stepped sideways and backward and evaporated into a mob surrounding two women glaring at one another nose to nose. One was a very short, fat, ugly human woman. The other was a tall, skinny, beautiful dwarf. They looked like sisters.


  Somebody had noticed and made mention of that fact. Somebody had been stirring with a big, big spoon.


  A woman left the knot. There was a ghost of a hint of furtiveness about her. "That her?"


  Indeed. I am able to follow her by sensing her as a sort of absence of presence in motion.


  I didn't ask him to explain. I didn't care. I was watching the wonder of the latter half of our century. Mrs. Cardonlos and her broom were breaking up the all-female confrontation. She found the assistance of a public-spirited giantess invaluable.


  "Damn me, the old harridan ain't all bad after all. What'll I do for somebody to hate?"


  The Goddamn Parrot squawked on cue.


  "Of course. Thanks, Morley."


  Mr. Dotes himself was coming up Macunado, his sartorial elegance causing a stir all the way. Or maybe that stir was caused by the grolls accompanying him, a pair of ugly green guys fifteen feet tall. They had snaggly fangs in their mouths and knobbly clubs in their hands and raggedy sacks on their shoulders. They were smiling, but a smiling groll looks twice as fierce as a frowning groll.


  Grolls are the result of careless dalliances between giants and trolls. These two came from a single lapse in judgment. They were brothers. Doris and Marsha by name.


  Nobody alive in TunFaire would rag those two about their names. They are slow of wit and slower to anger, but once they get started you really don't want to be in the same county.


  They were related to Morley in some obscure fashion.


  Why was he leading them to my house?


  "You still tracking Adeth, Old Bones?" Looking at Doris and Marsha left me wondering how The Call could take itself seriously. Boys like these could be more trouble than any fool wanted.


  I am. Her movements seem haphazard. Perhaps even aimless.


  "Think she knows you're onto her?"


  Improbable.


  I considered reminding him that he was highly improbable, but now Morley was just fifty feet from my stoop. The grolls were not his only companions. Several of his old crew, including Sarge, Puddle, and Dojango Roze, pint-size brother of the grolls, were with him. All were armed as heavily as the law allowed. All in all, that crowd had barely enough candlepower to light up the inside of a one-hole outhouse, but they had muscle enough to toss the toilet half a mile.


  The Dead Man warned Dean. As Morley reached the foot of my steps the Goddamn Parrot went flapping into the morning, turning to follow Adeth. The shiny little buzzard was entirely under the Dead Man's control. He let fall a gift that would have spoiled Morley's splendor in a grand way, but Dotes was far too alert and quick. He eased out of the way.


  Chuckling, I dropped the curtain, got myself dressed in something presentable, stumbled downstairs. I had aches and pains everywhere. And my head hurt, too. For nothing. Damn! You get up feeling awful, you ought to at least have had some drinks and fun.
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  At the foot of the stair I turned right into the kitchen. Dean wasn't back yet. I snagged a couple of fresh biscuits, broke them open and pasted them with butter, then smeared on great gobs of honey. Then I poured me a mug of tea and put some honey into that. Then I dug out an old teapot and put some water on to heat so I could follow the regular tea with an infusion of willow bark.


  Dean returned to the kitchen shaking his head. "I hope he knows what he's doing."


  "That pot is for willow bark tea."


  "Don't talk with your mouth full. You didn't drink anything last night."


  "Just one long one. This pain is from the job."


  He frowned suspiciously. "What is this job? Nothing honest would pay so much."


  He always worries about us getting paid at all. I've never heard him carp about us getting overpaid. "Huh?"


  "Mr. Dotes just brought in what looks like a pirates' treasure."


  "Argh! And she be a huge un, aye, matey?"


  "Too huge."


  "Great. I won't have to work for a while."


  "Wrong. Mr. Weider requires your help as soon as you clean up this mess."


  I sighed, buttered another biscuit. "It's a conspiracy. Everybody thinks I should work. You ever see a cat do anything more than he has to to get by? The world would be a better place if we all took a lesson from the cat."


  "Cats don't leave anything for their children."


  "Dean, take a quick head count here. How many kids? How many can even have kids? We don't need to give a damn about posterity because we don't have no posterity."


  Dean sighed. "Perhaps not. You can't even learn not to talk with your mouth full."


  He should have been somebody's mother. He was a worse nag than my mom ever was. He was more determined, too.


  "I'll be in there with the rest." I left him.


  I visited the front door first and used the peephole to check the stoop. Sure enough, the grolls and Dojango were seated out there, gossiping in grollish. Dojango Roze was Morley's size but claimed he and the grolls were triplets born of different mothers. Morley backed him up. I'd always considered that a bad joke, but after having wallowed in the mythological for a few days I had no trouble imagining one of our religions boasting some dire prophecy about the coming of triplets born of different mothers.


  I took one cautious peek into the small front room. No owl girls. Maybe they left with the Goddamn Parrot. I wasn't surprised to see them gone.


  I headed for the Dead Man's room. "You put out the Cat?"


  Upstairs asleep.


  The cherub, I noted, remained immobile. And visible. Sarge and Puddle were looking it over. Curious. "And the owls?"


  Gone. Bored. But they will return. I fear they may be so simple they will think of nowhere else to go.


  "That could make life interesting."


  Pshaw!


  "Thought you didn't like cats?" Morley said.


  "You know me. Big soft spot for strays."


  "Two-legged strays. Of the under twenty-five and female sort."


  I turned. "How you hanging, Puddle? Sarge? The new business going all right?"


  "Fugginay, Garrett. Only problem is da kind a people ya got ta put up wit'. All dem highfalutin, nose-in-da-air types, dey can be a real pain in da ass."


  "Hell, people are the big problem in any line of work."


  "Fugginay. 'Specially dem Call guys. Dey's gonna find some a dem cut up inta stew meat. . . ."


  Morley cleared his throat.


  "Fugginay. Boss, you really need us here?" Puddle, doing all the talking, had been keeping one nervous eye on the Dead Man. The Dead Man can be salt on the raw nerves of folks without clear consciences.


  "Wait out front with the Rozes. Try to keep them from getting into another brawl." Dotes shrugged my way. "Every time I turn around some damned human rights fool is starting something with Doris or Marsha."


  "Sounds like a problem that will cure itself, given time. Good for the human race, too. Eliminate the stupid blood from the breeding stock."


  "There aren't enough grolls and trolls and giants in the world to accomplish that, working full time. I dug up your treasure." He indicated the sacks scattered around us.


  It wasn't likely that he'd done any digging with his own hands. These days he was acutely conscious of the line between management and labor.


  Just for grins I remarked, "I see you've gotten your share already."


  He gave me exactly the look I expected. Little boy caught with hand in cookie jar. Only, "I took some to pay the guys to dig and carry and guard. They don't work for free, Garrett."


  Not when they were exhuming a treasure. I was surprised that any of it had made it to my house.


  I poked around like I knew what I was doing. Morley couldn't know that I had no real idea of the size of the treasure, or of its makeup.


  He said, "Instead of playing games you could ask your partner."


  I could. But where was the fun in that? "He's a tenant here, not a partner. Tell you what. Since you've been such a big help I'll see that you get something unique in all TunFaire. Maybe in the whole world."


  "I'm not taking the parrot back."


  Damn! Everybody is a mind reader anymore.


  When he wants to bother, the Dead Man can move stuff with his thoughts. The treasure sacks tinkled and stirred. "Big mice around here." What was he doing?


  Morley asked, "What's this all about, anyway? How did you find a treasure right here in town?"


  "Eyewitness to the burial told me all about it. It was her way of paying me to do a job." Which, I had to remember, had not been completed to her satisfaction.


  Morley didn't believe me. "Those coins are ancient, Garrett."


  There are artifacts here which we dare not market as they are.


  "Huh?"


  There are crowns and scepters and other royal insignia that today's Crown would demand if its agents became aware that they have been recovered.


  "What? Karenta didn't even exist then. Even the Empire was still up the road. It would take some really bizarre legal reasoning to. . . ."


  Nevertheless.


  "Of course." Silly me. Logic, right, and justice had nothing to do with it. Royal claims are founded rock solid upon the inarguable fact that the Crown has more swords than anybody else. "You didn't give your guys anything unusual when you paid them?"


  Morley shook his head. "I've handled treasures before, Garrett. You need somebody to break that stuff down and move it, I know somebody who'll make you a deal."


  No doubt. And he would get a couple points back for steering the fence.


  That's the way it works.


  I said, "I know people who might be interested in the coinage for its collectible value. How about we just bid out the rest as a lot?"


  Not a good idea. That might put us at risk, as we would be identifiable as the source of the whole. Also, many of these items have value well beyond the intrinsic.


  "But this stuff has been out of sight for ages. Nobody ought to even remember it."


  Put the material under my chair and elsewhere out of sight. Give Mr. Dotes his fee.


  "No need to get testy. I was just ribbing him."


  I am aware of that, as is Mr. Dotes. The cleanup is necessary, as we are about to receive guests who may ask embarrassing questions should those bags be lying about, dribbling coins and bracelets.


  "Huh?" I started slinging sacks. Morley helped, paying himself off as he went. He was not unreasonable about how much he hurt me. "What kind of guests, Chuckles?" Off the top of my head I couldn't think of anybody with nerve enough to push through the group on my stoop just so they could aggravate me by pounding on my door.


  But somebody started hammering away.


  Priests, the Dead Man sent.


  Help!
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  Not just priests. A whole gang of priests, some of them quite well armed. I looked them over as I let a few come inside, a courtesy they obtained only at the Dead Man's insistence. None of them looked like they were used to the streets. Maybe that explained the numbers and the weapons.


  "Who's minding the store, guys? Thieves are going to be carrying off everything but the roof tiles."


  A guy so old they must have carried him over squinted. He grunted. He dug inside his cassock till he located a pair of TenHagen cheaters thicker than window glass. He readied them with shaking, liver-spotted hands. Once he got them on, he pushed them way out to the end of his pointy nose, then leaned his head back so he could examine me through them. He grunted again. "You must be Garrett."


  His voice was a surprise. It was not an old man's voice. And it belonged to somebody used to telling others what to do. But I didn't recognize him. I had thought I knew the faces of the key people at Chattaree.


  "I fear you have me at a disadvantage, Father."


  The old man tilted his head farther. "They did say that you are lapsed. Perhaps even apostate."


  No argument there. They were right. But who were they? I had had a brush with the powers at Chattaree, but I'd thought that was forgotten. Maybe not. Maybe all those saints have nothing better to do than to keep track of me and to report me to the priests.


  "I am Melton Carnifan." Pause. Grown pregnant before, "Secretary to His Holiness."


  "Gotcha, Mel." Yep. A real heavyweight in his own mind. Bishop Melton Carnifan was a power-behind-the-throne kind of guy capable of putting a bug in his boss's ear. They were scared of him inside the Church. Only the Grand Inquisitor and his merry henchmen frightened them more.


  Any good religion has to have a really sound foundation of personal terror.


  As Brother Melton suggested, I wasn't inside anymore. And today way less than ever before.


  I said, "I suppose I should be honored. A whole platoon of you guys just to win me back? No?"


  Carnifan smiled. The old man did have a sense of humor, though it was in the same class as silk flowers. No doubt it showed best when he and the Inquisitors were showing heretics the incredible extent of their errors.


  "I am entirely indifferent to the welfare of your soul, Mr. Garrett. Your record suggests that the Church would get nothing but grief out of you even if you did reach out for salvation."


  No doubt. "I didn't figure you were here to refund my dear mother's tithes." I swallowed any further comment. These guys might not be the big deals they pretended to be or wished they were, but they could still make life miserable. Religion is always a good excuse for unpleasant behavior.


  "No, Mr. Garrett. Not at all. No. Actually, His Holiness had a dream. Or a vision, if you will, because he was awake at the time that it actually happened."


  "Don't tell me. Saint Strait showed up, slung an arm around the old boy's shoulders, told him he ought to get together with me for a game of backgammon."


  The old man's jaw dropped again. I had him going. He huffed and puffed for a couple of seconds. The two younger priests I had let in with him moved closer, maybe to catch him if he collapsed from apoplexy. Neither one actually dared to touch him.


  Bring them in here, Garrett.


  Good idea. "Come with me. We can get off our feet."


  They came. Ha.


  The Dead Man is impressive first time you see him, even if you know about him. Even if you think you're hot shit yourself. The old man paused a couple of steps inside the doorway, stared. Just to tweek him I said, "Yep. Every single thought. Especially everything you want to hide because you can't help thinking about it now."


  Garrett!


  I ignored the Dead Man, said, "Get to the point, Bishop. I've had a rough few days lately because of the gods. I'm not in a real hospitable mood."


  You have him, Garrett. He is quite rattled. He is very much the sort of creature your cynical side believes all priests to be. However, his disbelief in his own religion's dogma has been seriously rattled. It seems many of the Church's senior people shared the vision of Saint Strait.


  I won the intelligence award with my response. "Wha?"


  Although Bishop Carnifan was sent here, he came principally to satisfy himself that his own disbelief is justified.


  Ah! He has decided to be straightforward and forthcoming, having realized that it is impossible for humans to lie to the Loghyr.


  Bullhooley. You can lie to a Loghyr any time you want. You just have to know how. And have to be willing to practice on a daily basis.


  Bishop Carnifan hobbled to the chair I usually used, lowered himself gingerly. He folded his hands in his lap. He looked the absolute picture of the perfect holy man and he knew it. It was the sort of image cynical priests have cultivated for generations. He intoned, "Kamow. Bondurant. Would you step into the hallway for a moment, please?"


  "Sir?"


  "I want to consult Mr. Garrett privately."


  He is about to exercise his curiosity.


  I caught the edge of his message to Dean cautioning him that brothers Bondurant and Kamow would be leaving the room and ought not to be allowed to exercise their own curiosity about our domicile.


  The door closed behind the last young priest. I told Carnifan, "They're all real. Every last one of them, from the least sprite to the biggest thunderbasher, no matter how ridiculous we've imagined them. But they sure aren't what you priests have been telling the rest of us."


  The Bishop's jaw sagged again. He glared at the Dead Man. "Of course." He considered Morley, who leaned against a bookcase and said nothing, just looked like a stylish mannequin. I had, quite intentionally, not introduced him, nor had I explained his presence.


  The Dead Man nudged me.


  I said, "You want to know what happened last night, eh? You want to hedge some bets by getting the straight skinny from a guy who really has talked to gods? You want to know if there's an angle for you or the Church anywhere in this? I don't blame you. If I was a priest I'd be feeling real uncomfortable about now."


  The Dead Man decided to have fun with the situation, too. Suddenly I was reliving the the highs and lows of recent days as His Nibs sucked them out of me and pounded them right into the Bishop's brain.


  He didn't leave out one damned thing. He rooted through my head for every glimpse and nuance, exactly as I had suffered it all, and he put good buddy Bishop Melton Carnifan through it exactly as though he was living it all himself. This time around it lasted only half an hour—and didn't hurt near so bad because I knew I would get through it—but that old boy came out exactly familiar with what it was like to deal direct with TunFaire's swarms of gods.


  What a cruel thing to do, even to a man who had been an atheist on the inside.


  Morley stood with fingers pinching chin, puzzled, as Carnifan displayed a catalog of changes. The Dead Man had given him nothing.


  Give the Bishop time to get his bearings, Garrett.


  I did so.


  Carnifan recovered quickly. His eyes focused. He demanded, "That's really true?"


  "Would I make up something that absurd? That's exactly the way it happened."


  "I can't go back with that."


  "Make something up." He didn't get it. He just looked at me strangely. I asked, "Who's going to believe you?"


  Carnifan actually smiled. "Point taken. Nobody is going to want to."


  "What did you really want here?"


  "Not what you've given me. I didn't believe all that was anything but extremely weird weather. I thought we were just jumping on it to market our product. But now you've convinced me that the gods do exist. All of them, probably including a lot I've never heard of. But you've also convinced me that that is worse than having no gods at all."


  I agreed, privately. "But the belief in what they could be. . . . That's a comfort to a lot of people."


  "And just the opposite to me. This has been a cruel day, Mr. Garrett." His eyes glazed momentarily. He asked, "It's not over yet, is it? This shakeout. There are loose ends. There are traces of several conspiracies, some of which may not have run their course."


  I rubbed my forehead. I had enjoyed life much more back when my worst worry was how unhappy I had made some crime kingpin. The Bohdan Zhibak returned to mind. Ten thousand shadows had infested those hills. Every single one of those absurdities had to know my name now. I never liked catching the eyes of the lords on the Hill. How much more dangerous would catching the interest of the gods be?


  And I had, for certain. Else this sleazeball bishop would not have come visiting. Saint Strait, eh? Spokesman for the Board. Probably as straight as his servant Brother Carnifan. I wondered if every church and temple in the Dream Quarter was bulging with priests experiencing bizarre visions featuring me in some role.


  Worse, were they all going to turn up here to hear words of wisdom, like I was some kind of prophet?


  "Damn! What an opportunity," I mused aloud. "I could. . . ."


  Morley and Bishop Carnifan eyed me curiously. The Dead Man sent a mental chuckle. A pity you do not have an appropriate mind-set. It might be amusing to play the prophet game—particularly if we could arrange continued contacts with these deities.


  I said, "Weider's difficulties are starting to look attractive." I turned to the bishop. "Brother. Father. Bishop. Whatever. I don't want to be rude, but I've had a real rough couple of days and you're not helping anything."


  The Dead Man continued to speculate. Perhaps Mr. Playmate could join us as front man. He has wanted to assume the religious mantle for some time. My partner was as cynical as I about some things. It seemed that even concrete proof of the existence of gods didn't soften his religious skepticism.


  I told Carnifan, "Unless there is something specific I can still do, I really wish you would go away." I softened that with a conspiratorial smile. "And please spread the word in the Dream Quarter. I can't do anything for anybody else, either. Far as I'm concerned, my part in this insanity is over."


  Nog is inescapable.


  I jumped a yard. But the Dead Man couldn't keep a mental straight face.
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  Carnifan departed. His gang looked like a small, dark army slithering up Macunado Street. Using the peephole, I watched the redhead watch them go.


  "Hey, Old Bones. What was that really all about?"


  The Bishop—and, presumably, many other shakers in the Dream Quarter—erroneously assumed a greater and more favored role, for you than was the case. If you examine their position and way of thinking, it should be no surprise that many priests will set new records for conclusion jumping.


  "What?"


  You have been driven into an untenable position. You are dealing with men who, in most institutions, have taken their gods entirely on faith for dozens of generations. Now they are learning that one man's genuine contacts have proven the whole process trivial. The gods, of all stripes, turned out to be small-minded, petty creatures with no more vision or aspiration than most mortals.


  "I never did worry much about being popular."


  Life could get difficult.


  "Hey, I'm a famous cynic. Remember? I can talk, but I can't produce concrete proof. Even if I got some great god like Hano to step up and confess, most true believers wouldn't buy it. You ask me, the great wonder that makes religion work is the fact that otherwise rational beings actually accept the irrational and implausible dogmas underlying them."


  Believers are not a problem. However, those who live off the believers could be—particularly if their continued existence and prosperity depend upon the good will of their believers.


  Morley asked, "What's going on, Garrett?"


  We ignored him.


  I entered one of my more intellectual remarks. "Huh?"


  The man in the street will be no problem. He has other troubles. Economics and riots are more threatening today. Priests, feeling their livelihoods imperiled, might represent short-term threats, till they understand that we are indifferent. . . .


  "Speak for yourself, Chuckles." I'd as soon put them all out of business. The sanctimonious emotional gangsters. I reminded, "Adeth is back across the street."


  Indeed. And the one great tool we need has not yet been invented.


  "Huh?" That was fast becoming my favorite word.


  A godtrap!


  "Ha ha. What did Cat have hidden inside?"


  He avoided a direct answer. That child can be very opaque.


  Morley headed for the door. "I'm not big on being talked around and over. Obviously, I'm not needed here anymore."


  Not entirely true, Mr. Dotes. Exercise patience, if you will, while Garrett and I discuss threats more immediate than any you yourself can help us avert.


  That was sufficiently obscure. Morley donned an air of put-upon patience.


  I told him, "You want to break away from The Palms and meet me someplace in keeping with my station, I'll tell you about the whole mess. After we figure out how to keep from getting gobbled up by the loose ends."


  Dotes eyed me briefly, some secret smile stirring the corners of his mouth. "It's always the loose ends that get you, Garrett. You particularly because you refuse to take the pragmatic step when you can. You love this grand pretense of cynicism, but whenever you face what you consider a moral choice you inevitably opt for belief in the essential goodness of humanity—however often humanity grinds your nose in the fact that it is garbage on the hoof."


  "We all need a moral polestar, Morley. That's how we convince ourselves that we're the good guys. Garbage on the hoof is garbage because somewhere somebody told it it's garbage on the hoof."


  "Which, of course, absolves those guys of all responsibility for their own behavior. They don't have to stop and decide before they do something."


  Wait a minute. How come the professional bad guy was dishing up the law-and-order arguments? "What's this devil's advocate stuff?"


  "Because you try to complicate everything with peripheral issues."


  "I can't help that. It's my mother's fault. She could bitch for an hour about anybody, but she found the good in everybody, too. No matter how bad somebody screwed up, she could find an excuse for them."


  This discussion, in one form or another, has been going on for years. Neither of you has done more than entertain the other with it. I suggest we not waste time on it. Mr. Dotes. Unless you would like to assist Mr. Tharpe and Miss Winger. . . .


  I lost him there, except for an echo that included Glory Mooncalled's name. I wished he would forget Glory Mooncalled, the Cantard war, and all his other hobbies. I wished he would stick to business, just for a while. Maybe a couple of weeks. Maybe till we got everything squared away and he could snooze to his heart's desire while I loafed and experimented with new strains of beer. Till Dean could spend his days just being inventive in the kitchen, with no need to distress himself answering the door.


  Idly, I wondered how expensive it would be to have a spell cast so people couldn't find any particular address when they came looking.


  Nog is inescapable, the Dead Man reminded me.


  "I know. I know. Morley, take your ill-gotten gains and scoot. Go con the rich johns so they'll pay big money to suck down carrot juice cocktails while gobbling turnip steaks."


  Dotes took that opportunity to explain to me, at some length, how my health and disposition would improve dramatically if I would just let him set up a dietary plan customized to my peculiar lifestyle.


  "But I like being just plain old crabby Garrett who gorges on bloody steaks and leaves the rabbit food for rabbits so they get nice and plump before we roast them."


  " ‘Crabby' is the key word here, Garrett. You take most of your vegetable input in liquid form. I'm sorry, beer just doesn't contain enough essential fiber, which you have to have to. . . ."


  "Yeah. I know you get plenty of fiber because you're full of it up to your ears."


  He offered a mock two-finger salute and a thin smile. "Like I said. Crabby." He asked the Dead Man, "Did you have something for me? Or not?"


  Old Chuckles did, in fact, have a lot to talk over with Morley, but it had no bearing on the problem at hand. I would not have stayed around at all if it hadn't had to do with my future, too.
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  Morley was gone. After five thoughtful minutes I asked, "You really think the troubles might get that bad?"


  They are barely into their infancy now and people are dying every day. Glory Mooncalled appears to be contributing by neglect, if not by plan.


  "You're determined to have him here in town, aren't you?"


  There is no doubt whatsoever that he is either in the city or somewhere close by. You came close to him last week.


  "Why?"


  He could see my thoughts. He understood the question.


  Glory Mooncalled has betrayed no lack of confidence in his own abilities. About that all respondents always agree. Nor do they disagree that he has only disdain and contempt for the various persons who manage the Karentine state. He knows only those he encountered in the Cantard. And in the Cantard he did learn to respect the overwhelming force that lords and wizards could bring to bear—by direct experience. He believes it will be an entirely different game in TunFaire.


  "I got a feeling maybe friend Mooncalled is gonna run into a couple of surprises here." Here at home not all our functionaries are people who inherited their jobs, nor are all of them so enchanted with their own importance that they do nothing but polish their images.


  Exactly. The Dead Man was still tapped into my mind. And there is every possibility that someone like Relway may be the real best hope for averting complete chaos.


  "You think Glory Mooncalled might want to precipitate such a state?"


  Perhaps. As I observed, he suffers from no lack of confidence. And he is aware that he has been something of a folk hero here, in the past. He might believe that ordinary Karentines will proclaim him their savior if things turn bad enough.


  Which is really what happened in the Cantard during the war. The native tribes, tired of generations of being caught between two vicious, corrupt, inept empires, had fallen in behind Glory Mooncalled.


  Hell, Glory had been a hero of mine because he had bucked the ruling classes and had shown no tolerance for corruption or incompetence. Without Mooncalled there would have been no victory in the Cantard. No one, from the King to the least trooper, would deny that—though different interpretations can be placed upon the exact nature of his role in the triumph. He has no friends on high. And guess who pays the salaries of the guys who are going to write the histories of the great war?


  "I wouldn't like to think that he would be that coldbloodedly, blatantly manipulative."


  He has little more love for the Karentine aristocracy than he did for the Venageti.


  Coldly and systematically, practically from the moment he had come over to our side, Glory Mooncalled had embarrassed, humiliated, and eliminated a parade of Venageti generals, wizards, and lords who had abused his dignity.


  "Could it be that this man who never guesses wrong has, just marginally, misinterpreted the Karentine character?"


  He has, without a doubt. Karentines are inordinately fond of their Royals and aristocrats—although you murder them with alarming frequency.


  Actually, they murder one another. We have some outrageously bizarre revolutionaries on the streets these days, but I have never heard even the most deranged suggest that we dispense with the monarchy.


  I have heard the suggestion, though. Only from non-humans. And guess who is the one big lump really sticking in the craw of the mob already?


  Miss Winger and Mr. Tharpe are due here soon, should you be interested in an update on Glory Mooncalled's latest efforts.


  "Tell you the truth, I'm a whole lot more interested in the activities of certain gods and goddesses who may save us the trouble of having to survive your coming troubles."


  Reluctantly, the Dead Man admitted that that might be a more immediate concern.


  "Can you read Adeth at all?"


  Only her presence and general location.


  "If I get her in here, can you do anything with her?"


  He didn't answer for a while. I was about to nudge him when he offered, What good is nerve if you do not employ it?
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  I peeked through the peephole. Adeth continued her vigil. My estimation of the gods continued its decline. This one did not seem omniscient enough to know when she was being observed by a mortal.


  Maybe she didn't believe that that could be done. Conviction leaves us all with huge blind spots.


  "What are you doing?"


  I jumped. "Don't sneak up like that."


  Dean glowered. Somehow, he was a lot less diffident than he had been before he had discovered that he could get a niece married without me—either as victim or as co-conspirator. And he was just a tad too confident of his employment here.


  "I've been thinking, Dean. It might just be worth doing my own cooking to be able to get into my house whenever I want."


  "Excuse me?"


  "I've been thinking. And one worry that came up was, what do I do if the Dead Man decides to take a nap right before you have one of your paranoid seizures and go berserk with all your locks and chains? Here I come, dead on my feet, looking forward to ten hours in the sack. But he's snoring, you're off to bed, and there's enough iron holding the door to drag a groll to the bottom of the river. Wahoo! I get to spend the rest of the night on the stoop because I can't get into my own house. Seems to me it would be worth doing my own cooking to avoid that inconvenience."


  I peeked again, while Dean struggled to invent a new line of excuses. The redhead hadn't moved. I didn't see the Goddamn Parrot. I crossed my fingers. Two good omens. Maybe my luck was turning.


  Slip out the back. See if she can be approached unexpectedly. I will keep watch and inform you of any changes while you maneuver.


  "Right." I peeked once more, while Dean still sputtered. The Dead Man had allowed him to listen in because his help would be critical if I were to depart via the back. We undertake that means of egress in extreme circumstances only, it ordinarily being our intent to have the bad boys think there is just one way to get in or out. "Oh my. Here comes your company, Old Bones."


  Saucerhead and Winger were coming up the street. Some strange half-breed, all white bony knees and elbows, skipped along between them. He grinned like somebody had promised him a hundred marks. He wore tan leather shorts and a vile green shirt. I'd never seen the look before.


  I wondered what had become of their earlier accomplice, Morley's man Agonistes.


  There is no end to the demands of the living once you allow them the slightest opening. Like them coming here wasn't his idea. Dean, please get Garrett out of here. Garrett, sneak up on her, see if she can be surprised, then bring her to me.


  "Suppose she don't want to come?"


  Then you will have to resort to your usual charm. Let confidence and a boyish smile be your tools just this one more time.


  Well, I did come up with the idea originally, but. . . . He was possessed of the misapprehension that anytime I want I can grin and hoist an eyebrow and great ladies and maybe even goddesses will melt. At least he pretends to believe it, maybe because he thinks that forces me to live up to his expectations.


  I could sense him chuckling to himself as he nudged Dean to rush me off so he could be at the front door when Saucerhead and his companions arrived. But there is no hurrying when it comes to getting out the back. If it was easy, folks from the street would come in to do their shopping. Winger and Saucerhead would be thoroughly peeved before Dean got to them. And Winger isn't big on coddling people's feelings. I hit the alley smiling, even greeted a couple of self-employed ratmen with pleasant greetings. They responded suspiciously, not because they knew me but because of the current social climate.


  I jogged down to Wizard's Reach, cut across to Macunado, looked uphill toward the house. I couldn't see the redhead. I crossed Macunado and found myself a slice of shade miraculously free of tenants. It was early still, but it was warm. It promised to be a blistering day.


  Chatter on the street was all about the night's bizarre weather, the devastation, the strange things seen prowling and brawling. There was still plenty of snow in areas where the scrap had turned bitterest. There were witnesses who thought we faced the end of the world. Others were sure TunFaire was about to be punished for its wickedness. And, of course, a variety of entrepreneurs were taking advantage of the windfall.


  Just goes to prove no wind is an ill wind for everyone.


  I had my breath back. I rose on tiptoe, tried to spot Adeth. I had no luck, but that might have been just because the crowd was so thick.


  The Goddamn Parrot dropped in out of nowhere, smacked down on my shoulder, staggered me. Several people nearby jumped. He startled them even more when he squawked, "Why are you just standing here?"


  "I don't see her."


  "She has not moved an inch. Get on with it. I need to free up another mind to deal with Miss Winger."


  A long, lean, ratty character with the look of the born hustler eyed the bird. "How much ya want for dat crow?"


  "Ha! Walk with me, my man. Let us negotiate." As I stared I glimpsed a wild spray of red hair tossing in the breeze. "Start by making me an offer." Try any number greater than zero. I'll lie to Morley. Poor Mr. Big. A hero! He flew into a burning building to waken sleeping babies.


  I guess I was too eager. The mark grew suspicious. "I get it. You're one a dem ventrical twisters and dat's yer con. Sellin' talkin' birds."


  "He has your number, Garrett. Whawk!" There is nothing quite like the sound of a parrot snickering.


  "I'd drink a beer to show him it's really you who does all the talking for both of us, but then you wouldn't say a word just to spite me."


  I caught another glimpse of red hair. She was exactly where I had seen her last, but obscured by windrows of taller people.


  My new friend told me, "Be worth somethin' ta me ta learn dat trick. How you get it ta move its beak like dat?"


  "You take a strand of spider silk and tie it around his little bird balls. You run it down your sleeve. You tie it to your pinky, which you wiggle whenever you want him to move his mouth."


  "Hey! Slick." Then he realized that he was being put on. He suggested I engage in an act of self-admiration physically impossible for most of my species and then flung himself into the crowd. He was so irritated he lost his concentration and moments later became involved in a scuffle when he tugged a purse a tad too hard and numerous dwarves began to admonish him with cudgels.


  "Please move faster, Garrett. That could be the seed of another riot."


  He was right. Already some humans were wanting to know why dwarves were abusing their brother. If they were the sort who believed dwarves deserved to be robbed just for being dwarves, the fur would fly.
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  I scrambled up a stoop on the south side of Macunado, opposite my own, trying for a better look at Adeth. At that moment a very large fellow, who had some nonhuman in him from several generations back, broke up the developing melee. He asked what happened to start it. People shut up when he said he wanted to hear the dwarves' story first. Something about him suggested secret police. Nobody argued with Relway's men. By the time I'd gotten a look at Adeth and plotted my course, the big guy had allowed the dwarves to go back to pummeling the cutpurse. Everyone else just stood around watching justice take its course.


  As I descended the steps a wiseass neighbor asked, "What you supposed to be now, Garrett? Some kind a pirate?"


  "Argh! Shiver me timbers. Keelhaul the blighter."


  I slipped into the press before further distraction could develop.


  Being taller than most people and now closer, I found it easier to keep Adeth's position fixed. Of course, she didn't move. And there seemed to be an island of stillness around her. Nobody saw her, but nobody tried to walk through her. Everybody gave her a foot and a half of clearance.


  I stayed as far to the side of the street as I could. Stoops and stairwells down to low-level apartments got in my way. Beggars and homeless people had mats and blankets spread in odd shady corners, as did small businessmen who dealt in trinkets of dubious provenance. How much worse would it be on the commercial streets? Macunado is just a meandering trafficway passing through an area that is mostly residential.


  Something stirred in a shadow beside me, suddenly. Something stung my left cheek. A woman in front of me, headed my way, flung a hand to her mouth and shrieked. I touched my cheek.


  It was bloody.


  Magodor occupied the shadow. She smiled as she tasted a razor-sharp fingernail. "Tokens of love," I muttered. I shook out a grubby handkerchief. I might end up with a scar. I could claim it was a saber wound. I could make up a story about a duel in defense of a virgin princess's honor. . . . Nobody would believe that. All the women I know are neither.


  The Goddamn Parrot squawked, "I'm blind. Talk to me."


  "Magodor just ambushed me," I said. "You read me?"


  "Only the bird." The Goddamn Parrot took off, putting distance between himself and risk before Magodor understood that he was more than decoration. Seconds later Winger and Saucerhead burst out my front door, descended the steps part way, paused in a stance that meant they were harking back to the Dead Man. Dean stepped out behind them, holding the door open.


  The cavalry was on the scene, but there wasn't much it could do.


  Magodor laughed, though not cruelly. She was amused.


  I slowed but kept moving. Only steps away now. Adeth looked like she was in a trance. Or on weed. Which reminded me. We still had a banger-loving cherub in the Dead Man's room, solid as an ugly hunk of rock, visible to anyone who looked.


  I felt a vague brush. His Nibs was trying to reach me. His touch was being turned away.


  Maggie laughed again.


  I took Adeth's hand. She did not respond. I slipped an arm around her waist. Had I been snookered again?


  People passing tried not to stare at the goofball dancing with air.


  "Is that some kind of mime, Momma?"


  Adeth started. "Easy," I pleaded, before she did anything I would regret. "I just want you to come over to the house for a minute."


  People gaped.


  "Momma, mimes aren't 'sposed to talk."


  Could you make a goddess visible by tossing paint on her? I wondered.


  Adeth didn't speak. She flickered, though. People jerked their heads, having caught something from the corners of their eyes. A ripple spread, the old TunFairen sixth sense for the strange or dangerous. Open space expanded around me.


  Maggie laughed yet again, softly, behind me. She was having fun. I told her, "Come on, darling. You're invited, too."


  "Momma, who is the mime man talking to?"


  Momma didn't want to know. Momma just wanted to get on down the street. Not that that was likely to position her more securely in regard to TunFaire's weirdnesses. Things were strange everywhere, and bound to get stranger.


  "Wonderful. I've wanted to see your place," Maggie said, accepting my invitation. That both astonished and frightened me. What the hell? What was I in for now?


  She came up and slipped under my free arm. She flickered, too. I got the impression some people caught glimpses from straight on. The open area expanded rapidly.


  And, of course, Mrs. Cardonlos was out on her stoop to observe everything.


  Winger and Saucerhead sort of oozed down to street level and out of the way. I think Dean really wanted to slam and bolt the door. As he was about to surrender to temptation, a pair of owls swooped down and changed over right there, without bothering not to be seen. He went catatonic in mid-motion.


  Magodor went angry.


  Saucerhead and Winger went away, as fast as their heels and toes would shuffle. I have no idea what became of their funny-looking friend.
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  "Maggie. Maggie! Darling! Nobody, not even the loveliest goddess, ever learned anything with her mouth open."


  "You are insolent beyond all tolerance, Garrett."


  "Yeah. Show me where I've got a lot to lose. I'm not on anybody's side. Never have been. But I can't make any of you gods accept that. I don't care any more about your survival than you do about mine. Since everything I do offends somebody, why should I worry about it? Come on and join the Garrett zoo."


  Dean forced the door open wider as we mounted the steps, but he did not look at us. His whole attention was on the shadows in the hallway. I told him, "You want to drool, you ought to see Star."


  Magodor spat, "She's a moron."


  "It isn't her mind that precipitates salivation."


  "I am aware of how males see these things."


  On my other hand, Adeth seemed to regain the lost spark of life. Suddenly Dean could see her.


  He did not lose interest in the owl girls, but he was distracted. A redhead will do that to the most stouthearted of men.


  I said, "Sometimes daydreams come true." He would recognize Adeth as a close approximation of my perfect fantasy woman. "And some nightmares do, too." Because Magodor suddenly chose to materialize in one of her more unpleasant forms.


  Dean said, "I'll make tea," and headed for the kitchen.


  I returned to the door long enough to get the Goddamn Parrot inside. He was perched on the railing out there, reciting poetry. I have trouble enough with the neighbors.


  Magodor eyed Adeth warily but behaved herself. I guided them into the Dead Man's room, though I had no idea what good this would do.


  Cat was there already, a recovered Fourteen in her lap, shaking. Magodor seemed surprised. "Who is she?" The cherub she recognized, at least by tribe.


  The Dead Man touched me weakly. Bring the Shayir girls, Garrett. Ladies, if you please, a little less intense.


  Like the Loghyr said, what good is nerve if you don't use it?


  I went to the small front room. The owl girls cowered in a corner, too frightened to try a getaway. Maggie must be a real smouldering bitch.


  Guess you don't pick up a nickname like The Destroyer because you fudge at marbles.


  "Come with me, girls. Calmly. No need to be scared. We're just going to talk."


  One—Dimna, I think—tried to run. I caught her, held on, patted her back. She settled right down. I opened an arm, and the other came for a hug. They really were simple.


  The followers of the Shayir pantheon must have been pretty simple themselves.


  Hell, I think No-Neck said they were lowest common denominator back when we were field-testing the Weider product. Or was that the Dead Man? Did it matter?


  "It'll be all right," I promised the girls. I didn't mind seeing Imar and Lang plop back into the Black Lake of Whatsis, but to condemn similarly these two would be too cruel. The world could use more happy gods and goddesses.


  I yelled, "Dean! Bring beer for me."


  Dean came from the kitchen as I held the Dead Man's door for the girls. He had a big pot of tea, several mugs, and all the side stuff. The water must have been on. My beer was there. With backup. He told me, "I thought you might need fortification." He could not keep his eyes off the girls. His tray started to shake.


  "That's an understatement."


  Dean started to ask something but then saw Magodor trying to intimidate everyone with one of her nastier looks.


  "Maggie, knock it off!" I snapped before I thought. "No wonder you guys worked your way down to the strong end of the Street. You had a stupid boss, yeah, but I haven't seen much to recommend the rest of you, either. Cat! Stop shaking. That cup belonged to my mother. It's about the last thing of hers I have left."


  The Dead Man managed to slide in, What are you doing?
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  I was trying to break everybody's mental stride. If they were off balance they might think instead of just reacting.


  It worked. Sort of.


  Everybody stopped to gawk at me.


  I said, "We came close to disaster last night. Because of stupidity and thoughtlessness. Imar and Lang nearly cost us the wall between this world and the darkness. The goddesses who set them up didn't show any forethought, either. It shouldn't have taken any genius to anticipate their behavior. Magodor, you never seemed stupid. When you maneuvered the ladies so they would manipulate the males. . . ."


  Garrett.


  I was on a roll. I didn't want to hear from anybody yet.


  "No," Magodor snapped.


  Garrett, I fear it may be less simple than you think, complex as that is.


  "Huh?"


  Cat, Fourteen, and the owl girls contributed silence. I expected nothing more. Adeth, though, was turning out to be an unexpected zero.


  The Adeth creature is no goddess, Garrett. I can read nothing there. And this is for the very good reason that there is nothing there.


  "What?" It was me off balance now.


  This Adeth is a construct. A golem or dibbuk, if you will, here specifically to catch your eye. We should get it out of the house. Its ultimate purpose may be more sinister.


  I slipped my arm around the redhead's waist. I tried to lead her away.


  Nope. Nothing doing. All of a sudden that little bit had the inertia of a pyramid.


  "Cat. You know something about Adeth. You'd better let us know." I watched Magodor. Near as I could tell, she was unaware of what the Dead Man had sent me.


  She cannot read me at all. I cannot get through to her. Presumably the dibbuk is blocking me.


  Cat did not respond immediately.


  I relayed the Dead Man's observations. The owl girls developed cases of the sniffles. Magodor considered Adeth. "Interesting. You were trying to get rid of her?"


  "Yeah."


  Magodor seemed to vibrate. A baby thunderclap announced Adeth's departure. "She is in the street again."


  "Do you know anything about Adeth?"


  "She was someone Imara knew. I never heard of her before Imara organized the plot to rid us of Imar and Lang and the others. She had no trouble making herself visible to mortals and could change her appearance quickly. Her only direct part was supposed to be to bring you to us, making Abyss, Daiged, and those think she might be one of the Shayir."


  Cat said, "Mother got the whole plot idea from Adeth."


  Did that make Maggie sit up? You betcha. Me, too.


  "How long ago?" I asked. "Cat, I don't think you were any accident. You were created deliberately so your mother could assume. . . ."


  "Stop."


  "I'm sorry. But. . . ."


  "Just stop."


  "Plausible," Magodor observed. "Very plausible. Assuming she feared someone very powerful, a mortal identity would be a good place to hide."


  "Please stop."


  Adeth.


  "Who or what is Adeth? It's very important."


  "She was my mother's friend. I don't know. Maybe even her lover. She had a lot. When Imar wasn't looking. Adeth was just always around, ever since I was little. She never even noticed me."


  Magodor snapped, "Where is your mother now? Where is the real Adeth?"


  "I don't know. I've been here."


  I heard Dean scoot along the hallway. The front door opened, then slammed. "What the hell?"


  The bird. I had him put out.


  "Good. Find him a cat to play with." I asked Magodor, "What do you know about Adeth?"


  "Nothing. The name was new to me when Imara said we would use her to manage you. Her plot had many friends."


  "How many of you are there? You really don't know everyone in your racket?"


  "No, I don't. No one has any idea how many thousands or what kinds of us came across in the great migration. There's never been any reason to know. Do you know everyone in this great sump of a city?"


  No. Of course not. I don't even know everybody on my block. People come and go. But that was different. Wasn't it? I wasn't in the Three-O racket. Nobody expected omniscience, omnipotence, or omnipresence from me.


  Petty pewter, No-Neck. Petty pewter. All of them.


  The more I had contact with them, the smaller the gods seemed. Maybe the poet was right about familiarity breeding contempt.


  Garrett. The dibbuk has decided to return. Or has been instructed to do so.


  Whichever, a tremendous crash came from the front of the house. A moment later Dean and the Goddamn Parrot both started exercising their voices in protest.


  I told Magodor, "It came back."
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  Magodor tossed the goddess-golem back into the street. "I'm not strong enough to push it any farther." She was surprised.


  The dibbuk headed for the house again.


  People were aware that something weird was happening. The street was clearing fast.


  I whimpered about the damage to my door until I saw smug Mrs. Cardonlos staring, grinning because she'd just found fresh ammunition to use in her campaign to condemn me.


  "What do you think, Old Bones?"


  Wholly on an intuitional level, I suspect we would find no Adeth—not this Adeth—on any roll of gods.


  Intuition, for him, is filling gaps in already chancy information webs by applying his several minds. He is very good at filling gaps with plausible and possible gossamers. But he won't betray his thinking until he has everything nailed down, beyond dispute. He hates being wrong way more than he hates being dead.


  "You're that sure? That you'll tell me now?"


  No. There is a matter of probabilities and risks and their comparative magnitude. If I am correct, time wasted filling the remaining gaps is time we can ill afford to waste. Particularly now that the villains must face the possibility that I suspect the truth.


  Only the Dead Man would think enough of himself to fancy himself a threat to the gods.


  "Better come out with it, then."


  Relay this. I cannot reach the others all at once.


  "Listen up, folks. His Nibs has a big story coming out."


  The Adeth dibbuk was created specifically as an instrument by which you could be manipulated, Garrett. You were chosen because you were certain to become a focus for conflict. You were intended and expected to become a continuous provocation.


  "Little old me? Broke their hearts, didn't I?"


  Enough, Garrett. Listen. You can do your tongue exercises later.


  The reprimand seemed to get through to everyone else.


  Behind the contest for the last place on the Street of the Gods, behind the feminist schemes of Imara and her allies in several pantheons, beyond even Magodor's secret ambition to anoint herself the senior power of a grim new all-female religion, there has been a manipulator whose sole mission has been to provoke clashes like those at the Haunted Circle.


  Wait! he snapped as Magodor started to snarl something in reply.


  The ultimate cause behind the conflict is not that animating Imara and her sisters. Garrett. You told me that numerous gods not of Godoroth or Shayir provenance joined the fighting. But there is no reason they should have favored one cause above another. Revenge amidst confusion, of course, makes sense. But they would have needed to be primed and ready for sudden opportunity. Having followed the road this far, the questions I come up against are Who? and Why? And the why comes easier than the who.


  "I'll bite," I told him. Magodor and the owl girls, even Cat and Fourteen, were intrigued, too.


  Your dream, in which Magodor showed you the home of the gods, indicates that at some level it is possible to communicate between this world and that. I am going to strut out onto a limb now. I am going to postulate that the Great Old Ones over there have seduced someone here into opening the way. He or she has failed a few times. Another effort will be imminent. Even the dullest conspirator would have to be concerned that enough random evidence is loose to suggest the truth to anyone interested enough to put the pieces together.


  Add the fact that I am known to be involved, and desperate measures are sure to follow.


  The Dead Man lacks nothing in his confidence in his own significance.


  I thought maybe he was reaching a little, but I couldn't think of any reason to reject his big picture. It did not contradict any known facts, nor did I notice any left over. That wasn't the case with any of my theories.


  "Maggie?"


  "Garrett, I weary of your familiarities. But I will restrain my ire. There may be substance to what you say. It illuminates many strangenesses of recent times." She became introspective. Her appearance deteriorated. She developed a bad case of too many arms and fangs. Body odor began to be a problem, too.


  I started to say something. She raised a hand. "Wait." She thought some more. "I cannot guess who is at the center. But I am sure that someone knows or soon will know whatever the Adeth thing learned here. There will be an effort to silence us."


  Oh boy. What a promotion. I always wanted to be the dot at the center of a really big target. "Ah. . . ."


  "Word must be spread, even if it isn't believed. Fast. Everywhere, like a tree spreading a million seeds. So that one takes root somewhere. You. You. You." She seized the owl girls and Fourteen. She glared into their eyes. They shuddered, whimpered, disappeared. For an instant I feared Magodor herself might be the mole of darkness.


  "I scattered them, Garrett. Sent them to deities I know well, armed with tokens guaranteeing that I sent the message. I asked for help, too. I will stay here. Adeth will come here."


  "I applaud your confidence."


  "I am Magodor the Destroyer. I deal in violent confrontation."


  "I know, but. . . ."


  "Reinforcements will be welcome."


  "Witnesses, too."


  I looked at the Dead Man. He sent, I am trying to fathom the identity of the traitor. There is insufficient evidence.


  I relayed that to Magodor, said, "There isn't any evidence. But at this point I don't think it much matters. We just don't turn our backs on anybody who might be a holy shapeshifter."


  In a tiny voice Cat suggested, "It must be my mother."


  I hadn't seen a lot of Imara, but I felt comfortable saying, "No. She isn't smart enough."


  The Dead Man offered his own opinion. Not impossible, Garrett. If the genuine Imara has been displaced. You said it yourself. Adeth is a shapechanger.


  I saw something then. "The plan wouldn't have been for Imara to replace Cat. It would've been for Adeth to. Cat has a real history, even if it's been secret. And a mortal is easier to do away with and dispose of. Cat's demigoddess nature would cover a lot of questions about her replacement being odd. And the whole imposture would only have to last till the breakthrough came."


  My guesses meant it had to be an old, old plot, reaching back for decades, always pointed toward the moment when pantheons like the Godoroth and Shayir could be brought into conflict. But the gods have time to unwind protracted schemes.


  Cat was in a bad spot emotionally. I was willing to bet that she'd entertained similar suspicions for quite a while. Like everyone dealt a cruel hand, she had trouble facing the truth squarely.


  The tears started. I held her. She shook violently with the hurt, with the grief.
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  We do not know that Imara was lost.


  "Doesn't matter, though. If we've guessed right."


  No.


  "You feel Magodor?" Old sweet and deadly had vanished while I was getting Cat settled.


  She is all around us. I have a better sense of her inner being now that she is not incarnate.


  "For some reason that don't sound good."


  He avoided the implicit question about the nature of the soul of a goddess. Such a goddess! She is troubled. There has been no response to her messages. She fears they were intercepted.


  It could not have been more than ten minutes, but, "Shit!" I don't swear a lot, but I don't make last stands against hordes of male-bashing goddesses very often, either. And that is what I expected. All Imara's pals would turn up to put the last seal on their triumph. "It was nice knowing you, Old Bones. Once in a while. We'd better get Dean out of here." I didn't see any reason for them to be after him. He didn't know anything.


  Make haste.


  I went into the kitchen. Dean was boiling water for more tea. But it was just boiling. He was terrified, trying to cope by working to rote. "Go to one of your nieces' places, Dean. Now. Don't stop to pack. Don't stop to do anything. Just put the pot down and get out."


  He looked at me, jaw frozen. He must have overheard and guessed enough.


  Too bad. He'd been a religious man.


  "Now, Dean. There's no time for anything else." I gripped his shoulder, shook him gently. His eyes un-glazed. He moved, but without much speed. "Hurry!"


  There were people in the street when I let him out, but only the most daring souls. There was a crackling sense of expectancy out there. I saw no sign of the Adeth golem.


  Mrs. Cardonlos seemed positively orgiastic, so eager was she for the gathering shitfall to head my way. Someday I need to take time out to figure why she has so much bile for me.


  I waved, tossed her a kiss.


  That will help.


  "Nothing will help. Might as well have fun with her." Considering what could be headed our way, Mrs. Cardonlos' displeasure wasn't particularly worrisome.


  The light began to take on a strange quality. It went to a dark butter tone and on to butterscotch.


  "What's happening, Old Bones?"


  Magodor is forming herself into a protective dome.


  Sweet, sweet Maggie. I never had a bad thought about you, darling.


  She was just in time. As Mrs. Cardonlos began to glower nervously at whatever she saw from her vantage, and as the handful of folks in the street hastened to correct their error, a lightning bolt struck from the cloudless sky. It ricocheted, crisped down the street scant yards from my irksome neighbor, spent itself on the lightning rod of a small apartment building.


  Its sparkle had not yet died when a humping lump of darkness appeared, coming down Macunado. Nog is inescapable. Just in case I had forgotten.


  "Gods damn."


  Easy.


  "He's not alone." All the Shayir females except Black Mona accompanied him, as did that flutter of black leaves. Quilraq had not been lost at Bohdan Zhibak. I chuckled. Today Mrs. Cardonlos could see them, too.


  Lila and Dimna got through.


  I glanced down Macunado's slight grade. Dean was still visible, but he was wasting no time. I wished he would turn into a side street and get out of sight.


  He staggered as something flashed past. An instant later, Jorken materialized in the middle of Macunado. He trailed a mist that gathered itself to become Star. She certainly bugged Mrs. Cardonlos' eyes.


  The Godoroth and Shayir ignored one another. The air crackled as Magodor communicated with everyone. My head began to hurt.


  "Old Bones, how come Star and the Shayir girls are here? Weren't they part of Imara's plot?"


  Another lightning bolt ricocheted and racketed around.


  In Star's case, Imara probably was not willing to trust so shallow a mind. With regard to the Shayir, the question deserves close scrutiny. Obviously, Lang was slated for disposal. Black Mona remained loyal and shared his fate. Therefore one or more of. . . .


  Whatever he sent I repeated aloud. As I said "Therefore . . ." small hell broke loose. Paving geysered amidst the Shayir. A frosty brick fell at my feet. One female surrendered immediately. I got the feeling, on that level where pain was gnawing its way into my head, that she accepted Magodor's accusations and wanted to change sides. She was a spring-type goddess, into renewal and that sort of thing.


  Another, darker sort ran for it. Nog whooped, Nog is inescapable and took off after her. I sensed an old animosity.


  Minutes of quiet followed. There was nobody in the street but gods. Each time I glanced in a new direction, I saw that more had appeared. I didn't recognize many, but I was pleased. Somewhere, somehow, Lila, Dimna, Fourteen, and now Jorken were getting the message out. The owl girls must really have been concentrating.


  A fusilade of lightning ripped the neighborhood. Not one bolt did any damage.


  "Maggie, Maggie, I love you," I said. " Just keep going this way. Passive and controlled."


  Apparently she did understand that this was no time to let herself be provoked into drawing energy from the other side. And I could sense that she was trying to get that message across to the gathering crowd.


  Gargoyles settled onto neighboring rooftops. Things with no name floated on the wind. Shapes almost human gathered in the street. Shapes not human moved among them, some bigger than mammoths.


  Mrs. Cardonlos saw them all. Nothing was going to intimidate her into going inside.


  A massive bombardment began. The temperature dropped swiftly. The wind rose. Clouds formed. Rain fell. Soon it became sleet.


  And then it stopped, sharp and sudden as a knife slash.


  The sun came out. Shadows scampered across the city.


  Word had reached the big guys in the high end of the Dream Quarter. The air throbbed with their irritation. Their hands moved. Messages went out like puffy cloudlets, spinning off truths to Adeth's dupes. Wherever they fell, something happened. Each happening I sensed as a slight turning of the tide.


  Those top guys were near Three-O.


  A wobbling lump rolled into sight. Triumphantly, it announced, Nog is inescapable.


  Good old Nog. I hoped he didn't think he still had a contract on me.


  The pain.


  Damned right, the pain. There was pain enough for seven hells.


  Cat came outside. She stared in awe. Gods filled the street. They perched on rooftops and flew through the air and clung to balconies. They wore every size and shape ever conjured by the imagination of man. And they kept coming, most now females who seemed chagrined and eager to make amends.


  There was one truly huge difference between here and the Haunted Circle, where they'd all been farther away. Here they smelled. Awful. Apparently not many ever bathed their physical avatars.


  "All-smelling" isn't usually listed among the divine attributes, is it?


  The pain began fading. The really big guys started going back to their cribbage games or whatever filled their time. The sense was that it was all over but the weeping. Only a handful of villains were unaccounted for. Hardly any of those would dare be so recidivist as to actually stick to a plot to bring the Great Old Ones across.


  I even spotted Imara amidst the crowd, looking seriously sheepish as she came toward the house.


  I nudged Cat, pointed. "All's well that ends well."
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  Cat started forward. I caught her arm. "There's still no reason to let those guys know about you." Many were the sort who didn't mind erasing mistakes.


  In the back of my aching head I wondered if I had any chance to survive this thing.


  Fourteen fluttered down to perch on a rail post. The Goddamn Parrot flapped around above the god mob. It looked like he was following Imara, but that made no sense till Cat, staring, said, "That's not my mother." She eased back behind me.


  Get inside fast, Garrett.


  I whirled and dove. Fourteen hit me in the back in his own sudden desire to be anywhere but out there. Cat and I rolled around in a tangle of limbs. Thunder barked, drowned out imaginative remarks by the Goddamn Parrot. Lightning struck the remains of hinges and locks in and around the remnants of my door. Splinters flew. Wood smoke filled the entryway. I separated myself from Cat, cursing. Good doors are expensive. As Cat rose, I swatted her behind to get her moving. I could make no tracks with her in my way.


  The very air reddened with rage as Magodor realized she had been caught flat-footed. I yelled, "No!" for whatever good it might do. Even as I tried to keep from drizzling down my leg in terror, one screwball part of my mind wondered if I could sue some Dream Quarter temple for damages. Your mind goes weird places under stress.


  A blow hit like an earthquake, banged me off the wall, spun me around, dropped me to my knees. I clung to the bones of my doorframe with one hand. It felt like all the air was being sucked out of the house.


  Uh. . . . Well. Maybe all the air was being sucked out of TunFaire.


  There was a hole in the air out there, halfway between my place and the Cardonlos homestead. The hole was fifteen feet across. It gave you a tourist's-eye view of that huge black city on the other side, along with a gang of characters distinguished mainly by festoons of tentacles. They galumphed in mad circles while what had to be a raging hot wind blasted across their treacle lake, blowing harder than any hurricane. All sorts of trash and loose whatever was whipping through that hole.


  The big boys got busy doing a little trash duty. A few unfortunates suddenly found themselves deported to the old country. Despite the howl of the wind, I heard Mrs. Cardonlos' bellow of rage when part of her roof pulled away and ran off to visit another world. She was far too damned solid to go there herself.


  She would become impossible now.


  Look on the bright side, Garrett. The Goddamn Parrot was outside when the big guys opened that interdimensional oubliette. That damned talking chicken had to be over there where they deserved him.


  Gah! He might take over and do a better job breaking through next time.


  "Gather up all the ratmen," I muttered to the wind. "Get all the human rights nutcases. Sweep this burg clean while you're at it."


  A nice sentiment, perhaps, but all the gods were involved in this. That meant everybody's gods, including the gods of the ratmen and the nuts. Nobody's prayers were going to get answered today.


  The hole to the other realm shrank. In moments it was a point, then it ceased to be.


  The street was now almost the same as before my dive. Every god and goddess and weird supernatural critter was right where it was before, excepting Imara who was Adeth, nearly the most perfect redhead of all time.


  I could shed a tear.


  Almost.


  All of a sudden one fine-looking woman was standing in my doorway, right shoulder leaning against the frame. She looked like she had done a lot of research on arc and proportion. Definitely legs that went all the way to the ground and ample amplitude in the curves and softnesses departments. Somebody must have been peeking over Star's shoulder when she was doing her design layouts.


  "It over?" I gasped.


  "Wrapped, Garrett. It's time."


  "Uh. . . ." I said. "Like. . . ." She was for sure no Destroyer now. "I'm not feeling real suicidal right now, Maggie."


  Her smile was deadly. My spine turned to gelatin. "No risk, Garrett. Except you might not want to come up for air." Her eyes were as hypnotic as those of the snake that supposedly entrances a rat.


  Help! Eleanor! Save me! But I didn't want to be saved. Not really.


  One divine arm went around my neck. Then another. Then a hand trailed down each of my sides, toward my belt buckle. Interesting, those extra. . . .
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  "Excuse me."


  The voice came from behind the new, improved, impossibly sensual Magodor. She glanced back, displeased. Can't honestly say I was thrilled, either.


  I said, "Go away."


  I could see parts of the street. There were no gods out there now. There was no strangeness at all. Just silence. My part of TunFaire was five minutes short of being back to the way things always had been.


  "I cannot. I remain the Board agent assigned to you. And you remain the key to the untenanted temple on the Street of the Gods."


  "You sonofabitch. Godsdamned bureaucrat. Where the hell were you when my ass was in a sling?"


  I caught a whiff of weed. Fourteen drifted up in a cloud, an all-time smouldering banger in his mouth. His eyelids drooped. He was happy. "You tell 'im, Chief."


  I guess my complaint was the last straw. Strait went off on all the grief I had caused him. I was amazed. You don't often hear that much whining outside Royal offices, where some functionary always represents being asked to do his job.


  "Go away, Strait."


  Open the temple, Garrett. It is the last act necessary in this divine comedy.


  Maggie, snarling, leaned forward. Her lips touched my left ear. "Later, Garrett," she whispered. Sudden pain. Blood trickled down my neck. A needle tooth had pierced my earlobe.


  Then Magodor was gone.


  Maybe Eleanor was on the job after all.


  Magodor never came back. Thank you very much. Because I had a bone to pick with Miss Nastiness, and not the one you think.


  All those clever hands at the last minute had made a certain very useful piece of cord vanish. A piece of cord I'd had in mind trimming some in the middle of a loop before I gave it up. . . . Damn my habit of vacillating.


  Spilled milk, Garrett.


  Maggie never came back. She left me with some powerful curiosities, but I never went over to the temple where she set up as boss yahoo of the combined and restructured and now intensely feminist Shayir/Godoroth cult. Whenever I was tempted, I had only to touch my scarred earlobe, my thumping carotid artery, and I had little trouble resisting. If I still felt the tug, somewhere in the back of my mind I heard Nog is inescapable and I recalled who all else might be there waiting for me.


  No pack of earth mothers, that bunch.


  I was too busy to commit suicide, anyway.


  The very next time there was a shakeout in the Dream Quarter, Maggie's gang headed west ten places. They had managed to turn the near destruction of TunFaire into a public relations coup.


  The really bad, horrible, awful part of the whole ordeal, more a cause for despair than any interdimensional hole with a starving tentacle factory stuck in it, came when a nasty little neighbor brat pounded on the drunken, leaning remains of my door and hollered, "Mr. Garrett?"


  "What?" demanded the drunken, leaning remains of me.


  "Mrs. Cardonlos told me bring this back to you." He handed me a bedraggled, frosty, half-drowned parrot. At the exact moment that Morley Dotes chose to arrive, having hustled over to see if I was all right.


  I cursed some. I whined some. To no avail. Mrs. Cardonlos tossed me a cheerful wave motivated by 190-proof malice. And the Dead Man sent, I had to prevent his being pulled through, Garrett. He is far too valuable to let go.


  "Valuable to who?"


  Morley stood there smiling wickedly.


  As I carried the bird to his perch I wondered if I burned the house could I get him and the Dead Man both?
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  It ought to start with a girl. The best ones always do. She ought to be kick the lid off your coffin gorgeous. She ought to be in hot water right up to her cute little . . . ears. She shouldn't quite know why, or maybe she just won't say why the guys with the bent noses are after her. She ought to have eyes full of mischief and not be afraid to get mischievous with the right guy.


  That's the way it ought to be. But this time it started with three darling gremlins, any one of whom could sprain a set of male eyeballs at thirty paces.


  Oh. I'm Garrett, aka Mr. Right. Although a jealous acquaintance might lie about it, I'm six feet two inches of handsome ex-Marine. Yeah, sure my face has a few nicks and dings but those just add character. They let the frantic cutie in the deep gravy know she's found a stand-up guy. Or maybe, a guy too dim not to lead with his chops.


  Dean, my cook and housekeeper and Door-Answerer General and (a legend in his own mind) majordomo, was out. I had to answer the tap-tap-tapping myself. It was noon. I'd been enjoying my first cup of tea. I was still a little tousled, wearing my charming rogue look. I had treated myself to a late nap in celebration of having survived an infestation of Great Old Ones, olden gods more like world-devouring termites than the woosie celestial accountants populating today's Dream Quarter.


  What the heck. Real women like their fellows a little rough around the edges.


  I put a bloodshot peeper to the peephole. The day looked better right away. "Eureka!" My stoop was overrun with lovelies cooked up from all the right ingredients. Youth. Beauty. Curve and flow and swoop to make drooling geometricians opt for a very specialized area of study. And right behind them hulked several ugly thugs who provided the element of menace.


  I flung the door wide. "How lucky can one guy get?"


  The blond was Alyx Weider. She gawked like she'd just seen something pop up out of its grave. She was five feet four and sleek as a mink but nature hadn't shorted her on the extras. "Garrett? Is that you?" Like I was wearing a disguise.


  "You grew up." She definitely grew up.


  The redhead said, "Stop drooling, Garrett." That was Tinnie Tate, professional redhead. And she took her calling seriously. My semi ex-girlfriend. "You'll get the floor all nasty. Dean will make you mop."


  This was the first time Tinnie had spoken to me in months. Right away she had to start in on chores.


  "You look lovely this morning, darling. Come in. Come in." I eyed the third woman, the brunette. She had done herself a cruel disservice by falling in with Tinnie and Alyx. She wore plain clothing and had taken no special care with her grooming. Tinnie and Alyx made her seem mousy. But only at first glimpse. The sharp eye could tell she was the most gorgeous of the three. I have an eye like a razor.


  I didn't recognize her.


  Tinnie said, "You're really working at the bachelor business, aren't you?"


  "Huh?" Usually I'm armed with a rapier wit—well, actually, a gladius sort of wit—but when Tinnie comes around my brain curdles.


  "You look like death on a stick, Garrett. Slightly warmed over." Tinnie has a way with words. Like the guy at the end of the chute at the slaughterhouse has a way with tools.


  "That's my honey," I told the crowd. I backed into the house. "Ain't she precious?"


  "You got a honey, Garrett, I don't think her name is Tinnie Tate. Unless there's more than one of us."


  "Awk!" I said, stricken. "Impossible! You're unique."


  "Did you break a leg? Or forget the way to my house? Or forget how to write?"


  She had me. The slickest stoat that ever slank couldn't have weaseled out of this one. I'd done one of those things guys do, that they don't know they're doing when they do them and still don't know what they did after they're done, then I'd had the brass-bottomed gall not to rush right over with a public apology. Lately, I have begun to suspect that standing on principle is a strategic error of the first water.


  "I think you didn't come here to bicker in front of your friends." I showed her a lot of shiny teeth.


  She showed me a scowl that told me, once again, I had everything all wrong but she was going to let it slide for the moment.


  This visit was no surprise except in its timing. The ladies had been around to see me before, while I was otherwise preoccupied saving the world. Alyx's daddy had problems. She thought I could unravel them.


  Tinnie knows the hours I keep. Bless her sadistic little heart.


  Old Man Weider owns the biggest brewery empire in TunFaire. That's because the clever rascal brews the best brew. The first time he hired me I saved him from an inside theft ring that was devouring his business like a raging cancer. He's had me on retainer ever since. He wants me to work for him full-time. I'm not interested in a real job. When you're your own boss you don't have to please anybody but yourself. Though that arrangement doesn't leave much room to pass the blame.


  In exchange for my retainer I make frequent surprise visits to the brewery. Random appearances make it difficult for organized villainy to take root again.


  In the old days Alyx was a scrawny kid barely threatening to become a heartbreaker. Her older sister, Kittyjo, was a lot more interesting.


  Time trudges on. Sometimes it plays a pretty melody.


  I tried again. "Let's not argue, Tinnie. I can't possibly win."


  "If you know that how come. . . ."


  "I didn't say you were right." Damn! I knew I'd blown it before I finished saying it.


  "Garrett! I. . . ."
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  "Quiver me heart!" a voice squawked. "Feast yer glims, mates! It must be heaven! Where do we start?"


  "Is that the infamous parrot?" the new girl asked. Alyx and Tinnie glowered into the small front room. They put enough kick into it to freeze water and crack glass. The room opens off the hall to the right just inside the front door. I hadn't remembered to close up before admitting the ladies.


  "That's Mr. Big, yes. Trash beak champion of the universe. Ignore him. Otherwise, he'll get excited."


  "Excited?"


  "He's restraining himself right now."


  Tinnie observed, "Garrett calls him the Goddamn Parrot."


  How did she know that? The feathered mosquito didn't arrive till after her famous parting tizzy.


  Of course. Her effort to twist my mind around till the last sense-juice leaked out didn't mean that she didn't see Dean. And Dean thinks Tinnie is the next best thing to immortality. He's her enthusiastic mole in the garden of my life.


  I said, "I'd call him kitty food if I could wring his neck without offending the guy who gave him to me." Someday I'll get even with Morley. But it's going to be tough.


  "He's kind of neat," Alyx decided, changing her mind on the fly. "But I wouldn't take him to visit my Aunt Claire."


  "Come here, Sugar," the bird squawked. "Awk! Check them hooters! I am in love."


  I muttered, "The only goddamn bird in the world with a vocabulary and he uses it up being obnoxious."


  "Before you pop trying to find a safe way to ask," Tinnie told me, her finest taunting smile prancing across her lovely lips while she leaned against me and looked up with total green-eyed innocence, "this is Nicks. Giorgi Nicks for Nicholas."


  "Hi, Gorgeous Nicks for Nicholas." Whoops! That slip earned me a pinch.


  The Goddamn Parrot sang the praises of Alyx Weider in language that would embarrass stevedores. But it was hard to fault his eye.


  Tinnie kept looking up and pinching, the devil in her eyes. "Guess what, lover? She's taken."


  "Lucky guy. Mr. Big will be devastated." That foul-beaked jungle buzzard had spied Nicks now. Nicks winked at me. She had an incredible smile and eyes as blue as a cloudless sky.


  She said, "I'm only engaged, Garrett. I'm not dead."


  Alyx whistled. "Nicks!" Tinnie laughed but her eyes narrowed wickedly.


  This looked like a good time to run down the street and see if Dean needed help with the groceries.


  Nicks said, "Whoops! That didn't come out right. Are you the Garrett Tinnie brags about all the time?"


  "Last time I checked that was still the name. I'm not sure about the brag part."


  That earned me a fingernail in the ribs from the nearest beautiful redhead, who observed, "It's going to be mud if you're not careful."


  "Just don't put me in the middle of anything, darling."


  Alyx said, "Nicks is just being Nicks. She can't help it."


  I said, "Huh?"


  "Nicks flirts. She's been doing it since we were seven. She can't help it. She doesn't mean it. She doesn't realize she's sending come-on signals. Nicks, for heaven's sake. You can get in real trouble out here in the world."


  Alyx was right. There's always trouble if a woman shows she's willing when she's not.


  I asked, "Did I miss something? Did you spend your whole life in a harem, Nicks?" That isn't a Karentine thing but the rich do have strange ways. Alyx had been incredibly sheltered as a child.


  "Practically." The Goddamn Parrot flapped over, settled on her wrist like a falcon in a clown suit. "My father has strong ideas about saving me from the world. The Weiders and a few other families are the only people I've ever met. Till recently."


  Alyx said, "She's staying with us, now. Daddy isn't the big ogre he used to be."


  He never was with his baby. Alyx always got anything she wanted with just a cute pout.


  Nicks used a finger to stroke the top of the jungle chicken's head. The little monster went along enthusiastically. He tilted his head back so she could get a finger under his chin. I'd never seen him take to anyone so wholeheartedly.


  I looked to Alyx. I didn't get anything. What was she doing out of the family fortress herself? Old Man Weider must be losing his grip.


  Hell, I knew that already. Didn't I? Wasn't that why the toothsome threesome had come? If Max was on top of everything he wouldn't need help and his baby wouldn't be out looking for it.


  I shrugged. "I'll find out what I need to know as we go. Let's visit His Nibs, get comfortable, and talk about it."


  Tinnie stepped back. She glared at me. "Shouldn't you get dressed first?"


  My gal Tinnie, always looking out for my best interest. "Not a bad idea, sweetheart," though I was perfectly happy dressed the way I was. So what if I was a little rumpled? That was part of my rough charm. "Be right back, my lovelies. If you want tea or anything, you'll have to help yourselves. Dean's out shopping. Tinnie, you know where everything is."


  Sneaky Garrett. He will get fresh tea brewed by the very viragos who think they've got him in a clean pin.


  I trotted upstairs before Tinnie caught on.
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  I descended the stairway wearing my clotheshorse best only to discover skinny old Dean newly returned. He wrinkled his bony nose, shook his bony head, proceeded into the kitchen. Alyx's blue eyes twinkled. "You don't waste much time picking out your clothes, do you?"


  Tinnie was in the kitchen. Dean brightened right up. "Miss Tate! This is a pleasant surprise. May I observe that you are looking particularly lovely today?"


  "Mr. Creech! You rogue. Of course you may. Somebody ought to notice. Let me help you with that."


  I leaned into the kitchen. Damn! The old boy was being victimized by a hugging redhead.


  Life ain't fair. Not even a little. Me she pokes and pinches.


  A crackling sense of amused anticipation grew around me. Somehow the ladies had both wakened my partner and put him in a good mood. That filled me with foreboding. Eclipses and planetary conjunctions are less common than the Dead Man awakening in a good mood when the house is infested with females.


  I took a deep breath.


  Here we went again.


  I led the ladies into the Dead Man's room, which takes up most of the left-side ground floor of my house, excepting the pantries off the kitchen.


  The cuties made themselves right at home. Without asking they dragged chairs out of my office, which is an ambitious closet across the hall from the Dead Man's room. Tinnie perched on the guest's chair. Nicks claimed the comfortable one that belongs behind my desk. I would cherish the warmth forever. Meantime, Alyx decorated the chair I usually use when I'm in with the Dead Man. The Goddamn Parrot still perched on Nicks' hand, nibbling bits of something she offered him. He cooed like a goddamned turtledove.


  You might reserve that admiration for Miss Tate. If you were a gentleman. That was my partner, shoving unwanted advice directly into my head.


  "But I'm not. She's told me so lots of times." I glared. Alyx and Nicks smiled as though enjoying a private joke. Maybe Old Bones had shared his remarks with the three heartstoppers, not just me.


  Perhaps I blushed, slightly. Tinnie sure grinned.


  The Dead Man resides in a huge wooden chair at the heart of the biggest room in the house. Usually the room isn't lighted. In his present state he doesn't need light. But the ladies did and had brought lamps in from other rooms.


  They shouldn't have bothered.


  The Dead Man isn't pretty. That's partly because he isn't really a man. He hails from a rare species called Loghyr who resemble humans only vaguely. He goes four hundred plus pounds, though the vermin keep nibbling off bits so he's probably dropped a few. He's uglier than your sister's last husband and has a snoot like an elephant. It hangs about fourteen inches long. I've never seen a live Loghyr so don't know how they use that.


  He was called the Dead Man when I met him, ages ago. One of those clever street names, picked up on account of he has been dead for four hundred years. Somebody stuck a knife in him way back when, probably while he was taking one of his six-month siestas. He's never bothered to explain.


  But he is Loghyr and Loghyr do nothing hastily. They especially don't get into a rush about giving up the ghost. I hear four hundred years is far from a record stall.


  Nobody knows much about the Loghyr. The Dead Man will babble on for weeks without dropping a hint himself.


  I leaned against a set of shelves loaded with souvenirs from old cases and knickknacks the Dead Man likes to grab with a thought and send swooping around if he feels that will rattle a visitor already distressed by his less than appetizing appearance.


  Could you not have selected clothing less threadbare? In business it is important to present a businesslike appearance.


  Him too? Steel yourself, Garrett. It's teak on Tommy Tucker time with you in the coveted role of Tommy in the brown-bottomed slit trench. "That's how we'll justify my fee."


  Fee?


  "Money? Gold and silver and copper. That stuff we use to buy beans for me and Dean and keep the leaky roof from leaking on your head? You recall your days in that ruin on Wizard's Reach? With the roof half-gone and the snow blowing in?"


  The women looked at me weirdly. Which meant that they were getting only my half of the conversation. But their imaginations were perking.


  Of course. You must maintain a businesslike approach—if not a businesslike appearance. But, perhaps, you have overlooked the fact that we have a retainer arrangement with Mr. Weider and are, therefore, expected to provide our services against fees already paid.


  "You got a point." The Weider retainer had seen me through numerous dry spells. "Hey, Alyx. Before we worry about anything else, are you here for your dad or you?"


  "I'm not sure. He didn't send me but he asked Manvil if they should think about calling you in. This thing will affect the brewery. He might've sent me if it ever occurred to him that a daughter could do something productive. I think he hasn't sent for you just because he's embarrassed to admit that he can't handle everything himself. He's still hoping he can get by without you but I think it's been too late for that for days."


  I didn't have a clue what it was all about yet. I glanced at Nicks.


  Alyx told me, "Nicks is in it because my brother is in it and they're engaged and she's worried."


  What a cruel world it is where a beauty like Nicks wastes herself on a creature like Ty Weider. Though Nicks did not appear excited by her impending nuptials.


  She is not. But she does not have the heart to disappoint two sets of parents who have had this alliance planned for twenty years. She has found ways to delay it several times. Now her time has run out.


  "And Tinnie?"


  "She's my friend, Garrett. She's just here to lend emotional support."


  A wise man would not now insist on subjecting all things to a rigorous scrutiny, Garrett.


  I have lived with His Nibs so long that even his obscurantisms and obfuscations have begun to make sense. This time he was hanging a codicil on the rule about not looking too closely at politics, sausage manufacture, or the teeth of gift horses. Tinnie was here. I should enjoy that, not go picking the scabs off sores.


  "All right. I still don't have a clue. Start at the beginning and tell me everything, Alyx. Even if it doesn't seem important."


  "Okay. It's The Call."


  I sighed.


  It would be.


  Already I knew I wasn't going to like any of this.
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  I asked, "What are they doing? Strong-arm stuff? Extortion?"


  "Tinnie says you call it protection."


  I glanced at the professional redhead, so silent of late. At the moment she wasn't into her favorite role deeply. "They tried it with my uncle, too." She smiled nastily.


  I worked for Willard Tate once. He was a tough old buzzard with a herd of relatives willing to do whatever he told them. He wouldn't be threatened. "He sent them packing?"


  Tinnie grinned. "You know Uncle Willard. Of course he did. Dared them to come back, too."


  "That might not have been too bright. Some human rights gangs are pretty wicked. Alyx. No. Both of you. Was it The Call specifically?"


  The Call—as in "call to arms"—is Marengo North English's gang and is the biggest, loudest, best financed, and most vigorously political of the war veterans' groups. The Call includes a lot of wealthy, powerful men unhappy with the direction Karenta is drifting. As far as I knew The Call only raised funds by donation. But they might extend their reach if rowdier, more radical groups began to attract more recruits.


  North English has a big ego and a personal agenda that's never been clear.


  Alyx said, "Yeah. No. I don't know. They talked to Ty. He claimed he knew some of them. He said they told him Weider's has to contribute five percent of gross receipts to the cause. And we'll have to get rid of any employees who aren't human."


  Ty is Alyx's brother. One of three, all older than she is. Two of those three didn't make it back from the Cantard in one piece. The other one didn't make it back at all. I don't like Ty Weider, though for no concrete reason. Maybe it's his relentless bitterness. Though he has a right to be bitter. He gave up a leg for Karenta. The kingdom hasn't given him much in return.


  Ty is not unique. Far from it. Just look down any street. But he belongs to a family with wealth and influence. "Why would they take a run at Ty instead of your dad?"


  "Daddy doesn't spend much time with the business anymore. Momma is lots sicker. He stays with her. He only goes to the brewery maybe every other day and then mostly he only stays for a little while, talking to people he's known a long time."


  "So Ty is more likely to bump into the public." I glanced at the Dead Man. Was he mining the unspoken side of this? He didn't send me a clue. That suggested Alyx was being as forthright as she knew how.


  "Yes. But Mr. Heldermach and Mr. Klees are still in charge."


  "Of course." Because Ty Weider is no brewmaster and not much of an executive. Because nobody at the brewery likes Ty. Because Heldermach and Klees are more than Weider employees. They are more nearly junior partners. Their investment in the brewery is skill and knowledge. Both operated their own breweries before consolidating with Weider.


  The Weider empire isn't just the big brewery downtown, it's a combine of smaller places scattered throughout the city. Most were struggling when Weider took over and rooted out the inefficiencies and bad brewing policies that kept them from prospering.


  The best brewmasters and best recipes stayed on.


  "Mr. Heldermach and Mr. Klees were there when The Call talked to Ty."


  "They were?" I glanced at the Dead Man. He did not contradict Alyx.


  Surprise, surprise. The moment she'd mentioned Ty as interlocuter I set a new conclusion-jumping distance record, figuring Ty for trying to scam his own dad.


  I'm convinced Ty was at least marginally involved in the skimming operation whose breakup endeared me to Old Man Weider back when. That involved barrels of beer vanishing into thin air and becoming pure profit for those enterprising characters who used that method to reduce overhead in the tavern business. I spent months posing as a worker to unearth what I had. I never nailed Ty. What evidence I did find was all circumstantial and could have been explained away as easily by stupidity and gullibility as by evil intent. I never mentioned him to his father—which, maybe, was one of the services Weider had expected.


  Whatever Ty's role, I closed the brewery's bleeding belly wound without any scandal. And I've kept the stitches from tearing loose again. For which the old man has been more than necessarily grateful. He's kept me on that retainer ever since and even sends the occasional lonely keg of Reserve Dark over to spend the holidays.


  Though the Dead Man would have explored any thoughts in the area already, I asked, "What do you think about Ty, Alex?"


  "I try to make allowances. We all do. Because of his leg." She wouldn't look me in the eye.


  "But?"


  "Hmmm?"


  "I hear a but. A reservation?"


  Alyx glanced at Nicks. She looked like she thought she had said too much already. I glared at the Dead Man.


  Bingo! She is concerned about Miss Nicholas' feelings, Garrett.


  "Huh? Why?" I blurted.


  The Dead Man seemed amused. He is whenever I stick my foot into my mouth, though I hadn't gotten a good taste of dirty old leather yet here.


  Miss Weider conceals a considerable affection for her brother although she does understand why others find him unlikable. She has an even stronger regard for Miss Nicholas. They have been friends from childhood. Miss Weider will not knowingly cause her pain.


  For her part, Miss Nicholas does not care to hear evil of her fiancé because she plans to accept this marriage despite having no desire to do so. She will not disappoint the expectations of so many. She consoles herself with the certain knowledge that Ty Weider, although no Prince Charming, stands to be one of the richest men in TunFaire. And the wait may not be protracted if there is substance to the cluster of fears infesting Miss Weider's head.


  I glanced at Nicks, remembered Ty. Money sure can get the blood moving, too.


  Tinnie seemed to be getting sour. I was too introspective to suit her today. That was a problem most days as far as she was concerned. "All right, Alyx," I said. "The Call made a threat. They don't have a history of that but there is a first time for every extortionist. What do you want me to do about it?"


  "I want you to stop them but I don't think you could do that by yourself, so I don't really know."


  "I can be pretty persuasive." Usually with Morley Dotes and Saucerhead Tharpe helping me drive my points home.


  Alyx didn't hear me. She was too busy talking. "I guess if there's anything I really need it's for you to watch out for Dad. He was pretty blunt in public when he heard about the demands. Somebody might want to make him an example."


  Exactly.


  Tinnie said, "The men who came to our compound did claim to be from The Call." The Tate clan manufactures footwear. They got rich making combat boots during the war. "But I don't think they really were. They were too nervous."


  The Dead Man sent, I have compared the recollections of Miss Weider and Miss Tate and must submit the possibility that we have afoot several bold operators moving in where they believe they can score quickly by exploiting fear and hatred.


  There's nothing so holy some scroat won't try to turn a few marks on it. "Somebody's trying to scam the rich? They'll have to stay way ahead of Marengo North English, then."


  And I kept right on having trouble getting my mind around the notion that a honey like Nicks would even talk to Ty Weider. Maybe I'd just always caught Ty at bad times. Maybe he wasn't as hopeless as I thought.
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  "Have you done anything?" I asked Alyx. "Besides coming back here till you caught up with me? Did you talk it over with your dad? Or Ty? Or Manvil? Have they done anything?"


  "I didn't discuss it with them. Daddy would say it wasn't proper for a lady to take an interest. But if I went to anybody, he'd want me to go to you. Ty, though, will get mad when he finds out. He doesn't want outsiders around. He's argued with Dad about you."


  Big surprise. But Ty's likes and dislikes never were high on my list of concerns. "Think he'd cut off my supply of dark?"


  Nobody got it. Not even the Dead Man, apparently. So much for a new career in comedy.


  Ladies, you must excuse Garrett. The presence of so much loveliness in such tight quarters has disoriented him completely.


  Sarky bastard.


  Nicks jumped at the Dead Man's first touch but settled down quickly. She had been forewarned.


  Tinnie and Alyx showed the nonchalance of old hands.


  His Nibs continued, And I cannot say I blame him this once. I am overwhelmed myself. And I was dead ages before any of you were born.


  What a sweet-talker. "Thank you, Old Bones. Maybe if I shut my eyes and pretend I'm not a robust, hearty, virile young man whose special lady has shunned him mercilessly. . . ."


  You might consider supplying shovels, high-top boots, and nose plugs, Garrett.


  "How sharper than a serpent's tooth. My eyes are sealed. My breathing is almost normal."


  Nicks asked, "Is he always like this, Tinnie?"


  "He's pretty tame right now. Wait till he wakes up."


  "Not a tooth, teeth," I grumbled. "Alyx. Did your dad take this seriously?"


  "He's worried. He's been asking our employees what they think about The Call. He's decided we won't hire anybody but veterans."


  He never had. But that wouldn't satisfy The Call. Although most human males are veterans not all veterans are human. And Weider never made a distinction. He wouldn't now. He protects his employees like a she-wolf protects her young. Most give him complete loyalty in return. Me, I even drink his beer.


  But there are always a rotten few who slip through any screen, or who are brought in by a big wormy apple already loafing in the barrel.


  The ladies babbled on but I got nothing out of them. I turned to the Dead Man. He sent: They are frightened. Time is passing. Nothing has been done to disarm or appease The Call. Apparently there is a deadline unknown even to Miss Alyx.


  Miss Alyx now, huh? I watched the Goddamn Parrot nibble out of Nicks' fingers. "You want that critter, Nicks? Take him. Call him my wedding present."


  Alyx broke into laughter.


  So maybe I'm not a complete bust as a comic. But it would help to know why they laugh.


  "Sorry," Alyx said. "But I had this picture of Mr. Big kibbitzing Ty and Nicks on their wedding night."


  That would be something. Unless they tied the bird into a gunnysack and hung the sack out a window. I glanced at Nicks.


  She wasn't smiling.


  She looked like a young lady who didn't believe in her future at all.


  I couldn't disagree with her. But I had that deep prejudice against Ty Weider.


  She is an excellent actress, Garrett. Perhaps inside as well as out. Perhaps able to fool even herself. Even I see something different each time I look at her. I have to remind myself to recognize the surface.


  "Interesting."


  Save your interest for Miss Tate.


  "That was my plan."


  Stick to it. This matter will become complicated enough without adding the machinations of women scorned. He does not have a high estimation of the fairer species.


  Tinnie, I noted, seemed to be daydreaming. Which meant she was communing with the Dead Man. He can do that. He has several distinct minds and can go several directions at once.


  I asked Alyx, "Could there be trouble on the shop floor?"


  "There's always sympathy for The Call, anywhere you go."


  "I doubt they cheer The Call much in Ogre Town or Dwarf Fort or the elven neighborhoods. I haven't seen many ratmen or pixies carrying banners in The Call's parades."


  "Well, they wouldn't, would they?"


  Maybe there was some rightsist sympathy right there.


  From the sounds of it somebody nonhuman was being real unsympathetic to human rights out front right now. The neighborhood attracts more than its share of political debates.


  "Alyx. The guys who brought you. They going to hang around?" Some situations can't be managed with cute and beautiful, a wiggle and a giggle.


  "They went to lunch. They're supposed to wait out front afterward."


  "Good. It's starting to sound excitable out there." The Dead Man evidently wasn't interested in what was going on. He didn't bother to report.


  "We could stay till it quiets down." Alyx winked.


  "I couldn't stand the heat. I'm about to melt down into a puddle of tallow now."


  Garrett.


  "Garrett!"


  "Ah, Tinnie me love. My hottest of flames. You're awake after all."


  Tinnie gave Alyx a look of exasperation. How was she going to get me trained if even her friends encouraged my delinquencies?


  Nicks stayed out of it. She concentrated on the Goddamn Parrot.


  Except that when I glanced at her she winked, too.


  Help.


  They do it just to watch you crackle and fry like bacon left too long in too hot a pan.
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  The ladies departed, headed not for the brewery but Tinnie's family compound. The Tates had to be hurting. The recent outbreak of peace had to be terrible for business.


  That's the trouble when some darn war goes on too long. Life begins to revolve around it. We live and die by it at home as much as do the soldiers on the battlefields. Now that the fighting is over, except for mopping-up exercises against the last of Glory Mooncalled's raggedy-ass republican partisans, regiments are demobilizing as fast as the navy can haul them home.


  These days many jobs belong to nonhumans because we humans went off to war and only a fraction returned. Today's soldiers come home to find there's nothing to come home to.


  The door closed behind those three luscious behinds. I returned to the Dead Man's room and settled into my own chair. The seat was still warm. A clash of perfumes hung in the air. I asked, "What's your boy Glory Mooncalled up to?"


  Years ago Mooncalled entered the war as a mercenary captain on the Venageti side. Though a successful campaigner, he failed to have been born into the ruling clique of sorcerers and nobles and so was treated badly. He resented that so much he changed sides. He spent the next decade embarrassing and picking off the men who had injured his pride.


  His treatment by Karenta's overlords was not much better. He got paid on time but received few honors, however dramatic his victories. He defected again. This time he collected the tribes of the Cantard under the banner of a republic that rejected both Karentine and Venageti territorial claims. He provided spankings to armies from both kingdoms.


  But fate wasn't kind. Karenta got some breaks. The Venageti collapsed. Karentine forces began exterminating the republicans.


  The peoples of the Cantard immediately began migrating into Karenta, and especially to TunFaire, where their presence only adds to the social stress. Something I stumbled over during a recent case made me suspect that Mooncalled himself was now in TunFaire.


  The Dead Man seemed disgruntled. In all likelihood he is fomenting disorder under the illusion that his past popularity still assures him support amongst the lower classes.


  "You seem disappointed."


  Perhaps heroes are best kept at arm's length. Up close their flaws are too easily seen.


  The Goddamn Parrot had taken station on his shoulder. Nicks' fault. She'd put him there. I hadn't been able to talk her into taking the flashy little vulture with her.


  The bird started to relieve himself.


  He ended in a tangle amongst the mementos on the Dead Man's knickknack shelves. He was so startled he could hardly squawk in parrotese. He got his feet under him, shook his head, took a tentative step, fell off the shelf, and smacked into the floor.


  If that thing fails to survive please extend my deepest condolences to Mr. Dotes.


  "Wow! What a great idea! Why didn't I think of it before? I'm slow but I'm brilliant. I'll tear him apart in here and blame it all on you. I'll have Morley come over, see all the feathers and parrot shit, he'll just shake his head and forget it. He won't go getting into a feud with you."


  Very creative. Try it and I will hang you by your bootlaces from the rooftree. That bird is far too valuable even to joke about.


  "Valuable? You can't even eat those damned things unless you're so hungry you already ate up all the snakes and buzzards and crows."


  I mean valuable as a communications tool.


  "Not to me."


  Silence!


  "I was only going to—"


  We are about to have company. Strangers. Receive them in your office. They do not need to be made aware of my existence.


  Dean beat me to the front door but got a silent warning from the Dead Man. He peeped through the peephole, backed off frowning.


  "What's wrong?"


  "I don't like the looks of those two." He retreated to the Dead Man's room. The Goddamn Parrot flapped into the hall when he opened the door. It landed on my shoulder. "Argh!" I started to swat him. Dean came out of the Dead Man's room, lugging the chairs back to my office.


  Easy on the bird, Garrett. Dean, when you finish, shut the door to this room. Do not open it again while those people are in this house.


  "Put a kettle on, too. For hospitality's sake."


  Dean gave me the look that asked what I thought he should do in his spare time.


  The pounding resumed. It had started polite. Now it seemed impatient. I used the peephole myself. "Do I really need to talk to these guys?" The two men on the stoop looked just like the guy Dean wanted me to be when I grew up.


  It might be of value. Or instructive.


  "To who?"


  That would be whom, Garrett.


  "I'm beginning to get it already," I grumbled, starting in on Dean's battery of latches. He was done moving furniture.


  The Dead Man would stir the sludge inside their pretty gourds, ever so discreetly, while I sat through some kind of sales pitch.


  Those two were selling something. They were so squeaky-clean and well groomed that I feared their scam would be religion. I'd have trouble staying polite if they were godshouters. I've suffered an overdose of religion lately.


  I changed my mind as soon as the door opened, before anybody cracked a word. The erect postures and humorless mouths said they were selling a true belief that had nothing to do with pie in the sky by and by.


  Both were five feet six and unreasonably handsome. One had blond hair and blue eyes. I wish I could report that the other had blue hair and blond eyes but he didn't. He was a pretty hunk of brown hair and blue eyes. Neither had visible scars or tattoos.


  Clerks, instinct told me.


  "Mr. Garrett?" the blond asked. He had perfect teeth. How often do you see good teeth? Never. Even Tinnie has an incisor that laps its neighbor.


  "Guilty. Maybe. Depends on what you want."


  Nobody smiled. The brunette said, "A friend gave us your name. Said you would be a good man to see. Said as you were a bona fide war hero."


  "I could throw bricks with my eyes closed and hit a bona fide war hero eight tries out of ten. Anybody who made it home is a hero. Which Free Company are you guys with?" They wore clothing as though they were headed for the parade ground. Like appearance wasn't just part of being a soldier, it was the whole thing.


  Clerks.


  Do not antagonize them simply for the sake of deflating their pomposity, Garrett.


  I need a new partner. This one knows me too well.


  They seemed surprised. "How did you. . . ? "


  "I'm a trained detective." Self-educated. From a very short syllabus.


  "It's obvious?" The brunette almost whined. These would be guys whose self-image included no whinery but who would whine a lot and call it something else. In their own minds they were big hairy-assed he-men.


  Clerks.


  "When you're headed wherever you go when you leave, compare yourselves to everybody else. To human male people, anyway." That might have the unfortunate side effect of encouraging their feelings of superiority, but they might see what I meant. "You can't be a secret agent if you're wearing a sign."


  They exchanged baffled looks. They were lost. Pretty but not bright. The blond asked, "May we come in?"


  "By all means." I stepped aside. "We can talk in my office. Second door to your left."


  Be hospitable, Garrett.


  "Either one of you guys want a parrot?"


  Garrett!


  Both men had wrinkled their noses when first they saw me and my bird. Everybody was a clothes critic nowadays. Why? I was decent. I was even clean. These guys looked around like they expected the place to be a dump. They seemed pleasantly disappointed that it wasn't.


  Dean does good work.


  We trooped into the closet I call an office. I told them, "My man Dean will bring tea in a minute."


  They eyed me uncertainly. How could I know?


  My office is less ordered than the hallway. I don't let Dean loose in there. And behind my desk hangs a painting that Dean hates.


  At first you just see a pretty woman running from a brooding darkness. But as you stare at the painting more and more of that darkness reaches out to you. The artist who created it had been possessed by a talent so fierce that it amounted to sorcery. It drove him mad. He put everything into this painting, including his insanity. It was personal. At one time it told a whole story and indicted a villain. It doesn't have a tenth its original charge now but still retains an immense impact. It exudes terror.


  "That's Eleanor," I said. "She died before I was born but she helped me crack a case." She did a lot more.


  The portrait once belonged to the man who murdered Eleanor. He's dead now, too. He doesn't need the painting anymore. I do. Eleanor makes a better sounding board than Dean, the Dead Man, or the Goddamn Parrot. She's seldom judgmental and she never gives me any lip.


  Blondie said, "We understand you're often involved in unusual affairs."


  "I'm a lightning rod for weird stuff. Thanks, Dean." The big tray carried the right number of cups, cookies and muffins, and a steaming pot of tea. The boys exchanged glances, nervous under Eleanor's piercing gaze and Dean's stern disapproval.


  Dean left. I poured and asked, "What can I do for you guys? Really."


  They exchanged glances again.


  "Look, boys, I'm working hard here." The Goddamn Parrot squawked in my ear. "If you just need a place to get in out of the rain I recommend Mrs. Cardonlos' rooming house up the street. On the other. . . ."


  "Awk! Queen bitch! Queen bitch!"


  "It's not raining." Literal-minded clerks.


  "Stow it, bird," I growled at the Goddamn Parrot.


  My visitors exchanged looks again.


  This could go on all day.
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  The blond said, "I apologize, Mr. Garrett. We were cautioned that we might find you unconventional and should try to become comfortable with that before proceeding."


  "Puny penis!" the parrot squawked.


  I snarled, "You're going into the sack again, you animated feather duster."


  The brunette smiled insincerely. "Is that ventriloquism? When I was little I had an uncle who could—"


  "Why does everybody ask that? No. This devil-spawn of a seven-color jungle pigeon does it all on his own. He's got a vocabulary bigger than yours or mine and every word is foul. Fowl. Maybe there was sorcery done him sometime. I don't know. He was a gift. I can't seem to get rid of him."


  "Pencil dick."


  Now nobody was smiling. Again I thought about choking the Dead Man, only what good would that do? Strengthen my grip?


  The blond said, "My name is Carter Stockwell."


  So we were going to do business after all. "I'm not surprised. And you?"


  "Trace Wendover."


  "Of course. Hello, Carter and Trace. Sure you don't want a talking parrot? Cheap? Make a great holiday gift for the kids."


  Garrett, once again I must caution you against antagonizing these men.


  "No? All right. I made my sales pitch. Your loss. You guys make yours. Or go away."


  "We were told you might be ill-mannered." That was the darker one. Trace.


  Carter said, "Our mission is to interest you in contributing to our cause."


  "Right now I've got about six copper sceats to clink together. The only cause I'm going to contribute to is the Garrett household supper fund."


  "We don't want money. Please. Give us a chance to talk."


  "You've been here ten minutes. You haven't said anything yet."


  "You're right. We are Free Company men. Black Dragon Valsung." Carter watched for my reaction.


  "What's that?" I asked.


  Trace countered, "You don't know the Dragons?"


  "Sorry." Heeding the Dead Man's advice I forebore remarks that might betray my feelings about those quasi-military gangs called Free Companies. There are so many of them that not having heard of a particular one was no big deal.


  "Our leader is Colonel Valsung. Norton Valsung." I got intent looks from both pretty boys.


  I shrugged. "Doesn't ring a bell, guys. He must have been army."


  Carter began to puff up. He'd caught the slight. Trace, though, was made of sterner stuff. "Yes, Mr. Garrett. Colonel Valsung was army. He commanded the Black Dragon Brigade." Trace tossed him a warning look but he continued, "You would be impressed if you were to review his record."


  No doubt. War does tend to expose men for what they really are. "Wouldn't be a relative, would he?"


  "My uncle."


  "The ventriloquist? I recall several colonels who were masters at putting words into other people's mouths."


  "No, Mr. Garrett. Not that uncle."


  "We're getting somewhere now. We have a colonel who isn't a ventriloquist. What does your uncle the nonventriloquist want with me?"


  "Your peculiar combination of talents and expertise, both from your service and your career since."


  I didn't get it. "You need a Force Recon guy with experience ducking vampires and sorcerers and tracking wayward wives to help you beat up old dwarves and crippled ratmen?"


  Garrett!


  Both of my visitors turned red. But Carter was out in front because he'd gotten a head start. Trace said, "Mr. Garrett, we do not roam the streets assaulting people. We are a veterans' mutual assistance brotherhood, not a street gang."


  "The other day a veteran, who'd done five five-year hitches, three in the Cantard, was almost beaten to death right outside. He'd won eight decorations, including the Imperial Star with Swords and Oak Leaves. In one battle he lost half of his left arm and most of that side of his face in a blast from a witch ward. He's in the Bledsoe now. He probably won't get out alive. Those butchers won't pay any attention to him. He doesn't have any money. Go down there and mutually assist him. His name is Brate Trueblood."


  "But the Bledsoe is a charity hospital, isn't it?"


  "You didn't grow up in TunFaire, did you? In this town charity is available only to those who can pay for it."


  "No. That's ugly." Trace seemed genuinely touched. Carter obviously didn't care but was cooling down. "That's exactly why we have to band together."


  "But there's a problem, Trace. Brate was a real hero and as good a soldier as ever soldiered. Unfortunately, he made one really huge, stupid mistake."


  My visitors looked at me expectantly.


  Garrett, please! Stop now. The Dead Man seemed almost to despair.


  "He was so stupid he picked an ogre for one of his grandparents."


  It took them a while to catch on. I watched their eyes narrow and go shifty as they figured it out. Carter was slowest but he was the first to stand up. He told me, "You have the wrong idea." And, "Trace, we're wasting our time here."


  "You're not wasting your time, Carter," I said. "I just want you to understand that nothing is black-and-white." I tried to hold Trace's eye. He seemed to be mulling my parable. "What did you guys do down there? You were clerks, right? Your uncle got you some safe assignment, right? Trace? Carter? You had an angel, too? So who do you suppose did more to defend and preserve the Karentine Crown? You guys or my ugly quadroon?"


  Carter said, "You really don't know what's happening, do you?" And that actually seemed to please him.


  I left my chair, moved to the office doorway. "You aren't wasting your time, guys. I'm right behind you. I just need to know how to reconcile the Brate Truebloods."


  Trace started to say something. Carter squeezed his arm.


  In moments those earnest young men were back in the street. Carter, I was convinced, would ignore my story, which was true only in a moral sense anyway. There really is a Brate Trueblood but he was just a small hero and the thugs who jumped him didn't put him in the hospital. Ogre blood made him hard to hurt. But these two creeps did want Brate in the Bledsoe. Or worse.


  I might have done the devil's work with Trace, though. He looked like a young man who might, on occasion, actually have a thought.


  I whistled as I bolted the door, blissful in my ignorance.
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  That was not one of your more salubrious performances, Garrett. That flake of moral hubris may come back to haunt you.


  "Come on! They're jerks. Especially the blond one."


  Their minds did not reflect the prejudice you expect. But such jerks are quite common today. They are aggrieved. They need targets for their frustration. Those two seemed to be fundamentally good men. . . . Yet—


  "Yet? What?"


  They had no depth. Even a mind as dim as Saucerhead Tharpe's has its deeps.


  "No kidding? They're a couple of pretty boys who never worked a day—"


  Not shallow, Garrett. Not that way. Just all surface. Inside. Humans are filled with turmoil. Continuous dark currents collide and roil down deep where you do not see them and do not know them. Always. Even in Mr. Tharpe or Miss Winger. But those two had nothing beneath the fanatic surface. And that fanaticism was not as narrow and blind as is common. They grasped your Trueblood parable. They seemed unable to deal with it only because doing so would not have been in character.


  Well, he'd lost me. Except for the part about being all surface. "That don't surprise me. I know those guys. I' ve seen a lot of them. They just give up everything and let somebody else do their thinking. Life is easier that way."


  Perhaps. But I have a strong intuition that we would have been better served had you held them here whilst I milked them rather than driving them away.


  "Milked them? I didn't hear a moo from either one."


  Intentional obtuseness seldom finds a complimentary acute observation. You should have probed them for information. You should have held them while I wormed in under their surfaces. He refused to let me exasperate him more than I had already. Their particular Free Company may finance itself by extorting funds in the name of The Call. But we are in no position to winkle that out now. Are we?


  I hate it when he's right. And he was right. I let my emotions take over. I hadn't thought of those two in relation to the Weider problem. Yet they could have had that in mind. One of their cronies might have noticed the girls coming to my place.


  Your problem far too often, Garrett.


  "Huh?"


  You do not think. You emote. You act on that emotion in preference to reason. However, there was nothing in their minds to tie them in to the Weider matter. Which, of course, is no guarantee that those who sent them are equally innocent.


  "Aha! They knew about you."


  Those two did not. They knew nothing about you, either, except what they had been told. I believe you muffed this one, Garrett.


  I don't know about that. They probably wanted me to work. But I sighed. He really was right. And I definitely hate that. I hear about it forever. "I think I'll just go over to the brewery and—"


  Yes. You should do that. But not right away. Go later. After the night crew comes in. They will be the younger men who have the Cantard more freshly in mind. If there are human rights activists there, they are most likely to be found among the younger workers.


  What could I say? When he's right he's right. And he has been right a little too often lately. "All right. What're you going to suggest instead?" There would be something.


  See Captain Block. Ask him about The Call. Let fall some gentle intimation of the threat to Mr. Weider.


  Captain Westman Block runs the Guard, TunFaire's half-ass police force. The Guard is lame but more effective than the predecessor from which it evolved, the Watch, which existed primarily to absorb bribes to stay out of the way. The Watch still exists but only as a fire brigade.


  The reason the Guard works is a little guy who is part dwarf, a touch of several other things, and maybe an eighth human. His name is Relway. He's the ugliest man I've ever met. He's obsessed with law and order. His conversations all revolve around his New Order, by which he means the absolute rule of law. When I met him, on a rainy night not that long ago, he was a volunteer "auxiliary" helping Block's tiny serious-crimes section of the Watch. I said something unpleasant to Relway that night. He assured me that I ought to be less unpleasant because he was going to be an important fellow before long.


  His powers of prophecy were excellent.


  Prince Rupert created the Guard and installed Westman Block as its chief. Then Block sanctioned Relway. And Relway immediately put together a powerful and nasty secret police force consisting of people who thought his way. Offenders have been known to just vanish once they attract the notice of Relway's section.


  Probably no more than a thousand people know the section exists. He doesn't blow his own horn. And I'd bet there aren't more than a dozen people who can identify Relway by sight.


  I'm one of them. Sometimes that makes me nervous.


  That all rips through my mind whenever anyone mentions Block. I get the exact feeling Relway wants everybody to feel—that somebody is watching.


  Old Man Weider is one of TunFaire's leading subjects. He's a commoner but is rich and powerful and influential. He has friends in high places who are real friends simply because he is the kind of man he is. Block would take an extra step to protect him.


  Relway, being what he is, might take a few steps more if The Call was involved.


  "Maybe that's all I really need to do. Get the Guard on the case. Block has more resources."


  There is more going on.


  "Why am I not surprised to hear that?"


  Because you are, at last, becoming somewhat adept at reading people—though not yet at a conscious level. At that same shadow level both Miss Weider and Miss Nicholas fear that Ty Weider was not the recipient of the threat but its source.


  "I don't like the guy but I could be wrong about him. Nicks thinks he's got something going."


  Miss Nicholas is torn in many directions. I feel for that child. She does indeed think some good things, though. She has known Ty Weider as long as she has known Miss Alyx. She makes allowances because she knew the Ty Weider who existed before the Ty Weider who returned from the Cantard missing a leg. Have lunch, then see Captain Block.


  "Yes, Mom."


  Dumb move, Garrett.


  The Dead Man took the mental muzzle off the Goddamn Parrot. That freaking jungle chicken just stores it up when he's under control. It gushed.
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  Block's headquarters were inside the Al-Khar, TunFaire's city prison. Handy, what with criminals being rounded up in gaggles lately. The place is huge, stark, cold, ugly, and badly in need of maintenance. It's a wonder prisoners don't escape by walking through the walls. Or by powdering the rusty bars in the infrequent windows. Ages ago some Hill family fattened up by cutting corners on construction, particularly in the choice of stone. Instead of a good Karentine limestone, available from quarries within a day's barge travel, somebody had supplied a soft snotty yellow-green stone that sucks up crud from the air, darkens, streaks, then flakes, leaving the exterior acned. The streets alongside the Al-Khar always boast a layer of detritus.


  The mortar is in worse shape than the stone. Luckily, the walls are real thick.


  I stopped, stunned, when I rounded a corner and saw the prison.


  Scaffolding was up. Some tuckpointing was under way. Some chemical cleansing was restoring the youth of the stone.


  Even clean that stone was butt-ugly.


  How were they financing the face-lift? Till recently TunFaire jailed hardly anybody so no provision had been made to help maintain the seldom-used prison.


  They'd had to evict squatters when Block moved in.


  Captain Block not only was in, he was willing to see me. Immediately.


  "You're a bureaucrat now, Block. Even if you haven't opened your eyes for fifteen years, you're supposed to be too busy to see somebody without an appointment. You'll set a precedent. You really live here? In jail?"


  "I'm single. I don't need much room."


  He seemed a little sad and a lot weary. He had shown fair political acumen getting the Guard created but, perhaps, didn't have the moral stamina to keep diverting frequent attempts to scuttle the rule of law.


  "You look more relaxed these days." Block's quarters definitely didn't match his standing in the community. Neither did his dress. He should have been decked out like an admiral with two hundred years of service, but he just didn't care.


  Block told me, "That business with the serial-killer spell that kept recasting itself made the prince love me. I'm almost untouchable. Almost. My cynical side says that's because nobody else wants the job. It certainly is thankless. But business is good. New villains jump up as fast as we harvest the old ones. They're like the dragon's teeth in that old myth. I'm endlessly amazed that so many of them survived the war."


  I shrugged. I didn't know the one about the dragon's teeth.


  Block is a compact, thin man with short brown hair quickly going gray. He needed a shave. He'd make a fair spy because there was nothing remarkable about him. You wouldn't notice him unless he yelled in your face. When I first met him, at a time when the law was honored more in the taking of bribes than actual enforcement, he'd had a mouth as filthy as the Goddamn Parrot's and all the manners of a starving snake.


  I wasn't sure I liked the new, improved, mannered and unantagonistic, dedicated Block better than the angry old one.


  I told him, "In the old days you never seemed like the dedicated type. You only did what you had to to get by."


  A shadow brushed his features. "I got religion, Garrett."


  "Huh?"


  "I let Relway talk me into putting him on full-time. Big mistake. His conviction infects everybody around him."


  "It does." Given his head Relway will exterminate the concept of crime by the end of the year. He's a man with a holy mission. He's scary.


  "So what's up? Going to collect favors owed?"


  "Not entirely. I want to ask about The Call. And I want to talk about Max Weider. Somebody's trying to squeeze him." I betrayed tradition and fed him all the details.


  He was suspicious. "Why tell me?"


  I would have been suspicious, too. In the past I'd kept him in the dark on principle.


  "My partner insisted. And I owe Weider. It would be handy if somebody official was watching if something happened."


  "What could happen?"


  "With these rightsists? Anything."


  "No shit. You heard about those people burning up on the north side?"


  "I heard. I didn't pay attention. I've been busy."


  "They're people with no connection to each other, drunks and no-accounts who couldn't make an enemy on a bet. But they've been burning up."


  "You're pulling my leg."


  "No. It's happened six times. It's got to be sorcery. Relway wants it to connect with the rights business but I don't see it. I can't see some teetotaling sorceress setting drunks on fire, either, though."


  "You think it would be a woman?"


  "If it was a teetotaller. You know any men dead set against spirits?"


  "Only one." And I have to live with him. "So what about it? Is The Call moving into the rackets?"


  "I haven't heard that. Jirek!"


  The door opened. A creature limped in. He wasn't human. Not much, anyway. There was a little of everything in him but the three main ingredients appeared to be ogre, troll, and ugly. The whole was complicated by birth defects and wounds. Jirek moved sort of sideways, stiffly and bent, like his back hurt all the time.


  "Jirek was injured in the ambush at Council Wells."


  A veteran, then. Yet not human. Another one of those inconvenient complications I'd pointed out to Carter and Trace. Some of our biggest heroes aren't even human.


  "Council Wells. One of our great victories," I observed.


  "Do I detect the odor of sarcasm?"


  Council Wells was supposed to have been a preliminary peace conference. The Karentine army concealed commando forces in the surrounding desert. Those patriots murdered the Venageti delegates in their sleep.


  Another of those little triumphs that, when totalled, helped Karenta win the war.


  "Me sarcastic? The gods forfend."


  Jirek's great knobbly green mess of a face twisted and wriggled into a grotesque smile. Then he guffawed. His breath could gag a maggot. But he had a sense of humor.


  Block told him, "Relway should be in his cell. Tell him I need him."


  Jirek told me, "Good joke," then left.


  "What was that?" I asked.


  "Jirek. A unique." Which was slang for a breed who had extremely complicated antecedents. "He saved my ass a couple times in the Cantard. He was a perfect soldier. Too dumb to question authority. Just did what he was told. And was one bad boy in a fight."


  "I just might change my mind about you."


  "Don't brag about it. People might wonder why it took so long to rid yourself of the old, clogged one."


  "And I thought I was developing a new relationship with the minions of the law."


  Relway arrived. A little guy, he sort of oozed into Block's cell, no knock, like a shadow that didn't want to be noticed.


  Relway is another unique, a completely improbable mixture. His interior landscape is a strange, strange land, too. He has a chip on his shoulder big enough to provide lumber for four houses. He's so far into law and order that he considers himself above any law that might restrain his efforts to crush crime. Now his auxiliaries and spies and midnight avengers are everywhere. It shouldn't be long till his name becomes one of the most feared in TunFaire.


  Relway the man (using "man" generically, to indicate a sentient creature that walks on its hind legs) is almost unknown. I know him only because chance put me in the right place back when.


  He nodded. "Garrett. You been keeping well?" His voice was hoarse, cracking, only half there.


  "I'm fine. You pick up a cold?"


  "The weather's been strange. I hear you might know something about that."


  "Me? I was out there freezing my butt off with everybody else." Why relive my misadventures amongst mobs of low-grade, feuding gods?


  He gave me that look all lawmen develop. It says not one word dripping from your filthy mouth is true now, nor ever has been. The power had gone to his head, though there was no denying the good being done. He had the bad guys rattled.


  "What's that on your shoulder, Garrett?"


  Block had done me the courtesy of ignoring that owl in a clown suit. "My lunch. I'll share. Stoke up the fire."


  The Goddamn Parrot—or the Dead Man speaking through the buzzard's beak—had to have his word. "Awk! Jerk alert!"


  "How do you do that without moving your lips?" Relway asked.


  "It's a trick they teach Marines."


  Relway asked, "We got something, Wes?"


  They were getting cuddly now?


  "Maybe. You've been working the rights gangs?"


  "Where I can. They're hard to infiltrate. Mostly they form from groups who knew each other in the Cantard."


  I still hang out with guys I knew down there. We don't spend good beer-drinking time trying to figure out how to hurt people, though.


  Relway continued, "Big mobs like The Call are more vulnerable. Everybody doesn't know everybody. The Call proper is organized like the army. And Marengo North English is building a real private army. Freecorps Theverly, they're calling it."


  "Is Colonel Theverly with them?" I was surprised, though I hadn't known Lieutenant Colonel Moches Theverly well enough to make sound assessments of his feelings toward nonhumans. He treated everybody the same in the zone. He was one of few officers who didn't go around with his head firmly inserted in a dark, stinky place.


  "A man of conviction, the colonel." Shadows stirred behind Relway's eyes. "You know him?"


  "I worked for him in the islands. Briefly. He got hurt and they pulled him out just before the Venageti overran us. The wound cost him a leg if I remember right. He was a good officer."


  "That's not why you're here?"


  "No. I didn't know about that."


  Block asked, "Is The Call moving into the rackets, Deal? As a fund-raising activity?"


  Relway frowned. "You have a run-in, Garrett?"


  "I have a client. Max Weider. The brewery Weider."


  Relway nodded. My relationship with Weider was no secret.


  "His daughter Alyx says somebody claiming to be from The Call took a run at her brother Ty. They wanted a piece of the gross. That didn't sound like The Call. But if they need money to conjure up their own army, they might try more creative ways of getting it."


  "They might," Relway agreed. "I haven't heard of it being discussed seriously. Yet. On the other hand, they have discussed other areas traditionally associated with the Outfit—where those exploit nonhumans."


  "Two birds, one stone?"


  "Exactly. The Call's Inner Council put it, ‘We deem it fitting that the disease provide the means of sustaining the cure.' "


  Interesting. Sounded like he attended Call council meetings himself. "They're pushing Chodo and they're still healthy?" I wouldn't have thought even the most fanatic member of The Call would dare jostle Chodo Contague. Chodo was the king of organized crime. Nobody poached in Chodo's territory. Nobody, that is, who wasn't ready to fight a major war. It's impossible to imagine a deadlier enemy than Chodo Contague.


  I knew the real head of the combine more intimately than Relway suspected. Chodo's daughter Belinda is young but so hard she can cut steel.


  Relway smiled his nastiest. "That'll be temporary. You know the Contagues. And what they can do."


  "O evil day," I said.


  "Cute. The short answer is, The Call have shown no interest in extortion. But this could be a test case. If Weider knuckles under and they get the brewery in their pocket, Weider's peers will fall in line."


  "I know Max. He won't give in even if it costs ten times as much to fight. Most of the commercial class would agree—even where their political sympathies belong to The Call. They won't want the precedent set. They didn't get rich by being easily intimidated."


  Tinnie and Nicks running with Alyx might be as much business as friendship. The Tates were big in shoes. The family Nicholas, in its several branches, were involved in winemaking, coal mining, and inland shipping.


  In each case, possibly even including that of the beer baron, I would have been reluctant to listen to a standard appeal. But send a beautiful girl and you can get Garrett's attention every time.


  I'm too damned predictable. But they keep on making pretty girls.


  The shadows still swirled behind Relway's eyes. And those focused on me while the darkness pranced. "We have a basis for a deal, Garrett," he mused.


  "Uh. . . ."


  "Apparently you don't approve of my methods. You don't need to and I don't care if you do. You're a textbook case of inflexible goodguyitis." He chuckled at his own neologism. Scary, a Relway with a sense of humor. Maybe this one was a changeling. "But that don't mean we can't help each other."


  That's why I came back to see Block. "I'm listening."


  "Overwhelm me with enthusiasm."


  "I'm a regular ball of fire. Everybody says so."


  "You'd fit with the rightsists without any effort. You're the kind of guy they want."


  Must be. Else yahoos like Stockwell and Wendover wouldn't come pounding on my door. "I'd only have to shuck about half my beliefs."


  Relway's grin revealed teeth definitely not human. "You served with those people. You know how they think. You've heard all their knee-jerk crap. How hard could it be to parrot it?" His grin got bigger. He stared at Mr. Big. "Put some words in your own mouth."


  I grunted, hoped Relway and Block didn't think too much about the bird. I didn't need them figuring out the fact that the Dead Man was riding my shoulder by proxy. "I could. But why should I?" This was starting to sound like work.


  "I can't get my people inside. These crackpots are abidingly paranoid. If a man has even a tenth part nonhuman blood, he's a breed and part of the problem. Never mind he might have been a war hero. The spiders spinning the web of hatred are sure humankind can be redeemed only through the extinction of the rest of the races. Even to the extreme of hunting down and expunging every drop of nonhuman blood. Otherwise us uniques might breed back to original stock."


  I guess my mouth was open. Luckily no flies were working the cell. "That's so damned ridiculous—"


  "What does ridiculous have to do with belief? Those people are out there, Garrett."


  I wanted to argue but my last case had involved several religions, each more unlikely than the last.


  People will believe anything when they need to believe something. A lot have to believe in something bigger than themselves, whether that is a cause or a god. What doesn't necessarily matter as long as something is there.


  "I understand."


  "You don't have to sign a pact in blood. Just drift farther inside than you planned, then let me know what you find."


  "And what'll you do for me?"


  "Keep you posted on what I learn. And protect the Weiders—if it comes to that."


  I owed Old Man Weider a lot. I owed the Tates some, too. "Could you keep an eye on the Tates while you're at it?"


  Relway sighed. "I suppose I can do that." He smiled. Pity about those teeth. "You make peace with your friend?"


  My life is an entertainment for all TunFaire. Everybody knows every time Tinnie winks at me. "They're special to me."


  "You have a deal. Wes, I've got to wander, see what's new on the street." He can do that. Little scruff like him, nobody would believe he's Relway.


  "Wait up," I said. "Couple things more. Ever hear of Black Dragon Valsung?"


  Relway shrugged, showed me his palms. "Which is what?"


  "Supposed to be a new freecorps. Colonel Norton Valsung commanding, lately of the Black Dragon Brigade."


  Relway shook his head. Block said, "Never heard of either one."


  "Me neither. That's what made me wonder."


  "What?" Relway wanted to know.


  "Two squeaky-clean clerk types named Carter Stockwell and Trace Wendover came to the house today. Wanted me to join their outfit."


  Block and Relway glanced at each other. Block said, "Means nothing to me."


  Relway said, "There're always new gangs. I'll keep an ear open."


  Block waved. Relway headed for the door. I started to go myself. Block told me, "Hang on, Garrett."


  "Uhm?"


  "If you do get involved, you be real careful. These people are nasty."


  "I've been playing with the bad boys a long time. I don't make mistakes anymore."


  "Only takes one, Garrett. Smart guys get dead, too."


  "Point taken. Thanks."


  "One more thing. Relway gets too focused sometimes. Doesn't think about whatever don't bear on what interests him right now."


  "You leading up to something?"


  "Yes. His people saw Crask and Sadler yesterday. Remember them? You should. They're back in town and too stupid not to be seen."


  "Never heard either one accused of genius." I shivered. Not much scares me but Crask and Sadler are stone-cold professional killers of the worst sort. The sort who want to hurt Mrs. Garrett's only surviving son. They're that lucky kind of professional who get to do work they really enjoy.


  Crask and Sadler have a sack full of bones to pick with Mama Garrett's favorite boy. I helped run them out of town. I helped fix them up with a Combine price on their heads.


  "I'll watch out."


  "Do. Hey! Teach that ugly sack of feathers to scout for you."


  "You hear that, bird?"


  The Goddamn Parrot kept his beak shut. A remarkable state of affairs.
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  Crask and Sadler. Damn! I thought those double-uglies were out of my life for good.


  They tried to take over when Chodo had his stroke—which few people knew about. Most think he's still in charge. They wouldn't if Belinda hadn't outfoxed Crask and Sadler when they made their grab. Them knowing about Chodo, and their deadly enmity, explained Belinda's eagerness to elevate them to the next plane.


  Nowadays Chodo is a lump of meat imprisoned in a wheelchair. Belinda has no use for him except to pretend her orders come from him.


  Block again told me, "You take care."


  "You too." I decided to say it. "I like this Westman Block better than the old one."


  That got me a sour look and, "Might be smart not to turn up here again. You go out on the fringe, you'll never know who's watching or what their real loyalties are."


  

  


  


  I paused outside the jail, studied the street. At the best of times watching your surroundings closely is wise. Our great city never lacks for characters willing to steal your gold tooth in broad daylight while you're watching.


  Nobody was interested in me. I didn't appear threatening, nor weak enough to be an easy victim.


  I felt good. I had an accommodation with the law—which would work for me because Max Weider is a municipal treasure.


  It was a gorgeous day, a tad warm but with a nice breeze, a few scurrying clouds dancing on a sky so blue it defined the color for all time. It was the kind of day that makes us daytime people feel good. The kind of day when people laugh, visit friends not seen for a while, conceive children. The kind of day when bloodlettings are few and even the scroats take time off to appreciate what a wonderful world it can be. It was the kind of day when Relway's crew might get into mischief because they had too much time on their hands.


  I headed east and north. It was time I visited an old friend of my own.


  The streets were crowded but the activists were having trouble working up much indignation. If the weather held, the coffinmakers and crematoria would catch up and have to cut pieces.


  A centaur clip-clopped past. He wore an old army blanket. I couldn't make out the regimental mark. He couldn't be real bright. If that blanket was loot and not a Crown issue to an auxiliary formation, possession could get him killed.


  Some days it could anyway.


  He was drunk. He didn't care.


  The air above swarmed with pixies and fairies and whatnot, the young ones tormenting the pigeons. That wouldn't earn them any enemies who weren't pigeons themselves.


  Birds were out courting, too. I noted a few hawks and peregrines way up high. The little people better stay alert. . . . A dimwit peregrine dived at a pixie girl. It drew a flurry of poisoned darts. The wee folk were using the nice day to educate a new generation of predators.


  It's a pity people are stupider than falcons. Otherwise, we could teach them not to prey on their own kind.


  On days like this, when everyone comes out to soak up the warm, it seems impossible that so many beings live in this city. But TunFaire is really several cities occupying the same site. There are evening peoples and night peoples and morning peoples who never see one another. It is both an accommodation and a way of life. It used to work.


  The tip of a wing whipped across the back of my hair. The Goddamn Parrot was showing off for his plain-feathered cousins. "I know a Yessiley place where they put pigeon in everything they cook. And they don't care if the pigeon is really a pigeon."


  "Awk! I want to soar with eagles and am forced—"


  "You want me to call one of those hawks down? They'll soar with you."


  "Help!"


  "Hey, Mister. Does your bird really talk?"


  "Hush, Bertie. The man's a ventriloquist." Bertie's mom gave me a look that said I ought to be ashamed, trying to scam people with an innocent bird.


  "You're probably right, ma'am. Why don't you take the poor creature and give him a decent home?"


  The air crackled around woman and child so swift was their departure.


  Nobody wanted poor old lovable Mr. Big.
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  The place has pretensions toward being a class eatery. It doesn't compete for the Yessiley trade. Its fashionable dishes never include anything harder to catch than squash or eggplant. Its name varies with the mood of its owner, Morley Dotes. The Palms is the moniker he's hung on it lately. His target clientele has gone from being blackhearted second-string underworlders foregathering to plot, negotiate, or arrange an expedient truce to upscale subjects foregathering to plot, negotiate, or arrange an expedient truce.


  The staff, however, is a constant.


  It was an off-peak hour when I invited myself into Morley's place. Diners of any station were conspicuous by their absence. Staff were making preparations for the hour when the crowd would show. Morley's new gimmick was a money cow. The place reeked prosperity.


  "Shee-it! I done thunk we was shut of dis perambulatin' sack a horse apples."


  "Better watch using words like perambulate, Sarge. You'll throw your tongue out of joint." How long did it take him to latch on to the word's meaning, so he could use it? It was several syllables longer than any in his normal vocabulary.


  A voice from the shadowed back growled, "You let dat damned dog in here again, Sarge? I smell doggie do."


  "Dat ain't dog shit, Puddle. Dat's Garrett."


  "Tossup which is worst."


  "Fugginay."


  "You guys ought to take your routine on the road." I couldn't see Puddle but he had been struck from the same mold as Sarge. Both are big and fat and sloppy, tattooed and almost as bad as they think they are.


  "Fugginay, Garrett. We'd have 'em rollin' in da streets. Be up to our friggin' noses in hot little gels. . . . Nah. I don't tink. I'm gettin' too old for all dat."


  "Watcha want, Garrett?" Puddle demanded. "I tink we done you 'bout enough favors for dis week."


  "I don't need any favors," I fibbed. "I wanted to let Morley in on some bad news."


  Back there in the shadows Puddle must have reported through the speaking tube to Morley's office upstairs. Dotes' voice came from the stair. "What bad news is that, Garrett?"


  "Crask and Sadler are back."


  Morley didn't say anything for a good ten seconds. Then he asked, "Where did you get that?"


  "Can't tell you." Which told him.


  "Shee-it!" Sarge observed. "What'd I say? It smells like poop it's proba'ly gonna be poop. He wants sometin' again."


  "Fugginay," Puddle replied. "I'm gonna have me a case a da brown-leg trots he comes in here someday an' he don't want nuttin'."


  I tried a ferocious scowl on Sarge as I passed him. He grinned amiably. He doesn't scare. "Nice shoulder ornament dere, Garrett. We knew you'd take to da bird eventually."


  These people are my friends. Allegedly.


  I told Morley, "You know eggplant used to be poisonous?"


  "Yes. I keep a few of the undomesticated variety around in case I want to cook up special dishes for people who don't respect our dress code here." He led the way upstairs. "So who's going to hear you now? Block told you about Crask and Sadler?"


  "He got it from Relway."


  "Oh. In here." Morley ducked across the room he uses for an office, settled into a plush chair behind a big table. He slipped a toothpick into a forest of nasty sharp teeth, looked thoughtful. "Crask and Sadler. Interesting."
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  Morley Dotes is the kind of guy nightmares are made of if you have a daughter. He's so damned handsome it's painful, in an olive, slim, dark-elven fashion. Anything he throws on makes him look like he spent all last week at a tailor's. He can deck himself out in white and prance through a coalyard without getting a spot on himself. I've never seen him sweat. Females of numerous species stop thinking while he's around.


  For all his faults he's a good friend. Albeit a friend of the sort who would give you a talking parrot as a gift—and do it in a way that would tie you in knots of obligation that keep you from disposing of said gift in any sensible fashion. Sort of the way an old hag witch might put a curse on you that you can shed only when some other fool volunteers to take it upon himself.


  No doubt Morley chuckles himself to sleep every night thinking about me and the Goddamn Parrot.


  I said, "Looks like the new scam has the marks rolling in."


  "It was the right move at the right time, Garrett. Took a while to convince the neighbors that they would benefit, though."


  I could imagine. The area had been known as the Safety Zone till recently. It was neutral ground where gentlemen of unsavory enterprise who were business rivals or outright enemies could sit down with some expectation of personal safety. The Joy House had been the heart of the Zone. Morley made the Zone work and therefore profitable for the whole area.


  A shift in market focus certainly would disconcert the neighbors.


  "Rich people have the same requirements and vices as poor people," Morley observed. Lamplight sparkled off the points of his unnaturally white teeth. "But they have more money to pay for them. That convinced everyone."


  That and, I didn't doubt, the marketing strategems of Sarge and Puddle and their compatriots.


  "Uhm. Crask and Sadler."


  "Block do any guessing about who brought them in?"


  "Nope. I thought Belinda should know they'd been seen." Morley has better contacts in the Outfit.


  "If she doesn't know, she'll be grateful for the warning."


  I said, "I'd like to break the news personally."


  Morley gave me a double dose of the fisheye. "You sure that would be smart?"


  "She used me up and left. No hard feelings from me."


  "From you. Belinda Contague is a strange woman, Garrett. Might not be healthy to get within stabbing distance of her."


  "We understand each other. But it'll be easier for both of us if I have you contact her."


  "I'll pass it on this time, you bullshitter. But you need to find somebody else to run your love notes. I'm out of that life."


  Who was bullshitting who? But I didn't ask. Let the man think he can kid a kidder. If he did. It could be a useful lever later.


  "What have you been into lately?" Dotes asked. "We haven't had a chance to just sit and talk and find cures for the ills of the world." His notions for the latter involve either forcing everyone to turn vegetarian or necessitate wholesale slaughters. Or both.


  I told him about my adventures among the gods. And goddesses. "I thought about getting you together with Magodor. She was your type."


  "Uhm?" He looked speculative.


  "She had four arms, snakes for hair, green lips, teeth like a cobra. But she was to kill for otherwise."


  "Oh, yes. I've dreamed about her for years."


  "Elves don't dream."


  He shrugged. "What about now?"


  "Now?"


  "You didn't visit Block to tip a few beers and reminisce about old murders you solved together."


  "Sure I did."


  "I know you, Garrett. You have a case."


  "It isn't really a case. I've got the deal with the brewery. Somebody threatened the old man. Maybe." I sketched the situation.


  "You have yourself a situation fraught with peril, Garrett." He smirked.


  "Potential violence. Weider won't stand for it. And if The Call tries moving into the rackets—"


  "The Call probably wouldn't. But several fringe groups are trying. They don't attract people with money. We'll see some excitement there. I can hear Belinda sharpening her knives. You going inside?"


  "Inside?"


  "Into the movement. As a spy. You wouldn't have any trouble. You're ethnically pure. You're a war hero." Morley is a war hero himself, in his own mind. He stayed behind and did yeoman service comforting many a soldier's frightened wife. "You're healthy enough to stand on your hind legs. You're unemployed. Makes you the perfect recruit."


  "Except for I don't buy the doctrine."


  Morley smiled his sharp-toothed finest. "You better not be seen here if you're going inside. You shouldn't even be around the Dead Man."


  "Oh." I didn't swear any oaths with Relway, did I? No thumb-cutting and blood-mixing. Obvious as it was I hadn't thought about the fact that infiltrating the rightsists meant my own lifestyle would have to reflect rightsist prejudice.


  Adopting a false identity would be too iffy. Too many veterans knew me. One thing you do when you're single and don't work is hang out with people like yourself. I prefer the company of women but there are rare occasions on an almost daily basis when no woman prefers mine. Hard as that is to believe.


  "It won't go that far." I hoped. "I'm going to the brewery to poke around. If Ty is trying to scam Pop's cash prematurely, I'll scare him off. If he's playing straight, I'll still get an idea of the real problem. I can't believe any of our racist lunatics have balls big enough to go after Weider."


  "You have true believers involved, Garrett. You ought to know reality doesn't faze those people. They're right. That's their armor. That's all they need." Morley sat up straight. He wanted to move on to something else. "Be careful out there, Garrett."


  "I'm always careful."


  "No, you're not. You're lucky. And luck is a woman. Be careful. You learned from the best. Take my lessons to heart."


  "Right." I chuckled. Morley doesn't lack for self-image.


  "Tell Puddle to come up. I need him to run a message."


  "I don't think he'll do much running." I did as Dotes asked, though.


  Morley never said a word about the Goddamn Parrot. Never asked a question. Never even looked at the bird. Never smirked or rubbed it in.


  Morley was playing with me again.


  I ought to slice the little buzzard into thin strips and slip them to him buried in one of his strange, overly spiced vegetarian platters.
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  I watched Puddle strain his way upstairs. "That man needs to eat more of what he serves," I told Sarge, who isn't a single pound lighter.


  "Fugginay. We're all puttin' on da pounds, Garrett," Sarge muttered, polishing a mug. Though they're all thugs, Morley's guys pretend to be waiters and cooks. "Ya tink about it hard when ya ain't eatin' but den ya wander inta a place where dey got da good beer and da great food, ya go bugfuck and don't tink what ya done till ya done et half a cow."


  "I know what you mean." Dean was too good a cook.


  Couldn't be the beer. Beer is good for you.


  "Fugginay. Hey, I got work to do, Garrett."


  "Yeah. Later."


  "You be careful out dere, pal. Da world's goin' crazy."


  That was the nicest thing Sarge ever said to me. I hit the street wondering why.


  A bird's wing brushed the back of my head. Again.


  My live-in clown was restless. He didn't speak, though. Luckily. Had the Dead Man not been controlling him, he would have screeched about me abusing infants. Or something. There was an unnatural rapport between the Loghyr and the bird. The Dead Man could touch his mind from miles away. Me he can barely reach in the street outside the house.


  It's bad enough to have the Dead Man after me constantly at home. Having him use Mr. Big to keep tabs everywhere else had gotten old two minutes after he found out he could do it.


  I reminded him, "I'm going to the brewery." Shift change was coming up.


  People noticed me talking to the bird. They gave me a more than normal amount of room.


  Because the streets are filled with men who talk to ghosts and shadows. For them the Cantard opened doors to realms the rest of us never see.


  War may not be Hell itself but it definitely does weaken the barriers between us and the dark regions.


  The Goddamn Parrot took wing. He followed me from above. The Dead Man's control slipped. The jungle vulture squawked insults at passersby. Some hurled sticks or bits of broken brick. The bird mocked them. He fears nothing that goes on two legs.


  Hawks are something else.


  A pigeon killer of uncertain species arrowed down out of the blue. Mr. Big sensed his peril at the last instant. He dodged. Even so, bright feathers flew but only the parrot's feelings suffered any real injury. He shrieked curses.


  I chuckled. "That was close, you little pervert. Maybe next time I'll get lucky."


  The little monster returned to my shoulder. He wouldn't leave again. The hawk circled but lost patience quickly. There is no shortage of pigeons in this burg.


  "Argh!" I said. "Where's me eye patch, matey?" I took a few crabbed steps, dragging my left foot. Folks didn't appreciate the effort, thought. Almost everybody has a disabled veteran in the family.
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  Stragglers from the early shift still drifted into the street as I reached the brewery. The stench of fermentation drenched the neighborhood. The workers didn't notice. Neither did the residents. Their noses were dead.


  Weider's main brewery is a great gothic redbrick monster that looks more like a hospice for werewolves and vampires than the anchor of a vast commercial empire. It has dozens of turrets and towers that have nothing to do with what goes on inside the building. Bats boil out of the towers at dusk.


  The monstrosity sprang from Old Man Weider's imagination. A smaller duplicate stands directly across Delor Street, Weider's first effort. He'd meant that to be a brewery but it turned out to be too small. So he remodeled and moved his family in while he built a copy ten times bigger, to which all sorts of additions have attached themselves since.


  We TunFairens love our beer.


  The brewery doen't have a real security team. Senior workers take turns patrolling and watching the entrances. Outside villains don't get in. The workforce protects the place like worker bees protect their hives.


  A spry antique named Geral Diar had the duty at the front entrance. "Hey, Gerry," I said as I walked up. "Checking in."


  "Garrett?" His eyes aren't the best. And he was surprised to see me. That was a good sign. If nobody expects me, any bad guys will have no time to cover up. "What're you doing here?"


  "Snooping. Same as always. The big house says it's time. Been stealing any barrels?"


  "You enjoy yourself, young fellow. Somebody should."


  "Oh? You're not?"


  Diar is one of those guys who can't not talk if anybody stops to listen. "Not much joy around here lately."


  "How come?"


  "State of the kingdom. Everybody's got a viewpoint and nobody's got a pinch of tolerance for the other guy's."


  This might be germane. "Been some political friction here?"


  "Oh, no, not around here. Mr. Weider wouldn't put up with that. But it's everywhere else and you got to get through it to get to work. You can't hardly go anywhere without you run into a brawl or demonstration or even an out an' out riot. It's all a them foreigners from the Cantard. They just act like they want to cause trouble."


  "I know what you mean." I was in my chameleon mode, where I mirror whomever I'm with. That loosens people up. Diar's comment, though, complimented the Dead Man's suspicion that Glory Mooncalled was trying to destabilize Karentine society.


  "Gets depressing, Garrett, knowing you have to go out there. Things was better back when all you had to worry about was thieves and strong-arm men."


  "I'm sure the King will do something soon." Like the traditional turn-of-the-back till the mob sorted itself out. Not that the royals deign to spend time in TunFaire, where the upper crust bears them far less goodwill than does the factious, fractious rabble.


  "Well, you just have yourself a wonderful day, Garrett."


  "And you, too, Gerry. You, too."


  When you think brewery mostly you picture the finished product: beer, ale, stout, whatever. You don't consider the process. First thing you notice about a brewery is the smell. That isn't the toothsome bouquet of a premium lager, either. It's the stench of vegetable matter rotting. Because that's the process. To get beer you let vats of grain and water and additives like hops rot under the loving guidance of skilled old brewmasters who time each phase to the minute.


  There are no youngsters working in the brewhouse. In the Weider scheme even apprenticed sons of the brewmasters start out as rough labor. Weider himself was a teamster before he went to the Cantard and believes that physical labor made him a better man. But when he was young everybody over nine had to work. And jobs were easy to find.


  Weider does know every job in the brewery and occasionally works some of them just to keep in touch with a workingman's reality. He expects his senior associates to do the same.


  Manvil Gilbey wrestling beer barrels is a hoot. Which might explain why Gilbey isn't entirely fond of me. I've witnessed his efforts and feel comfortable reporting that as a laborer he's pretty lame.


  I said hello to the brewmasters on duty. Skibber Kessel returned a sullen greeting. Mr. Klees was too busy to notice a housefly like me. They were dedicated men, disinclined to gossip at the most relaxed times. I supposed they were happy with things the way they were. No brewmaster is shy about raising hell when he's bothered. The finest brewmasters are like great operatic performers.


  When I go to the brewery I try to stay unpredictable. The bad boys don't need to catch me in a routine. Sometimes I hang around only half an hour. Other times I just won't go away. I become like some unemployed cousin loafing around the place, though I will help the guys on the docks, loading and unloading. I shoot the bull with the apprentices, shovel with the guys in the grain elevator, just watch the boys in the hops shed. I wander, double-check counts on the incoming barley, rice, and wheat, calculating inflow against recorded output. In all ways I try to be a pain in the ass to would-be crooks.


  The brewery's biggest problem always was pilferage. That's been a lot smaller since I came around but, unfortunately, human nature is human nature.
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  I knew some of the teamsters and dock wallopers well enough to drink with so it seemed I ought to start with them. They wouldn't hesitate to talk about conflicts within the workforce.


  There are two ways to reach the loading docks—besides going around to the freight gate. One leads through the caverns beneath the brewery, where the beer is stored. The caverns and the proximity of the river, on which raw materials arrive, are why Weider chose the site.


  The caverns are the more difficult route. The other way runs through the stable. That's huge. Few other enterprises require so much hauling capacity.


  I chose the caverns. It's almost a religious experience, wandering those cool aisles between tall racks of kegs and barrels.


  They work round the clock down there and I always find Mr. Burkel there with his tally sheets. "Mr. Burkel, don't you ever sleep?"


  "Garrett! Hello. Of course I do. You're just a lucky man. You get to enjoy my company every time you come around."


  "How can I argue with that? How are your numbers running these days?"


  "As good as they've ever been. As good as they've ever been."


  Which still meant a slight floor loss in favor of the workforce, probably limited to what was consumed on the premises. Which was fine with Old Man Weider.


  Mr. Burkel handed me a huge stein. As chance would have it, that stein was filled with beer. "This is a new wheat we've just started shipping." I sipped half a pint.


  "And a fine brew it is, Mr. Burkel. It's heavier than the lager but lighter than the dark I usually prefer." I forebore tossing in some wine snob chat. He wouldn't get the joke. "This's why I like Old Man Weider. He's always trying something. Thanks. Maybe I'll come through again on my way out."


  "Do. Now answer me something, Garrett. How come you got a stuffed bird on your shoulder? Looks goofy as hell."


  "It's not stuffed. It's alive. It's kind of a signature thing. Other guys in my racket all got a gimmick."


  "Oh." You'd have thought I was threatening to tell him about my new wall coverings. "Well, you be careful out there, Garrett."


  "Likewise, Mr. Burkel."
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  The Weider freight docks are chaos incarnate, yet out of that confusion flows the lifeblood of the tavern industry. From its heart to its nethermost extremities beer is the blood and soul of the metropolis.


  The teamsters and deckhands received me with mixed emotions, as always. Some were friendly, or pretended to be. Others scowled. Maybe some of those were involved in the theft ring I rooted out. They might figure I done them wrong because stealing from the boss is a worker's birthright.


  Shadows were gathering in the dockyard. Hostlers had begun retiring the incoming teams. After dark only outside haulers would be loaded. This was a time of day the dockworkers liked. They could get lazy.


  It was also the time of day when a keg or three could disappear most easily.


  I planted the other side of my lap on a returned empty meant to go back to the cooperage yard for repairs. I stayed out of the way, let the noise and chatter wash over me. The Goddamn Parrot muttered but did not lapse into filth. What little I understood sounded like random thoughts from one of the Dead Man's secondary minds. He must be distracted.


  I listened. I overheard almost nothing about the political situation and less about what everybody thought I might be after. I didn't mind. I didn't expect anybody to be dumb enough to plot right in front of me, though the criminal class does boast a rich vein of stupidity.


  Mostly I watched how guys behaved when they knew I was watching.


  Nobody acted guilty.


  

  


  


  "Garrett?"


  I opened my eyes. I'd been on the brink of falling asleep. The long nights were catching up.


  "Gilbey?" Manvil Gilbey masquerades as Old Man Weider's batman but he's no servant. The bond between them goes back to their army days and is unshakable. Nobody can indict its rectitude, either. Gilbey had a wife who died. Weider still has one he worships. If Max is the brain of the brewing empire, Manvil Gilbey is its soul and conscience.


  "Max requests the honor of your company whenever you can get over to the house."


  Gilbey needed a few quaffs of the product. He's all right once he's had a few.


  "I'll be over before it gets completely dark."


  "Good enough." Gilbey turned and marched away.


  A driver called Sparky observed, "That's one guy what never should of got outta the army."


  "Always on the parade ground, isn't he?"


  "He's all right, you get to know him."


  "One of the good people," I agreed.


  "He just never learned to take it easy."


  "The streets are filled with people like that these days."


  "Tell me about it," Sparky grumbled. "When I get off I've been driving and hossing them barrels for twelve, fourteen hours. All I want to do is get home and collapse. So what happens every goddamned night? I've got to walk a mile through morons trying to save the world from the guy next door. And every damned one of them wants me to join his mob. They get deaf as a cobblestone when you tell them to just leave you the fuck alone."


  Another driver said, "I'm thinking about just camping out here till this shit blows over. I'm fed up having to duck a fight every time I go somewhere."


  I suggested, "Maybe you could try a different route. Those rights guys only show up where they think they can start something. I didn't get any hassles coming down here. I don't get much trouble at all, really."


  "You think walking around with that stick and stuff don't make a difference? Them assholes ain't ready to work for it yet."


  "Yeah, Garrett. Mosta dem fucks be scared shitless of a guy wit' a eagle on his shoulder."


  "Thank you, Zardo. But don't give the buzzard a swelled head." I tote my headknocker everywhere these days. Times have grown so interesting that I no longer feel foolish being cautious. "You want to buy this bird, Zardo? Sparky? I'll cut you a deal. I'll throw in an eye patch."


  "Dat'd just be askin' for trouble. I couldn't fight my way outta a weddin' reception."


  Sparky said, "I spent my five doing the same thing I do here, Garrett. I never touched a weapon after Basic."


  I didn't know Sparky well enough to preach to him so I just shrugged. "Life's never kind to the good-hearted. I had a friend once who recited a poem over and over about how good men die while the wicked prosper. One of the best men I ever knew. What the crocodile didn't eat we buried in a swamp on an island down south."


  "I know that pome."


  "I'd better head for the big house."


  "Sure. Something I wanted to ask you, though."


  "Yeah? What?"


  "That bird. It's stuffed. Right?"


  "You got a bet on? It's alive. It's just doped." On idiocy-suppressing thoughts from the Dead Man. "If I don't dope it, it cusses worse than old Matt Berry. Usually at somebody who could yank off both of my arms with one hand tied behind his back."


  "Oh." Sparky seemed disappointed. He must have lost the bet.
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  I dropped off the dock, strolled toward the stables. Going through was the fastest way to the big house.


  I was halfway through, stepping carefully, when I found myself at the heart of a sudden triangle of guys who didn't look very friendly.


  Morley's oft-given advice was sinking in. Or maybe I was just in a bad mood. Or maybe I was just impatient. I didn't ask what anybody wanted.


  I spun. My oak headknocker tapped the temple of the guy moving up behind me. The pound of lead inside the stick's business end added emphasis to my argument. His eyes glazed. He went down without a word.


  I continued to turn, dropped, laid my next love tap on the side of the knee of a huge Weider teamster. He was just getting a fist wound up.


  His legs folded. I rose past him, tapped him on his bald spot, stepped aside as he sprawled, turned to the last character. "Something on your feeble mind?"


  He kept coming even though he had no tools. That didn't seem encouraging. Why the confidence? I feinted a tap at an elbow, buried the tip of my stick in his breadbasket. He whooshed a bushel of bad breath. I whapped the side of his head, then found out why he kept on coming.


  A second wave of three materialized. These boys looked like they were accustomed to muscle work. I didn't recognize any of them. On the plus side, none of them were behind me.


  While they decided what to do because Plan One had burned up in their fingers I rethumped everybody already down. I didn't want any surprises.


  One of the new bunch grabbed a pitchfork. Another collected a shovel. I didn't like the implications.


  The Goddamn Parrot, who had elevated himself to a stringer overhead when the excitement started, said, "Awk! Garrett's in deep shit now."


  The third man, who seemed to be in charge, hung back to direct traffic. He and his pals all looked up when the bird spoke.


  I didn't.


  I charged.


  A pitchfork is nasty and a shovel unpleasant but neither was designed to hurt people. My stick, though, has no other reason for existing. A feint and a weave gave me a chance to reach in and crunch knuckles on a hand gripping the pitchfork. Shovel man froze momentarily when his too-slow buddy shrieked. I skipped aside and cracked his skull.


  I swear, he shimmered. I thought he was going to fade away. I wanted to whimper because I was afraid some gods were after me again.


  I whipped back to pitchfork man. He was too slow to be a threat by himself. A moment later he was sinking and I was ready to go after the last man.


  The clown shut the stall gate between us, leaned on it, and smiled. "I'm impressed."


  "You ought to be. You're about to be flat on your back in the horse fruit yourself. Who are you? Why the hell are you bothering me?"


  "Awk," the Goddamn Parrot observed from above.


  "I'm nobody special. Just a messenger."


  I rolled me eyes. "Corn by the bucketful. Spare me. I don't mind crippling the messenger."


  "Not scared?"


  "Just quaking in my little shoesies." I banged a toe off the temple of the guy who had tried to fork me. For half a second he shimmered like his buddy had.


  "No skin off my nose, you listen or not."


  "Want to bet?" I popped my stick against my palm. "Let's see if you shimmer, too."


  "Here's the word. We know where you live. Stay away from the Weider brewery."


  "A joke, right?" I indicated my collection of unconscious bodies. "I know where I live, too. You guys want, come on over."


  For just a second his confidence was shaky. "I'm telling you. Back off. Stay away."


  "Says who? You've gotten something turned around inside your head. You and your company-clerk buddies here are going to keep your lardy asses off of Weider property. Next time you trespass you'll get hurt."


  The guy smirked. I flicked the tip of my stick at the fingers of his right hand where he gripped the top of the gate. He bit, yanked back. I kicked the gate. He staggered backward. Unfortunately, my balance wasn't perfect either. My follow-through was a plop into not-so-sweet-smelling straw.


  The Goddamn Parrot guffawed.


  "Your day is coming."


  The big guy bounced off a post, got his balance back. He grabbed a handy hay hook, whooshed it back and forth. He wasn't happy anymore. He snarled, "That was a big mistake. Now you got me pissed off. And I don't need you in one piece."


  There are people so stupid they just can't imagine somebody hurting them. And some of those are so dim you can't even teach them with pain. This guy looked like one of the latter.


  The Goddamn Parrot made a distressed noise.


  I dived for my stick. It had gotten away from me when I fell. I slithered over an earlier victim. He groaned when I got him with an elbow.


  "What are you men doing there?" That sounded like somebody used to being in charge. I glanced sideways as I got hold of my stick, saw Ty Weider and his wheelchair maybe fifteen feet away, beyond a couple of stalls. With him were his full-time helper Lancelyn Mac and two stable hands.


  The big guy looked, too. He dithered a second longer than I did. Without getting up, I swung my stick and got him in the kneecap. He yowled and raised his leg. I rolled into the one still on the straw.


  "Lance. Ike. See what's going on there," Ty ordered.


  I got up. "It's me. I was crossing from the dock to the big house when these guys jumped me." I kicked the big man in the side of the head before he got organized. I wasn't fond of anybody right then. I planted a foot on his butt and pushed him into a manure pile.


  Lancelyn and Ike joined me. I asked, "You guys recognize any of these thugs?"


  Both looked toward Ty for advice. Weider maneuvered his chair through the mess. "Sit them up so I can see their faces."


  I lifted guys. So did Ike. Lance didn't want to get anything under his fingernails. He elected himself director of field operations.


  I'd always suspected him of being that kind of guy. He was a tall, golden-haired boy with an inflated notion of his own worth. Women of the shallow variety drooled when he walked past. We'd never gotten along but, then, we'd never had to. I didn't hang out with the younger Weiders anymore.


  "You play rough, Garrett," Ty said.


  "I took them by surprise."


  "In more ways than one, I'd guess."


  He was right. For sure these guys hadn't been clear on who I was. Otherwise, they would have been better prepared.


  Ty said, "Lance, those faces look familiar." He pointed, indicating the men I'd seen before myself. "What're you doing, Garrett?"


  "Going through their pockets." I tapped a guy's head to keep him down. "Might find something interesting."


  "You saying this wasn't personal? None of these guys have a sister?"


  "Some of them probably do. But I don't know them. It didn't get personal till they tried to thump on me. The one I was wrestling when you showed up told me they were supposed to tell me to stay away from the brewery. He was the only one who ever said anything."


  "You don't know him?"


  "No."


  "Neither do I. Lance? No? Ike? Mays? No? Looks like we have a mystery, then."


  "This is Votil Hanbe," Ike said, indicating one of the familiar men. "He cleans stables nights. That one works the dock nights. I don't remember his name."


  "Kessel," Lancelyn said. "Milo Kessel. Skibber Kessel is his uncle. Mr. Klees hired him. As a favor to Skibber. I was there when they discussed it."


  "We can talk to them, then. Don't beat on those two anymore, Garrett. And what should we do with the rest of them?"


  "Whatever you do with trespassers."


  "Keelhaul 'em," the Goddamn Parrot suggested.


  I continued, "Beat them some more and toss them into the canal. Hello."


  "What?"


  "All of them have one of these armbands tucked away." I lifted one. It was the black and red and blue common to all the human rights groups. This one boasted a black two-headed dragon on a red field as its main device. "I don't recognize this."


  Nobody else claimed any knowledge, either. Ty said, "Lance, get them up and get them out of here. Ike, Mays, lend a hand."


  I asked, "Is there any reason one of the nut groups would want me to stay away from here? I'm part of the scenery."


  "Who knew you were coming?" Right to the point, old Ty.


  "Nobody," I fibbed. He should know, though, unless he didn't talk to his intended. Nicks wouldn't be hiding what she and Alyx were doing from her fiancé, even if Alyx wanted. Or would she? "But I've been here long enough for somebody to send out for help. Only, what would political guys be afraid that I'd find?"


  "These people are mainly lower-class veterans, Garrett. You need money to become a political force. Did you check to see if someone's been skimming again?"


  "I did. I didn't catch any bad smells."


  "I'll reexamine the accounts myself. I'll let you know if I find anything. You say my father wanted to see you?"


  "Gilbey caught me on the dock. Soon as I finished I headed for the big house."


  "Dad's probably grumbling about you taking so long. I'll let you know what these two have to say. If they don't talk, they'll be looking for work."


  The unknowns were headed for the street already, partly under their own power. Those boys would have a fine crop of aches and bruises in the morning.


  Not me, though. I'd saved myself all that by moving fast and hitting hard, first. Just what Morley has been preaching for so long. Pretty soon I'd be leaving them with their throats cut.


  Ty muttered, "I'm going to be late again." He worked his chair around until he was right in there with the brewery employees, both of whom were conscious now. "Lance. We'll question Hanbe first. No sense upsetting Skibber Kessel if we don't have to."


  The Goddamn Parrot dropped out of the gloom, satisfied that it was safe to show his ugly beak around me again.


  Ty started. Then he grinned. "Put one on the other shoulder, too, Garrett. Add a tricorner hat, a bad limp, some facial scars, and an eye patch. You could pass yourself off as Captain Scarlet." He smirked.


  The Goddamn Parrot brings out the worst in everybody. Except me.


  "I'll just go see your dad now."


  "Yo ho ho."
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  Manvil Gilbey was waiting for me. I barely finished cranking the bell handle before he stuck his bleak face outside. I was surprised. A stiffneck named Gerris Genord usually answered the door.


  His nose rolled up instantly. "What in the world. . . ? Are you aware of the state of your apparel?"


  "Plenty. I was headed over here. I got ambushed in the stable. I'll want to talk that over with the boss, too. But first, why don't I go around back, shuck out of all this horse flavoring, and wash down? If you've got somebody who can bring me a towel and something else to wear."


  "Thoughtful of you, Garrett. Take care you don't fall afoul of any pigs or cattle on your journey."


  "Careful is my new middle name."


  The Goddamn Parrot decided that was his cue to laugh. He sounded like a donkey braying.


  I strolled around to the tradesman's gate. I waited there for ten minutes. I started talking to myself, or maybe thinking out loud to the Goddamn Parrot. Gilbey himself finally showed up to open the gate and let me into a large paved courtyard that would have been the shipping point had the mansion actually become a brewery.


  "You get lost backstairs? Or are you just the only one home who'll risk—"


  "I ran into Alyx. I had to discourage her from supervising your ablutions personally."


  That might have been interesting. "Must be this glamorous life I lead."


  "I wouldn't get too interested in Alyx."


  "Me neither. Max is my bread and butter." Oh, did it hurt to say that and actually try to mean it. The more I thought about how wonderfully Alyx had grown up the more—


  "And I understand you're taken."


  "Awk!" Chuckles in parrotese.


  "This bird and me, we're a hot number. Nothing is going to come between us."


  "I expect Miss Tate will be devastated."


  Manvil is business all the time. He took himself and life and everything else much too seriously. "You should relax, Gilbey. Take a night off. Go out somewhere where nobody knows you, get fucked up and party your ass off."


  Gilbey's eyes widened a skillionth of an inch. "Sound advice, no doubt. It's certainly done you well. I'll consider it."


  "Go after it the way you did when you were young and in the service."


  "I was in the Judge Advocate's office."


  "Wouldn't you know." He probably prosecuted guys for smiling on the job.


  "I don't recall ever having criticized the way you live your life, Mr. Garrett."


  "Ouch!" Despite his obvious disapproval. "Point taken, Mr. Gilbey. And that makes you a treasure. Everyone else is critical, including my partner, my housekeeper, my girlfriend, my best friend, even this ludicrous buzzard."


  The Goddamn Parrot cracked an eyelid and went to all the trouble of interjecting an "Awk" as bitterly cold as any corpse.


  For a second I thought Gilbey might crack a smile.


  He didn't but I knew how to get to him now. With the unanticipated. With the kind of humor that blindsides you with the unlikely.


  "A troll, an ogre, and a barbarian walk into a tavern. The elephant behind the bar says, ‘We don't serve—' "


  "Mice are never amusing."


  "You've heard it." I hadn't finished the setup.


  "I hear them all. Kittyjo collects them. The more off-color the better. I have to listen to them. Here we are. I had several buckets of hot water brought around. Use them as you will."


  "Can I ask you something, Gilbey?"


  He waited, neither offering permission nor denying it.


  "You're a right guy. You're Max's pal. His sidekick. But half the time you talk like some kind of butler or something."


  "We are what we are, Garrett. You should find soap, towels, and fresh clothing inside. Rinse down the floor when you're done. Courtesy to the next bather. When you're ready, meet us in Max's study."


  "Thanks. For everything and whatever."


  I stepped into the place he had made available. The floor was zinc. So were the walls. The staff were allowed to bathe there. Horses got scrubbed down there, too.


  A selection of clothing, soap, a brush, and three steaming buckets all sat on a bench. A doorway without a door in it opened into a chamber about five feet by nine, also floored and walled with zinc. The floor sloped to a central drain. A bizarre apparatus consisting of a barrel and lead pipes hung overhead. You filled the tank by climbing a ladder in the outer room.


  I figured it out because it resembled a contraption we'd built from a hardtack barrel in the islands, using bamboo for pipes.


  I scrubbed up as good as I have in years.


  The clothes were not the sort you'll usually find on one of Mama Garrett's boys—mainly because Mom and all her boys together couldn't afford them. Nor were they a choice I would've selected, given a choice. They were too dressy, formal, dull, too dark, more suited to the funeral racket. Also, there was a waistcoat. And ruffles. Not a plethora of ruffles. Not ruffles like you see when Morley dresses up. But ruffles.


  Ruffles aren't me.


  The Goddamn Parrot resumed station on my shoulder. He made no effort to control his snickers.


  The clothing smelled like it had been stored. Maybe it had belonged to one of the Weider boys. In happier times. Not Ty, though. He was smaller than me. Probably the only one who hadn't come home. I couldn't remember his name.


  The tools were there so I shaved. I don't know why I didn't seize the opportunity to cut the Goddamn Parrot's throat. It was one in a thousand. And nobody was looking.
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  Old Man Weider stands about two hairs over five and a half feet tall but he has a much bigger presence. He's a round-faced, ruddy-skinned guy with close-cropped white hair, most of which has migrated to the sides of his head, I suppose to escape the direct impact of sunshine and rain. His mustache is doing much better, thank you. Maybe it gets more fertilizer. It's a huge gray bush with flecks of yesterday's brown still hanging on stubbornly.


  Weider smiles readily but his smiles seldom take up residence in his eyes. It's like he's really glad to see you but the moment you're actually there he starts calculating all the angles.


  He grabbed my hand, pumped it. His fingers were plump little sausages. He grinned as he said, "I hear you had an adventure over in my stables." He has remarkably good teeth for his age. "Ty sent Ike Khame over. He told us what happened while you were cleaning up."


  "Ah. An adventure. That don't capture it. I was lucky Ty and Lance turned up when they did."


  "Why?"


  "What?"


  "Sorry. Sit down. You look good in those clothes. They were Tad's. I suppose you guessed. Keep them. In fact, Manvil, tell Genord to have Tad's whole wardrobe shipped over to Garrett's place. You don't have any objection, do you?" This was the boss. Chatter chatter, off in seven unpredictable directions.


  "No."


  "Sit down. Sit down. You want something to drink? We've got beer. Or beer. Or you can have beer." He worked some change on that joke every time I visited. Which wasn't often. Our relationship may be based on absence makes the heart grown fonder. "Why would anyone jump you?"


  "Good question. I don't know. Two were your employees. Ty said he'd get an answer. They all carried armbands from some rights gang. Their emblem wasn't one I've ever seen before."


  Gilbey brought a schooner of beer, a Weider Dark Reserve with a strong yeast flavor. The very beer the goats in heaven give instead of milk. He said, "It's spooky, seeing you in those clothes."


  Weider agreed. "If we got a surgeon to cut that growth off your shoulder, you'd look a lot like Tad." The old pain rose into Weider's eyes. It was the pain we all know because we've all lost somebody to the war. I took a long drink and tried to forget my brother. My father doesn't hurt because I don't remember him.


  Weider didn't have that solace. Nor that of beer. He drinks nothing. He stays away because he loves the stuff too much.


  Gilbey drew a mug. He would nurse it all evening. "I don't get out much anymore, Garrett," he said as he settled into the chair he always used, not far from Max, where he could scoot over and get into a cutthroat game of dominoes when the mood hit. "I'm out of touch with popular culture. Are stuffed birds some new fad?"


  "A present from a friend." I let it go at that.


  With my luck the Dead Man was napping and catching nothing through that hideous jungle chicken.


  Weider mused, "So Alyx went to you."


  I nodded.


  "I didn't send her."


  "So she said. But she hinted that you wouldn't run me off if I turned up."


  "It's good that you came. You've already generated evidence that something is going on. This cancer people call a human rights movement. It has penetrated the brewery."


  "Alyx said somebody's trying to extort money on behalf of The Call."


  Weider seemed surprised. He glanced at Gilbey. "Manvil?"


  "News to me." Gilbey sat forward in his chair, alert.


  "She said Ty told her. Tinnie and Nicks backed her up. A couple of brewmasters supposedly saw it happen."


  "They did? The Call? Nicks?"


  "Miss Nicholas. Ty's fiancé. It doesn't sound like The Call's style."


  "Absolutely not. Marengo North English has more wealth than any three men deserve."


  Interesting. Weider should be North English's equal in that. "I'd gladly relieve the man of some of the responsibility."


  Weider chuckled. "No doubt. But his wealth is why The Call is the biggest rights group."


  Gilbey amended, "His wealth and his connections. Most of his social peers share his prejudices."


  Max said, "I don't. Even though I consider him my friend. He wouldn't try something that underhanded. He'd come ask for support."


  I said, "He might have some renegade troops." I'd had an unpleasant encounter with a Call splinter group not that long ago.


  "Plausible." Gilbey took my schooner, restored it to a happier estate, then added, "The men in the stable weren't from The Call."


  Weider told me, "Ike seemed certain that Ty had made sure of that."


  "Oh."


  "Tomorrow night I'm hosting a gala where Ty and Giorgi will announce their engagement. Everybody who is anybody will be here. Including Marengo North English and Bondurant Altoona. And you, I hope. Won't you join us?"


  "Uh. . . . Me? Socializing with socialites?" I've done that, mostly in shady places, street corners, alleyways, taverns where their own kind won't notice them rubbing elbows with a disreputable character like me.


  "You'll manage, Garrett. Just bring your manners. Pretend the guests are all beautiful women and you have charm to waste. Get him an invitation, Manvil. You'll come in like any other guest, Garrett. The security people won't know who you are. Not right away."


  I must have let another expression get out and go scampering around my face. Maybe I need to hit the Landing and hang out in the gambling dens until I get my betting face back.


  "I didn't have you do security because you're only one man, Garrett."


  That was hopping on a crippled leg but I ignored it. I accepted a fancy folded paper from Gilbey, asked Weider, "So why did you send Manvil to get me?"


  "An impulse. Possibly driven by an unconscious surge of common sense. I wanted to give you that invitation. Because I suddenly realized that by shutting you out I was putting myself entirely in the hands of amateurs and strangers at a time when I was going to have a house full of outsiders, many of whom I couldn't call friends even during a wedding celebration. And I wanted to find out why you suddenly decided to show an interest in the brewery. Just when things are showing signs of getting weird. Call it my old-age paranoia suddenly flaring up."


  I looked at Gilbey. Manvil thinks much less of me than Max does. "You approve?"


  "I do." But his gout was nipping him, or he was having a problem with gas pains.


  "You have other troubles?"


  Max said, "I expect to find out for sure tomorrow night. I mean to flush the snakes out of the grass."


  There would be a few of those amongst the bourgeois robber moguls likely to be invited to a Weider soiree. Vipers the size of the crocodile killers we used to cut up and feed to the saber-toothed cats in the islands. . . .


  Gilbey volunteered, "Alyx wanted you invited, too."


  The little darling. "Huh?"


  "On behalf of Miss Tate. But also because she's wary of snakes herself."


  Tinnie seemed to be wriggling her cute little tail right back into the center of my life. And I didn't mind at all. "I'll see if I can't find something to wear."


  "Manvil will have Genord make sure Tad's things gets to your house in time. Please avoid the stables until after the affair."


  "I think I can resist the urge to visit them."


  Grinning, Gilbey suggested, "If you arrive early, you can critique our arrangements and watch the villains—make that guests—arrive."


  I pretended to be businesslike. "A reasonable plan, gentlemen."


  "Awk! We'll be here."


  "We? I'll sell your feathers first, you glorified duster."


  Weider chuckled. He said, "At least one of you ought to show up."


  "One of us will. Me. The one with half a brain." I got up. I must have moved too fast. The floor got awfully unsteady suddenly.


  Couldn't have been that little dribble of beer.
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  "Will you quit stomping around?" The Goddamn Parrot kept getting more and more restless. I hoped that didn't mean he wanted to exploit me the way pigeons traditionally do statues of forgotten generals. I'd seen enough animal by-product for one day.


  Weider's personal sitting room was in a corner of the front of his mansion, on what was called the second floor despite being only slightly above street level. The ground on which the mansion stood sloped. In back you could walk straight out but in front you climbed fifteen steps to reach the front door, then descended half a dozen back to street level. So the first floor lies below actual ground level almost everywhere. Only the rear of the house, including the kitchen, family dining room, and back stairs sees daily use. Most of it is reserved for entertainment.


  Even the second floor mainly serves business and entertainment purposes. Weider rules his empire from there. The family lives higher still, on the third and fourth floors. Servants who live on the premises do so in nooks and crannies and under the eaves.


  I didn't envy them.


  I was about to head down the grand staircase to the first floor when a remote scream stopped me. I glanced back. Gilbey stood in the doorway of Weider's study, silhouetted. He shrugged, pointed upward.


  I clomped downstairs muttering, "Tom is still with us." I took several deep breaths crossing the pink-marble floor so when I got to the steps I could bound up to the front door with the spring of a misspent youth. The Goddamn Parrot never stopped prancing on my shoulder.


  Max had three sons: Tad, Tom, and Ty. Tom and Ty made it back from the Cantard but Tom left his mind and soul behind.


  Rich or poor, we have that in common. We've been to the Cantard. And we've lost somebody. And none of us who survived came home unchanged.


  But the war is over. Karenta has triumphed. The Cantard's fabulous mines now serve the sorcerers, who are our real masters. Karenta is the most powerful kingdom in the world. We should be proud.


  This month, for the first time in three generations, the Crown conscripted no one.


  We won. And because we did our world is falling apart.


  Boy, am I glad we didn't lose.


  It seemed like a mile to the door. My heels clacked hollowly. Their sound echoed off the walls. Preparations were under way for the party but so far only to the extent that the hall had been stripped of clutter like carpets, furniture, portraits of imaginary forbears, old armor, crossed swords and pikes, and most anything that could become a weapon after the weather turned drunken.


  There was no one watching the front door. The old man's paranoia couldn't run too deep. I clomped up and let myself out while making a mental note to suggest a less relaxed security posture.


  I surveyed the neighborhood from the porch. Daylight was a ghost of its former gaudy self. "You got to dump, you'd better go do it now, you runt turkey."


  The bird squawked, said, "I wanted you outside so I could talk."


  The Dead Man. Of course. I knew we were headed this direction as soon as he started insisting that I take the little vulture everywhere. Not only would he use that ugly feather duster to spy on me, he meant to nag me like he was my mother.


  I muttered, "Bird, you are doomed! Doomed!"


  "What?"


  "You've got me talking to myself. What do you want?"


  "You need to come home. We have company only you can handle."


  "Damn." What did that mean? I didn't ask because he wouldn't tell me. His excuse would be that the bird could talk only so much before he injured his throat, a limitation I've never witnessed when that vulture—or the Dead Man—had something to say that I didn't want to hear. "Want to name names?"


  "No. Don't waste time."


  I'll strangle them both. It's got to take more effort to deny me than to say a name.


  I took the direct route, which turned out to be a poor choice.


  Grand Avenue from the Landing south to the Dream Quarter was choked with prohuman demonstrators. They were mostly younger than me. It didn't seem possible that there could be so many, that they could all belong right here instead of scattered amongst a hundred towns and cities and a hundred thousand farms. But, of course, resentment of nonhumans is an ancient exercise. We had great and vicious wars in ages past. And today plenty of men older than me, secure in their trade or employment, are as intolerant as any youngster with no prospects.


  I hit Grand where six hundred guys from The Call were marching back and forth practicing their manuals at arms using quarterstaves and wooden swords instead of pikes and sharp steel. Their apparel was moderately uniform. Their shields matched. Most wore light leather helmets. They were true believers in the highest cause and they had faced deadly enemies on the plains of war. This night would turn nasty if some genius on the Hill decided the army should disperse the demonstrators.


  Any troops sent in faced demobilization themselves. An interesting complication.


  I relaxed, awaited a chance to cross when I wouldn't inconvenience any nut. You don't want to irritate somebody who has several thousand of his best friends handy. Not unless you're armed with the headbone of an ass.


  A nice gap opened. Me and fifty other apolitical types decided to go for it.


  "Hey! Garrett! Wait up!"


  I knew that voice. Unfortunately. "Damn!" Maybe I could outrun her.
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  "Garrett!" That was my pal Winger doing the hollering. Winger is a big old country girl as tall as me, a good-looker, who abandoned her husband and kids to chase her fortune in the city. "Dammit! You stop right there, Garrett!"


  "Wait," the Goddamn Parrot squawked in my ear. I stopped. I was well trained. Several people nearby stopped, too, all startled by the bird's having spoken.


  A kid asked, "Does your bird really talk, Mister?" She was maybe five with blond hair in ringlets and the biggest innocent blue eyes ever invented. I wanted to make a date for about fifteen years but her dad looked like a guy who thought too much like a father. "Yes, he does. But it's hard to get him started."


  "Awk! Pretty baby! Pretty girl!"


  "Unless you're someone special."


  The bird spotted Winger. "Awk! Holy hooters! Look at them gazoombies!" Nature had been generous to Winger.


  I squeezed the bird's beak before he got me assassinated.


  "I love you, too, Mr. Big," Winger said, hustling up. She ignored kid and dad completely. The father decided he wanted nothing to do with lowlifes like us. He took off across the street. Winger demanded, "Where do you think you're going, Garrett?"


  "I was seriously contemplating crossing the street while the goofballs don't have it blocked, Hawkeye."


  "He was trying to get away from you, genius," said a voice from behind me.


  "Saucerhead!" I turned. Saucerhead Tharpe is a mountain of a man whose face has been rearranged several times too often. He grinned down at me. His teeth were stunted, black, and broken.


  Between them Saucerhead and Winger have about enough sense to get out of the rain. After a lively debate obese with irrelevance. But you can count on their friendship. Well, all right, you can count on Saucerhead's friendship. Winger's tends to get slippery if money is involved.


  "Hello, Winger my love. Hello, Saucerhead. How are you? I'm just fine myself, thank you. Nice to see you. I can't chat right now. I've got to run."


  "We'll run with you," Winger told me.


  "Why?"


  "Because your sidekick isn't athletic enough to do it hisself so he hired us. He figures you might need your diaper changed."


  "Yeah," Saucerhead said. "He's got a notion somebody might actually want to hurt you."


  "I can't imagine why."


  "I can't imagine why, neither, Garrett," Winger grumbled. "I mean, you only trample all over people's feelings—"


  "Stuff it, Winger. Last time you had a feeling you beat it to a midwife to find out if it was gas or pregnancy."


  Winger grinned.


  The man with the cute little girl increased his pace. He ignored her demands to hear the pretty bird talk again.


  The Call guys started a chant and cheer combination that was both moving and chilling. Then they started marching in place. Their feet shook the pavement. They had a band, too, we discovered to our dismay.


  I never liked military bands. I don't get real excited about patriotic marches, either.


  I paid attention and concentrated when I was in the Corps. I got real good at what I did. I became one of the best in a force made up of the elite of the elite. That helped me stay healthy. Never before then, then, or even now, has my soul suffered any compulsion to become an anonymous fraction of a brainless mass that has its thinking done for it by somebody who shouldn't ought to be trusted to water horses.


  Another chance to cross presented itself. I stepped out. Winger and Saucerhead stepped with me, one on either side. What was going on in the Dead Man's minds?


  Maybe he was finally drifting away for good, tarrying in a paranoid fantasy before letting go?


  "This political crap is out of hand," I told Saucerhead.


  Tharpe is no thinker. He takes a while to form an opinion so he must have applied some serious mind work to the matter. "I don't get it, Garrett. They're overreacting. It's like they're screaming because TunFaire is full of people who live here."


  If Saucerhead has a prejudice, I've never noticed. Of course, he can develop one professionally if the pay is right. He's a bone-breaker by trade, though he needs odd jobs to keep body and soul together.


  "The other day you told me these times would be good for you."


  "Yeah. But times being good for me don't mean it's right, what's happening. People are going crazy. It's like some mad wizard cast a hate spell so everybody would act twice as stupid as usual."


  Saucerhead and Winger searched the shadows as we walked. I kept an eye on the darkness myself. I was edgy. Times had not been easy lately. I thought about penning an autobiography called Trouble Follows Me or maybe Danger Is My Business.


  Nothing happened except that we had to detour one small riot. Straggler rightsists had run into night folks who didn't share their viewpoint. Most of the night crowd aren't human and none have had sensitivity training so they respond to offensive behavior by breaking heads.


  I don't know why when you put three drunks together they decide they can conquer the world. If they choose to start with a troll, they get hurt. No matter how much they drink that troll is still impervious to just about everything but lichen infections.


  Beer may not be the root cause of social problems at all, despite what the teetotallers claim. Old Man Weider may be producing the cure for our social ills. Suppose we let the morons get tanked and go looking for big trouble? Big trouble can eliminate them. Bingo. No more problem.


  You can't convince me that I'm obligated to save you from yourself. If you want to head for hell by way of smoking weed or opium, or by drinking, or by being dim enough to call a giant names to his face, go head. Enjoy the slide. I won't get in your way.


  Nope. I won't hand you a bucket of grease, either. You've got to do it on your own.
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  "What's the drill?" I asked as we turned into Macunado east of my place. I spoke for the Goddamn Parrot, in case the Dead Man needed to let me know about any special plans. Saucerhead and Winger thought I was asking them. They were unaware of the special relationship between the character with no mind and the one with way too many.


  Winger said, "We walk you to your door and make sure you're safely inside. You pay us."


  "Pay you? That's going to come out of the Dead Man's side of the business. I didn't ask for baby-sitters."


  His Nibs didn't rise to the bait. He didn't want anybody to know he used the parrot.


  Saucerhead said, "Will you look at them kids, Garrett? That's disgusting."


  He meant several youths of preconscription age gathered on a street corner. They were baiting a covey of adolescent elf girls who were way out of their own neighborhood, not to mention out after dark. Their fathers would have whipped their bottoms purple had they witnessed what was happening. The boys were uncomplimentary in the extreme, their vocabularies heavily racist—although the clothing they affected was borrowed directly from elven styles. The girls giggled at the boys and dared them to do something. Anything. Because then they would make the boys look as stupid as they were talking.


  "You want me to go tell them to mind their manners?" I asked.


  "Huh?" Tharpe responded, baffled. "Manners? What're you talking about, Garrett?"


  "No. What're you talking about? If not their behavior?"


  "Their hair, man!" Tharpe eyed me like he wondered if I was going blind. "Look at their hair."


  "They've got a lot of it." Most of them had it up and artificially curled and it looked like hell, but so what? It was obvious already that they didn't mind being the butt of mockery.


  Saucerhead never outgrew his military haircut. He grumbled, "What kind of parents would let their kids go around looking like that? You want to know why Karenta is going to hell. . . ."


  I did but I didn't think Saucerhead's theory would hold much water.


  Hair had nothing to do with those boys' behavior—though behavior and hair might be two symptoms of the same disease. And the girls bore an equal responsibility. Hardly anybody, human or elven, would argue that there are any women more beautiful or sensual than the elven—and these girls were blessed additionally with the glow of youth. And they flaunted every weapon they had to get those boys to humiliate themselves.


  The boys were too naive to realize they were going to lose no matter what they did. That's a hard lesson for even a man of my mature years. I'm past standing on street corners and howling at the unattainable but I suspect no woman ever gets entirely beyond belittling you, however subtly, for finding her attractive.


  I was stretching Saucerhead's mind to its limit trying to explain what was going on across the street when Winger opined, "You're really full of shit, Garrett."


  "Tell you what, Winger. You tell me about the women you hang out with."


  "Huh? What's that got to do with anything?"


  "You're going to tell me how women really think. But you hang out with me. You hang out with Saucerhead when he doesn't have a girlfriend tying him down. You hang out in lowlife taverns trying to get into fights with guys who remind you of your husband. You hang out with thieves and thugs and confidence men and none of them are women so I don't think the fact that you squat to pee qualifies you as an expert on female culture as practiced in our great metropolis."


  "Shee-it. There you go cutting me down again 'cause I come from the country."


  This could go on for hours. Winger always has a comeback, even if it doesn't make much sense. Lucky for me, we came to my house. It was night out and as quiet as it gets in my block but damned if Mrs. Cardonlos wasn't outside watching my place like she expected entertainment of the sort only I can provide.


  I studied the area carefully. First I get an armed escort, then I find my neighborhood nemesis on point. "What's happening, Old Bones? How come the wicked witch of Macunado Street is on patrol?"


  Saucerhead looked at me like I'd gone goofier than he'd ever expected. "Just thinking out loud," I said. "Priming him."


  "Yeah?" Winger said. "Then tell him to read his account book. There's two marks each due here."


  "Two marks? Don't be ridiculous."


  It is indeed ridiculous, Garrett. The woman has swung into her avaricious mode. And she is testing our ability to communicate, to establish, if she can, our limits. Two pennyweights silver was the agreed upon fee. And that was overly generous. On reflection I believe you ought to convince them to take an equivalent value in copper sceats. The price of silver is depressed. It will stabilize at a higher level once the euphoria of victory is swept away by reality's breeze.


  What was he going on about? "Euphoria? You've got to be kidding. You know what's happening in these streets?"


  Winger and Saucerhead gaped.


  Yes. I do know. Would you say that what is happening involves the sort of people who deal in large quantities of noble metals?


  "All right. I understand." Dummy me. I understood, too, that I had given Winger a bucket of information for free.


  Please deal with those two quickly. We have company and I am impatient to correct that.


  Oh my.
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  Winger wouldn't take copper. She wasn't bright but she was possessed of a certain cunning. If we didn't want to let go of our silver, we must know something.


  She respected the Dead Man's brains.


  Saucerhead followed her lead though he wasn't sure why. He gave me a black look for trying to pay him in copper. I told him, "Don't spend it all in one place."


  "It's already spent, Garrett. I owe Morley."


  Imagine that. Tharpe runs a tab at Morley's place. Even now that it's The Palms. How come Morley lets him?


  Winger told me, "You need to consult some kind of expert, Garrett."


  "Expert?"


  "About your habit of talking to birds."


  "I could cure it in a minute. Faster, even. Take him home with you. He idolizes you. And he makes more sense than most people do."


  Winger responded with a big raspberry. As they walked away Saucerhead tried to convince her that she'd just blown the best offer she'd had all year. Nobody human had shown as much interest.


  "You want a knuckle sandwich for supper you just keep on jacking your jaw," Winger growled.


  "Where we gonna eat, anyway?"


  I shut the door, pleased that we'd gotten by without Winger trying to enlist me in some harebrained scheme for replacing the Crown Jewels with paste. They say you can't pick your relatives but you can pick your friends. I must have some really strange secret urges.


  Garrett. Cease dallying.


  I entered the Dead Man's room, calling to the kitchen, "Dean, I need you to come bear witness." I knew the signs. I was about to be granted a nose-to-the grindstone lecture by the all-time grandmaster procrastinator and slough-off artist. Trouble was, the only witness who could really indict him would be another Loghyr. "A little chow wouldn't hurt, either." My own particular Loghyr, despite having been dead for ages, has the reputation of being one of the most ambitious of his kind ever.


  Some battles you can't win. Wisdom is attained when you start to recognize those beforehand and slink onward in search of ground you do have a chance to hold.


  Dean, please bring our guest when you come. And do put together a platter for Garrett, if you will be so kind. He is hungry and becoming cranky.


  I was going to get crankier. His attitude earlier and that message told me our guest was female and under forty. Dean has a way with women young enough to be his daughters. They like to hang out in his kitchen. Partly that's because he's safe, partly because he indulges them like they were favorite daughters, partly because he's a nice old guy.


  "Is Tinnie here again?"


  No. Tell me what happened out there.


  "The Goddamn Parrot was on top of me the whole damned time."


  The beast is more limited than you believe. The bird is keen of ear but only in a narrow range. And his visual acuity and sense of smell leave much to be desired.


  "You ought to find yourself a human tool." But not me.


  Perfect idea. Unfortunately, no human has a mind sensitive enough for remote access. No intelligent creature, whatever the species, fits my particulars exactly. There would appear to be a relationship. I must examine that someday.


  "Yeah," I muttered, completely confident that I was a failed experiment.


  The door swung open. Dean, platter in hand, held it for someone.


  Someone stepped inside.


  "You?" I was surprised.


  "Me," said Belinda Contague. "Your lack of enthusiasm is breaking my heart."


  The woman doesn't have one. But I didn't remind her.


  She likes black. She positively loves black. She wore a black evening cloak over a masculine-cut black suit of very supple leather. She wore black boots with raised heels. A pair of long black-silk gloves were folded over her black-leather belt. When she arrived, I was sure, Dean had taken her black hat and veil and put them in the small front room. She'd painted her nails black and had put something on her lips to darken and gloss them. Then she'd used a face powder to make her skin appear more pallid.


  I have seen vampires with more color.


  Despite all that, or perhaps because of it, she was incredibly beautiful. More, she exuded something that made it difficult to cling to common sense and the urge to self-preservation. That bizarre look was very erotic.


  "You sent a message. I was in town. I had no other demands on my time. I came here. You were out but Dean was kind. As he ever is."


  I glared at the Dead Man, thought hard: You should have warned me.


  He didn't respond.


  Damn, the woman was bold. She knew what the Dead Man was. Nobody with a conscience as black as hers ought to be anywhere near him.


  Back in those remote times when the Outfit was in transition, passing into Belinda's regency, we had a brief fling. I might consider myself lucky because I got out alive. Belinda is very strange. And when it comes to hardness she makes her daddy look like a pet bunny.


  I gobbled, "I'm sorry. You took me off guard. You're the last person I expected."


  Belinda Contague stands five feet six inches. She looks twenty-five, says she's twenty. She lived a rough life before she took over. Lived like she was trying to kill herself. She was in good shape now, as her apparel proclaimed eloquently. Nature blessed her with a shape that would have them kicking the lids off their coffins if she strolled through a mortuary. Her dark eyes fell smack into the center of that semi-mythical "windows of the soul" class. You will discover more warmth and compassion in the stare of a cobra.


  I can't imagine what she ever saw in me.


  I always knew she would come back to haunt me, though.


  "I'm not as bad as you think, Garrett."


  Her daddy used to say the same thing. "Huh?"


  "My father turned out to be a good friend, didn't he?" She sounded wistful.


  I grunted. My relationship with Chodo Contague had been strange, too. I did him a big favor once, accidentally, and forever afterward he felt he owed me. He did me good turns even when I didn't ask. He covered my ass. He tried hard to entangle me in the Outfit's webs so I'd become one of his soldiers. I repaid him by helping take him down.


  "Crask and Sadler are back in town." That would take the play out of Belinda.


  "You saw them?" She actually became more pale.


  "No. I heard it from Relway. Via Captain Block. He traded the information for a favor." She understood that kind of deal.


  She didn't question my source. "What favor?"


  "It doesn't involve you or yours."


  "Relway isn't interested in us?"


  "Of course he is. He's interested in everything. But he's a realist. He knows you offer services the public wants, nor are you breaking the law, mostly. Whatever the priests and reformers say. He's really interested in people who hurt people. Or people he thinks threaten society. But he's Relway. He's a slave to his obsessions. He wants to know everything about everything."


  Garrett, being able to read your mind and intentions helps but even so what you have just said makes only marginal sense.


  I had no trouble understanding me.


  Belinda got it, too, though her coal-chip gaze never stopped boring holes through me.


  I asked, "Darling, why couldn't you be somebody else?" Nobody grabs the unreasoning side of me like Belinda Contague.


  "Sometimes I wish I was somebody else, too, Garrett. But it's too late."


  "Do we have to be enemies?"


  "Were we ever?"


  Yes. Careful, Garrett. "No. But what we are can drive us places where we're out of choices."


  "Sufficient to the day the evil thereof."


  I gave her a look at my raised eyebrow. That always charms them.


  "And don't try that on me, Garrett. You're in my heart. Suppose we just go on the way you did with my father?"


  "Your dad thought he owed me." The final account left me way in his debt, though.


  "I owe you. In a different way. You're the only guy I know who treats me like a human being. Even when I was completely weird you treated me right."


  "That's just me." I glanced at the Dead Man. He was one witness too many.


  "Shut up. I'm not proposing. I'm not going to steal you away from the Tate woman." She has more spies than Relway. "But I do have my small claim on you."


  Control your breathing, Garrett.


  When I was younger the old guys promised me I'd grow out of the heavy breathing. Maybe you have to be dead, though. There's always a Belinda or Tinnie or somebody scrambling my brain.


  "If what Relway wants doesn't involve me, what's the secret?"


  Good point. Perhaps. "He wants to infiltrate the rights movement. And I'm involved because some rightsist group is trying to extort money from the Weider family."


  Belinda became the kingpin completely, a stone killer handicapped only marginally by her sex. "I have rightsist problems, too," she said. "Those people have no respect. They believe they have the right to do whatever they want because their cause is just."


  I grunted agreement. That was their thinking exactly.


  "I won't let them tread on my toes."


  Oh-oh. Somebody else wanted to sign me up.


  I am going to take a short nap, Garrett. I expect it will last all night.


  What? Now I knew why I hadn't seen Belinda's coach outside. She'd had no plans to leave and His Nibs suddenly was inclined to humor her. Which he had not been only a short while ago. What intriguing thought had he plucked from her spider's nest of a mind?
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  I'm a devil pig, I'm told, because I like women. A lot. Go figure that kind of thinking.


  The preference has gotten me into trouble occasionally. With Belinda trouble could get ugly. The spiders in her head spin strangely kinked thoughts. And she had to turn up just when Tinnie's stubbornness had begun to crack.


  I heard about it over breakfast, basking in Dean's disapproval. I hated to let him waste all that bile.


  "Thanks," I said, accepting the tea. "You'll need to do up the guest bedroom after Belinda gets up."


  The old boy had an idea in his head. He wasn't going to let me confuse him.


  "You're wasting an ulcer, Dean." Help! I appealed to the Dead Man. Tell him nothing happened.


  I was asleep, Garrett. However, if a small prevarication will oil the machinery. . . .


  Dean made a sound of disgust. He didn't want to believe the Dead Man, either.


  Belinda came downstairs. She was in a bitter mood. She didn't like not getting her own way. She glared at Dean. He responded with the indifference of a man so old he has nothing left to fear.


  Belinda shrugged. She cared for no man's opinion, which wasn't always wise. Her world was unforgiving and the penalties for failing to observe its rules often lethal. She worried too little about making enemies inside her own circle. She could have worked something out with Crask and Sadler.


  Belinda was Chodo Contague's child, both his creation and his doom.


  It must have been hell to be his kid. Belinda wouldn't talk about it but there was no doubt that she was bitter.


  There are suspicions that Belinda's mother went to her eternal reward early because Chodo disapproved of her infidelity.


  That was common rumor before I ever met Belinda. It might have plenty to do with Chodo's condition now.


  I feared Belinda's obsessions might compel the Outfit to take her down. But she was quite capable of taking it down with her.


  Belinda asked, "Suppose I explain in person?"


  "That might get exciting."


  "Is the woman irrational, Garrett?"


  "Is any woman reasonable after she makes up her mind? Tinnie's not. I can't figure her out. I hardly try anymore. What're you trying to do to me?"


  "Nothing anymore, Garrett. It's just business now."


  Did I need to concern myself with the hell hath no fury syndrome?


  "Don't worry, lover. These crackpots are bad for business. They'll be dealt with. But—"


  "Hey! Could that be why Crask and Sadler are back? Because somebody wants their knowledge about you?"


  Belinda smiled like a cat contemplating a cornered mouse. "Possibly. I have an idea. Why don't I be your companion tonight? I can see people I'd never run into otherwise."


  "I'm dead."


  She has put forth an outstanding idea, Garrett. Consider it.


  I had a good notion where she came up with it, too. "You consider it, Chuckles. You don't have to get along with Tinnie Tate."


  As Miss Contague has suggested, Miss Tate cannot be entirely irrational.


  "Then you know a different Miss Tate." He did see more of Tinnie than I did, though. Maybe he knew something. Maybe the leopardess had changed her spots. Maybe she'd traded them in for saber-tooth tiger stripes.


  I told Belinda, "Me and the junior partner need to butt heads. He agrees with you."


  "Tell him I take back all the wicked things I ever said about him."


  "I won't. I'm going to invent new words so I can say more."
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  "What is this?" I demanded as I blew into the Dead Man's room. "Are you determined to get me lynched?"


  I reiterate. Miss Tate is not irrational. Enough of that. There are larger issues at hand.


  "Larger to who, Old Bones?"


  Thousands. Even tens of thousands. Name for me, if you will, just five nonhumans murdered today who considered Miss Tate's potential ill will an eventuality more dire than the catastrophe which actually afflicted them.


  "Unfair. Unfair." He was deft at carving holes in the thickest smoke when the mood took him. "None of them knew Tinnie like I—"


  Garrett.


  "All right. How is taking Belinda along going to be useful?"


  We want to situate you so that you become a recognized intermediary between as many interests as possible. So you can dip into the information flows. This will position you to take advantage of anyone wishing to communicate with the Syndicate. Particularly as regards those with little sympathy for The Call and its ilk.


  Ilk? What kind of word is ilk? "Relway?"


  An excellent example. With Max Weider and his moderate friends, perhaps, as another spoke to that wheel. With effective guidance I can even see you situating yourself on the axis between the radical parties and Glory Mooncalled's people.


  Guess who would do the guiding.


  He was feeling smug about his genius. His true plan drifted too near the surface of his thoughts. "Hang on there, Old Bones. There ain't no way I can sell me to all those folks as the hero of their prophecies."


  You do not have to sell yourself to Mr. Weider or Mr. Relway. You serve their interests already. No effort is needed to bring Miss Contague along, either. She wants to come aboard. That leaves only the rightsists and the rebels. The former are after you already.


  Aw, hell. Why not link up with the nonhumans and all those wannabe revolutionaries who have been lying low since the explosion of rightsist terrorism? The rightsists have no use for those guys, either. Rightsists don't like anybody very much.


  "Nothing to it, Big Guy. A piece of cake."


  The rightsists should be fish in a barrel, to use your vernacular. You are exactly what they want. A certified war hero.


  "I'm a war hero who lives with a Loghyr and a psychotic talking bird and my best friend is part elf."


  All faults that are correctable. A man can come to the truth late. You can sell the rightsists because they want to be sold. Glory Mooncalled's is the organization I am concerned about cracking.


  "Why bother? I don't share your infatuation with Glory Mooncalled."


  Truth be told, Garrett, I no longer share that infatuation with my younger self. When Mooncalled was a distant gadfly yanking the beards of the lords and ladies we love to hate it was easy to cheer him on. But he is among us now and the glimmers of purpose I catch are depressingly sinister. Perhaps the Mooncalled I treasured perished along with his dream of an independent Cantard. Or he may have elected to become Karenta's great foe because we no longer have serious enemies but deserve them.


  "There's that damned word again, Smiley."


  Which word?


  ‘We.' I find nonhumans fond of reminding the rest of us that Karenta is a human construct. They make big shows of negotiating exemptions from human law and rule.


  Excellent. Maintain that capacity for dredging up irrelevant sophistries and The Call will clutch you to its bosom. You may be promoted directly into their Inner Council.


  "I don't want to do this."


  There is little choice, Garrett. These are pivotal times. Everyone must take a stand before it ends. Who refuses will be devoured because he will be out there alone. But we who recognize the signs and portents have the opportunity to deflect or defeat the gathering darkness.


  "I know where I stand, Windy. But I'd rather be noble and honorable and defend true justice and the divine right of Karenta's kings while I'm sitting in my office with a mug in my hand, chatting with Eleanor."


  And you insist that I am lazy.


  "Only because you have no more ambition than a bone that's been buried for twenty years. You don't have to go out there and try to run between the raindrops, partner."


  That is another matter which warrants future discussion.
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  "Right on time," I said when somebody hammered on my door late in the afternoon.


  Belinda said, "My people are expected to be punctual and to do their jobs well. And they deliver."


  "You should take life easier, Belinda. You don't always have to be—"


  "I try, Garrett. But some demon keeps pushing me. I can't beat it. And it'll get me killed eventually."


  I nodded. That came with the territory. I looked out the peephole. An unfamiliar hulking creature of mixed ancestary shuffled impatiently on my front stoop. "I think I understand. Is this thing somebody you know?"


  She leaned past me, so close I had trouble breathing normally. "That's Two Toes Harker. My driver."


  "Driver? He looks like he wrestles ogres for a living."


  "He looks badder than he is. He doesn't move very well anymore."


  Two Toes knocked again. Despite plaster dust falling all over the house Dean didn't come out of the kitchen. He was exasperated with everybody. And for once he did put the blame where it always belongs: squarely on the shoulders of the Dead Man.


  "I'll get my shoulder ornament and we'll be set."


  "Why? That bird is disgusting."


  Finally, somebody who agreed with me.


  The Dead Man relaxed his control of the Goddamn Parrot. The little monster barked, "I'm in love! Look at this sweet fluff!"


  "I already looked, you deadweight jungle buzzard. And you're right. She looks damned good. But she's a lady. Mind your stinking manners."


  "That was really good, Garrett," Belinda told me. "Your lips never moved once."


  Argh! But the bird was right. I was right. She did look good, if a little too vampiric for current fashion. She'd had people in and out all afternoon, some to elevate her to this supernal state. She didn't want to go unnoticed tonight. Hell, she was going to raise the dead. I thought about wrapping her in a blanket so we wouldn't have crowds chasing us through the streets.


  This evening would be easy on my eyeballs. Alyx was sure to give Belinda a run. So would Nicks. And Tinnie would be absolutely killer if she bothered to try. Belinda would be a blood-dark rose in a garden of brilliant whites and yellows and carmines.


  "If I was doing the talking this little shit would say things to score points for me, not to get everybody pissed off."


  Belinda laughed. Then she demanded, "What?"


  "You startled me. You don't laugh very often. You should."


  "I can't. Though I do wish I was different."


  A shuddering déjà vu overcame me. I recalled her father once suggesting that he didn't really want to be a bad guy but he was in a bind where his choices were to be the nastiest bad boy he could or end up grease under some climber's heel. The underworld is strictly survival of the fittest.


  The Contagues survive.


  I opened the door. Belinda pushed past, murmured something to Two Toes.


  Dean bustled out of the kitchen. "Did you remember your key, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Yeah. And this door better not be chained when I get back. Got that?"


  He had talked me into installing an expensive key lock, supposedly so I wouldn't need help getting in late. But maybe he just wanted to aggravate me.


  It used to be cats. He was always adopting strays, apparently because I didn't want them around. I attract enough stray people.


  "Absolutely guaranteed, Mr. Garrett."


  I looked at him askance. I didn't like his tone. "Thank you, Dean." I shut the door. "Living with him is like being married without any of the perquisites." I waved to Mrs. Cardonlos, who was outside watching again. I wondered if she knew what she was looking for. I wondered what had become of Mr. Cardonlos. I have a suspicion he's alive and well and happy somewhere far from here.


  She got an eyeful of Belinda. That one and its sister both liked to popped. I thought her chin would hit her knee.


  Now she had something juicy to chew up and pass around. What do they see in that man?


  Two Toes had left the Contague coach around the corner on Wizard's Reach. As we strolled behind him I noted that he had earned his nickname the hard way. He had a weird, crooked limp.


  I gave him a significant glance, then raised my eyebrow to Belinda. She'd relaxed. She understood. "Old family obligation." She made a noise I would have called a giggle had it come from another young lady. "Guess what? He has a twin brother. No-Nose Harker. The Harker boys didn't have much luck in the army."


  I gave the automatic response of every guy who ever made it back from a war when most soldiers didn't. "Sure they did. They got out alive."


  If you check the men in the street, particularly in the rightsist freecorps, almost every one bears some physical memento. And beyond the outside scars there are still suppurating wounds of mind and soul. And those affect our rulers as well as the least man among us.


  You won't find a duke or stormwarden crouching in a filthy alleyway trying to exorcise his memories with wine or weed but up on the Hill, or out in the manors, the great families have locked doors behind which they conceal their own casualties. Like Tom Weider.


  You don't hear about that in histories or sagas. They whoop up the glory and forget the horror and pain. The Dead Man assures me that all histories, whether official or oral, bear only coincidental resemblance to actual events—which few principals considered to be history in the making at the time.
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  Belinda said, "You used to be a lighthearted guy, Garrett. A little cynical, yeah, but it's hard not to be cynical nowadays. What happened to the wisecracks?"


  "Darling, a wise man once told me each of us is allowed only so many wisecracks. Then life stops. That's how he explained there being so many sour old farts. I've only got one smart-ass crack left. I'm saving it. Which means that for the next four or five hundred years I'm going to be a sour old fart, too."


  Her sense of humor was underdeveloped. She didn't get it. Or just didn't appreciate it. "You making fun of me?"


  "No. Never. Just ringing changes on something an old-timer did tell me when I was a kid. This guy was so ancient he could remember when Karenta wasn't at war with Venageta."


  "A human?"


  "Yeah. I said he was old."


  Dwarves and elves and some other species hang around as long as the Loghyr, given sufficient good luck. In fact, elves claim to be immortal. But even the Dead Man isn't sure about that. He hasn't been around long enough to see one never get killed.


  Stories about elven immortality come from the same myth cycle that tells us that if you con a dwarf into coming out of his mine in the daytime or riddle a troll into staying up past sunrise they'll turn to stone. Word to the wise. Don't bet your life. Don't bet your favorite cockroach. You'll find out what that red stuff is between trolls' toes.


  Sure, you don't see many trolls on the daytime streets of TunFaire but that's because trolls don't like cities. Things move too fast. But if you insist on looking for trolls, be sure you don't get trampled by all the dwarves trying to separate humans from their money, day or night.


  I continued, "This old man was a real storyteller. Tall tales. I wish somebody had written them down. He claimed he was so old because there was one last joke that Death came and told you and he hadn't heard it yet."


  "My father used to say that."


  "Chodo?"


  "Yeah. Really. Maybe he knew the same old man." She became the cold, hard Belinda I'd come to regret.


  "Someday you have to tell me what it was like being Chodo's kid."


  "What?"


  "Most of the time I like you. But whenever you even remotely connect with your father you go all cold and spooky." The coach stopped. I shut my yap, peeked between curtains. "We're here. Without any trouble."


  Two Toes dismounted and came to the coach door. "One minute," Belinda told him. "Garrett, sometimes I'm halfway in love with you. Most of the time I'm not. You treat me decent. I like that. But we can't ever go anywhere. I can't always control the part of me that you don't like. If you shoot your mouth off when I'm out of control. . . ."


  I hadn't thought she could see it herself. As always, Belinda insisted on being a surprise.


  Two Toes helped her down. He worshipped the ground she stalked on. And she didn't notice.


  One of those sad songs.


  Two Toes gave me a look that said I'd better treat her right.


  Manvil Gilbey was out with the hirelings making sure no great unwashed types penetrated the perimeter. "Glad you're here, Garrett. I'm getting nervous. They started arriving before we were halfway ready." He checked Belinda. He was impressed. "I am amazed, young woman. What could such a lovely creature possibly see in this battered rogue?"


  "Gilbey?" I asked. "Is that really you?"


  He winked as he took my invitation. I wondered if they were keeping count. He said, "We assumed you'd pair off with Miss Tate."


  "Life is chock-full of surprises."


  "I believe Miss Tate planned along those lines."


  I didn't doubt it for a second. "I'm ready for her." Right. "Can we gossip later? I want to check all the arrangements for myself."


  "Of course. I just wanted you to realize that the situation could become complex."


  He was rubbing me the wrong way and I didn't know why. "Look, this isn't important now." Maybe it was having to face Tinnie. "My partner felt I should bring the lady along. Because of the other guests likely to appear." I didn't dare proclaim my date as being queen of the underworld.


  Gilbey was disinclined to quibble. Neither did he satisfy me that he'd made any outstanding effort to protect the Weiders.


  I had cause to be touchy. I was descending into a cone of trouble where the secret police, the rightsists, the Outfit, Glory Mooncalled, and maybe even the business community might want to roll rocks down on me.


  "Have a wonderful evening, Garrett. Miss, I'm sure the Weider family will be honored that you choose to share their joy."


  Manvil could lay it on with a trowel. And Belinda could make a determined holy celibate regret his vows. Gilbey certainly looked like he had suffered a stunning recollection of what women were all about. He had trouble looking at anyone but Belinda for the next several minutes.
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  Inside the doorway stood Gerris Genord. Genord had a voice like a thunderstorm. He refused to let me sneak in unnoticed. He announced, as though the end of the world was imminent and it was critical that everyone knew, "Mr. Garrett and Miss Contague." Genord was the Weiders' majordomo. I did not like him. He sneered at me. I did not belong in this society. I suppose my chances of getting inside unnoticed with Belinda along were as likely as those of the Crown cutting taxes because the war was over.


  We were early, though, so only a small horde heard Genord's bellows.


  The Goddamn Parrot made his entrance separately, sneakily. Wearing a parrot to a betrothal ball might be considered a lapse of etiquette.


  We got down the steps all right but didn't make it twenty feet farther before I got pinned in the cold-eyed crossfire of Tinnie Tate and Alyx Weider. Tinnie was closer. I shifted course. Best get the worst over now.


  I ignored Tinnie's expression. "I've got a letter for you from an old gentleman you know better than I do."


  The Goddamn Parrot plopped onto my shoulder. So much for good form. He said, "Read it, Pretty Legs. Bust his head later."


  Tinnie gaped. I wondered if I shouldn't have read the letter before I let her have it.


  Dean transcribed it for the Dead Man—after I promised not to peek. Belinda glowered because I gave it to Tinnie. Tinnie—and Alyx and everyone else with eyes as good as a mole's—eyeballed Belinda in her vampiric heat and wondered. Frumpy Garrett faded from their awareness, though wearing one of Tad's outfits I was as spiffy as I've ever gotten.


  Well, I didn't want to be noticed, did I? Not in my line.


  Tinnie read. Tinnie gave me the fisheye. Tinnie cold-eyed Belinda. Tinnie glared at me some more. The Goddamn Parrot cleared his throat. I got his head in a one-hand squeeze before he made things worse. He flapped and squawked but didn't get any rocks dropped on my bean.


  Tinnie decided she needed some fresh air. Her stride was efficient. Her feet pounded the floor, eating up ground. Her red hair tossed behind her.


  Alyx caught her. They argued instantly.


  Belinda stayed close as I moved toward the far end of the hall. The place wasn't crowded yet but was more so than I'd expected. Where I knew names I named them so Belinda would know. Her name began to circulate, too, after somebody realized which Contague she had to be.


  "Yonder are the happy couple," I said. "We ought to pay our respects."


  "They don't look happy."


  I didn't think they did, either. Ty looked like he had a bad case of constipation. Nicks looked like she'd rather be anywhere else.


  Ty perked up when he saw Belinda. And how could you blame him? He asked, "And who is your lovely companion, Garrett?" He never was nicer.


  His own lovely companion bestowed a truly ugly look upon him. She didn't really want him. He didn't want her. But, boy, he better not even think about being interested in anybody else. And Garrett was a natural-born pig dog for daring to be seen with somebody as exciting as this wannabe vampire woman.


  "Belinda Contague. Belinda, this is Ty Weider. Crown prince of the Weider brewing empire."


  Ty failed to recognize Belinda as the crown princess of organized crime. But why should he? Her name was not a household word. Even her father was not universally known. "Charmed, Miss Contague. How long have you known this rogue?"


  Did they take a vote on what to call me? Maybe I could be a rake next time around.


  "Almost forever, Ty. He used to do favors for my father."


  I winked at Nicks. She had made the connection. Maybe she and Belinda had met in another context, though Belinda showed no sign of recognizing Nicks.


  Nicks said, "I'll bet your father doesn't know you're out with this rake Garrett."


  I didn't want to wait long, did I? I ought to get into the sybil racket. How cruel to label a man a garden tool.


  I was sure the women had met before.


  Belinda smiled wickedly. "Daddy would have a heart attack if he saw us holding hands." She grabbed my right mitt. "I'm still his little girl."


  Daddy Contague might render me down for candle tallow if he knew the whole history of our friendship.


  Whatever the game, Nicks was ready to play. Belinda pulled me away. She had to control her surroundings completely. I watched Nicks whisper to Ty, mischief in her eye.


  She winked again.


  These women might put me in more danger than The Call, the Outfit, and Relway put together, just for the long-legged, red-haired, howling wolf sexy fun of it.


  The color left Ty's face.


  Chodo really did have a bad reputation.


  Genord bellowed, "Mr. Marengo North English and Miss Tama Montezuma."


  "Whoa!" I barked. "This might be interesting."


  "Why?"


  "North English claims Montezuma is his niece. I've never seen her but she's supposed to be. . . ." Wrong angle. Belinda's face darkened. When would I learn? "Rumor would lead one to suspect that North English regularly violates the rules about consanguinity. Not to mention he maybe cheats on his wife."


  "Everybody loves a scandal."


  "Don't they? Let's go over there. I've never seen North English up close."


  "Why bother? He sounds like your typical sleazy male to me." But she watched the entrance intently. North English would be one connection she wanted to make, sleazy male or otherwise.


  "You're too young and too beautiful to be so cynical."


  "It's all your fault. You ruined me. You beast."


  The newcomers paused to be seen before they descended to the great hall floor.


  "Put your eyes back in, Garrett." Tinnie had materialized behind me. "And shut your mouth before swallows nest in it."


  I did as I was told. I'm a good soldier, me. But, boy oh boy, that Tama Montezuma was something!


  She was as tall as me, narrow of hip. She moved like a panther on the stalk, radiating an overpowering sexual urgency. Her face seemed animated by a secret knowledge, an abiding amusement at the follies of the world—which is, after all, only a dream. Her muscles were as hard as stone. Her walnut-stain skin was without flaw, showing no hint of a wrinkle, and a shocking amount of square footage was available for inspection. It glowed with a satin sheen of health so good it ought to be illegal. Her eyes sparkled with humor and intelligence. Her teeth were almost too perfect and white to be real. She reeked animal magnetism. Somebody—probably her Uncle Marengo—had invested a fortune in her scant but flattering elven fashions.


  "Down, Rover," Alyx whispered over my other shoulder. I hadn't heard her sneak up, either. Maybe I was a tad distracted.


  I grumped, "You guys are wearing that out, you know." Tinnie, especially, had a tendency to push the needling past the playful stage. "I thought you were just going to work it on each other."


  "Tsk-tsk. His skin is thinner than I thought, Tinnie."


  Lightly, Belinda observed, "I may be leaping to conclusions here, Garrett, but that woman doesn't look like she could be that man's niece—and not just because he's so pale." North English did look pallid next to Tama Montezuma. "In fact, she doesn't look much like anybody's niece. She looks a lot more like something a dirty old man dreamed up."


  She did indeed. Or even some pure-hearted young man. Tama Montezuma had something that would make people suspicious of her even if she was out with her twin brother and wearing full nun's gear. But her being Marengo's niece was not impossible, technically. Dark-skinned adventurers visit TunFaire all the time. A few have stomachs strong enough to stay around.


  North English didn't look at Montezuma like she was any relative, though. Guys who hit a number big and win buckets of cash get the look Marengo had. It says, "I do deserve this but I can't believe it's real."


  Belinda asked, "Can you introduce me to these people, Garrett?"


  "Me? You know I don't run in their circles. Alyx?" Her family did share those circles.


  "Daddy invited him, Garrett. He'll remember me only as a little kid. It's been a long time since he was here last. He and Dad argued. Politics."


  Tinnie shook her lovely head. "I can't help. I never met the man."


  Belinda demanded, "How would you suggest I meet him, then?"


  "He's got a hungry eye. Walk up and tell him who you are and say you need to talk. He'll find time."


  Tinnie grumbled something inaudible. I bet it had to do with it not being right, women taking advantage of their looks. That from a lady who grabs every possible advantage out of being a gorgeous redhead—at least when guys named Garrett are around.


  "Maybe I'll do that."


  "He doesn't look preoccupied right now." North English was posturing, peacock proud, basking in male envy, not noticing that no one hurried to get close to him. "And I've got to desert you anyway. It's time for me to look for bad guys."


  Belinda touched my hand lightly, the gesture entirely for the benefit of Alyx and Tinnie.


  The big cats really try to hook their claws in one another.


  Belinda strode away.


  Tinnie smoldered. Alyx demanded, "Who is that woman, Garrett? Why did you bring her?"


  Tinnie answered for me. "Her name is Belinda Contague, Alyx. Her father is the number one crime boss in TunFaire. She's here because our friend the Dead Man asked Garrett to bring her."


  So that was what was in that letter. But Tinnie still wanted it to be my fault.


  "How long have you known her?" Alyx demanded. "How come she acts like she owns you?"


  "A few months. But I've known her dad a long time. Same as I've known your dad for a long time. She acts like that because she knows it'll irritate Tinnie and because she likes to make me squirm. Just like you."


  That was a good shot. But not good enough. They didn't want to believe it. I reiterated, "I need to wander around now."


  "You're really working?" Tinnie asked.


  "Yes. Gilbey's no professional and he knows it. That's why I got an invitation." I started walking.


  Both women followed.


  "Uh. . . . Ladies. . . ."


  Alyx said, "I can show you around."


  Tinnie's expression said she was going to make damned certain Alyx did nothing of the sort. I sighed. This was a fifteen-year-old's dream. At my age it was too rife with complications.


  I sighed again. "Suppose we stroll around and see how easy it would be for somebody to get in uninvited."
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  Tinnie and Alyx stuck like my shadow. Once, when we were close and Alyx was a step ahead, I grabbed Tinnie's hand for a second. I asked Alyx, "How many people came in to handle the work on this?"


  "What?"


  "The extra staff. How many outsiders?"


  "A bunch in the kitchen. A bunch to handle the service. Some musicians. I don't know. Ask Manvil or Gerris. Or Lance."


  I guess she noticed me touching Tinnie.


  If somebody really wanted to get into the Weider house, coming now as occasional help would be a good way.


  Sometimes you just have intuitions.


  Or maybe you see something and don't recognize it consciously but your mind works on it and you come up with an idea that, later, makes it look like you read the future.


  I said, "Let's check the kitchen." The largest mass of outsiders ought to be there. The shindig would require tons of special food.


  "Stay with me," Alyx said, eager to regain my attention. Maybe she hadn't gotten her full share growing up the youngest of five, with a father dedicated to empire building and a mother who was already dying slowly.


  Following Alyx was no chore. The hardest work I did was to pretend I didn't find being a few steps behind a shapely behind all that interesting.


  "You're not fooling anybody, Garrett," Tinnie whispered. I glanced back. She had her devil grin on. I like her best when she's in that mood. Unfortunately, Alyx was right there to keep me in trouble.


  We entered the kitchen.


  Several religions boast hells that are less crowded, cooler, and quieter. The master of ceremonies was a devil woman so large that at first I thought she must be part troll or ogre. But no, she was just large and ferocious and determined that her domain should be an extension of her will. She never shut up. Her voice was a continuously constrained bellow. She was an immigrant with a strange accent. Platoons of cooks and bakers and their assistants, and boys who stoked the stoves and hauled firewood and charcoal and worked bellows and whatnot in a wild rush to achieve the impossible, were all lashed on by her scorn.


  Our entry attracted attention instantly. She spun, prepared to repel boarders. She recognized Alyx only after she'd drawn in a bushel of air. "Miss Alyx," she boomed, "you shouldn't be back here now, you. Dey a party tonight, dey are. And you in your finest, you."


  "Mr. Garrett needs help finding his way around."


  The big woman dropped her chin to her chest. She glared at me from beneath eyebrows like hedges. "Garrett? Be you dat Garrett, you?"


  "Which Garrett?" I had no idea who she was but it sounded like the reverse might not be true. She might even harbor some old grudge. "I don't recall our having met."


  "You never did, you. I an' I want to know, I, be you de Garrett, he helps de mister sometimes, him? Dis Garrett, was a Marine, him. He saved my Shoeman from de swamp, him. From de debil crocodile."


  "Yes. Yes. And I'm not sure. We all pulled each other out of the swamp a few times. I remember a guy named Harman and somebody called Bobby Ducks. Nobody knew why."


  "Dat be him, yeah. Dat be my baby, him. He never like his god name, him. Always want it be Bobby, him do."


  I vanished into a huge and powerful hug, me. As my last breath fled me I reflected that Bobby Ducks' daddy must have been a real man's man, him.


  The big woman turned me loose. I gulped air like a fresh-caught fish. She told us, "But I have a big job to do now, I an' I. An' if'n I an' I turn my back one solitary minute on dese lazy debils—"


  I interrupted. "How much outside help came in for tonight? Some of them may be here to hurt the Weiders." I hoped my imagination wasn't running too wild.


  She understood immediately. "In de kitchen us added fourteen pairs of hands, us. For de work on de other side of de door, Genord, he hired sixteen men, him."


  Gerris Genord. We knew one another only well enough to dislike one another. He was a bigger snob than even Ty Weider could be. He spent his life scandalized because people like me were allowed inside the house. Unless he had orders from Gilbey, he wouldn't work with me at all.


  Maybe I could get around him.


  Maybe I'd be lucky and not have to do anything.


  "Those the only outsiders here?" I asked. "Besides our guests?" I recalled a mention of musicians.


  The big woman nodded and turned away, unable to restrain her bellows any longer.


  "And who would she be?" I asked Alyx. Earlier contacts with the Weiders hadn't taken me into the kitchen.


  "That's Neersa. Neersa Bintor." She pronounced it Nay-Earsah. "She's been in charge down here since before I was born. Even Daddy is afraid to argue with her."


  The big woman stopped bellowing, turned back to me. "You, Garrett. Maybe you want to know dis, you. Some of dese hirelings, dey maybe not so trustworthy, dem. Some keep trying to sneak away into de house, dem. Maybe to steal someding, eh? Dey have not get away from Neersa yet but maybe I an' I, maybe not be so hawkeye sometime, maybe."


  "Thank you." That was support for my hunch. Wasn't it? I glanced around. "I'll keep an eye open. None of these people could melt into a crowd." Most looked like the sort who worked only as occasional labor even in a robust job market. Not backbone of de kingdom, dem. "They all accounted for now?"


  Neersa allowed as how she believed that was so by way of an imperious nod.


  "I'll circulate here for a while, see if I recognize any villains."


  Alyx asked, "What should we do?" like she suspected me of first-degree intent to ditch.


  "Wait. I won't be long. I promise." The girl had a vulnerable air that made you want to make promises—even if they were promises you couldn't keep.


  Maybe she did need Daddy watching out for her.
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  I wasn't long, either. The odors of cooking combined with the smells of too many unwashed bodies crushed into too tight and too hot a space quickly discouraged me. Also, few of these people appeared smart enough or stupid enough to get involved in a plot against the brewery. And if they did get out of the kitchen, my nose would warn me.


  If I was a villain who wanted to make an impact, I'd get in with the serving crew. They would be more presentable and more socially adept. And they would be welcome in parts of the house denied the kitchen staff.


  I rejoined Alyx and Tinnie. "Too hot in here." I herded them toward the exit. From the corners of my eyes I watched for anyone paying me any special attention. Once we were out I asked, "Either of you notice anybody watching me?"


  "I did," Tinnie replied.


  "Uhm? And?"


  "I mean, I watched you. Close." She winked.


  Which irritated Alyx for sure. "How about you, Alyx?"


  "She stole my line." She stuck out her tongue, so maybe Tinnie had. "No. Nobody even looked at you. You blended right in. Looked like you belonged there. Even in that outfit."


  Belinda had assured me the Tad Weider hand-me-down was perfect for the occasion. "What's wrong with this outfit?"


  Tinnie smirked. "We're talking silk purses and sow's ears, Garrett."


  "If I wanted verbal abuse, I'd get me a talking parrot." Speaking of whom, he'd disappeared. If there are any gods. . . . What I mean is, if there are any responsible gods, one or two might make sure the Dead Man didn't fade while the bird was here. I shuddered to think what might happen if that gaudy cowbird became himself.


  "He's not here," Tinnie explained. "Somebody has to take up the slack."


  "Where're we going?" Alyx asked.


  "Around the corner to where the serving folks should be getting ready to—Hello."


  "What?"


  "I see a familiar face. In fact, I see two." They belonged to Trace Wendover and Carter Stockwell, erstwhile recruiters, all spiffy in servants' livery. The outsiders were all dressed in the same threadbare outfits. The contractor probably rented them, trying to expand his margin.


  Trace noticed me an instant after I spotted him. He didn't acknowledge my interest but did drift toward Stockwell. Carter came alert before Trace got close enough to whisper.


  "I was right," I mumbled, smug. "There was something going on."


  "What?" Tinnie asked.


  "I see two rightsists who have no business being here." Stockwell and Wendover weren't the sort to be reduced to day work. Those pretty boys had to come from families of substance.


  Alyx asked, "Should I get Manvil?"


  "No. You guys just watch out behind me. Oh, hell!"


  "What?"


  I'd taken my eyes off the boys for a few seconds. "They're gone." But how? There was no exit they could have reached that quickly, nor did the server gang seem diminished. But Stockwell and Wendover weren't among them anymore. "You'd better get Manvil after all." I didn't like the implications of what was happening.
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  Gilbey brought Ty's pal Lancelyn Mac and a brace of hulking, uncomfortably out-of-place dock wallopers. "You got something?" he asked. He was ready for war.


  "I spotted two rightsists who definitely don't belong here. They called themselves Carter Stockwell and Trace Wendover when they tried to enlist me yesterday."


  "Interesting coincidence."


  "Ain't it, though? They came to my house claiming they wanted me to join a freecorps called Black Dragon Valsung."


  "Doesn't ring any bells."


  "Not for me either. Just now they spotted me the same time I made them. They did a grand disappearing act. I rounded up Mr. Gresser. That's him with the ladies. He says nobody named Stockwell or Wendover belongs to his crew." Gresser was boss of the contract servants.


  "They wouldn't use their real names, would they?"


  "Only if they're stupid." Entirely possible with TunFaire's bad boys. "Gresser did concede the possibility that he might have employed men who answer the descriptions of Trace Wendover and Carter Stockwell. He doesn't seem close to his help."


  Gresser was a weasely little functionary type in a state of high agitation. He was a naturally nervous sort terrified that his plans for the evening would collapse and his reputation would follow. All because we insisted on making a fuss about a few of his people.


  Gilbey skewered Gresser with a hard stare. "You know anything about your people, Gresser?"


  I sighed. I hadn't been sure Gilbey would take me seriously. I still wasn't sure I ought to take me seriously. I was running on hunch power. Hunches are one of my more sporadic talents.


  I listened with one ear while Gresser whined, "There just ain't no way to check them all out. You do the best you can in the time you got. You come up with a job, first you got to get word out that you need people. Then you take the ones you know. Then you look the rest over and pick the ones that seem the soberest and most presentable, that ain't gonna blow their noses on the table linen or grope the female guests. Then, if you got the extra minute, maybe you ask around does anybody know anything down." And so on.


  I kept one eye on Tinnie. She was put out about the whole situation. I kept the other on Alyx. For her this had become a great adventure. She remained poised on the verge of bouncing around like an excited kid.


  She did bounce nicely, thank you.


  With my free ear I eavesdropped on Gresser's grumbling troops.


  One voice stood out. I whirled. They all stopped talking, startled.


  I didn't spot the man but I knew the voice from the brewery stable.


  I jumped again as Lancelyn materialized beside me, tense as a hunting dog on point. "You heard that?" Then he relaxed. "Must have been my imagination."


  "You thought you heard the big mouth from the stables yesterday?"


  "Yes."


  "So did I."


  "I don't see him."


  "And I just saw two guys who aren't there now."


  "What's going on?"


  "I don't know. But it smells like sorcery." Wouldn't you know, just when I'd started to think it would be straightforward. "And that's an odor I hate. How's Ty holding up?"


  "He's in heaven. He's the center of attention. Which is where he always wants to be. Nicks is the one hurting. You're spooky in those clothes. When I came up behind you you were standing exactly like Tad used to."


  "Sorry."


  "No need. You think we need to do something more to protect the old man?"


  "I don't think he should come out at all. What about those guys in the stable?"


  "They didn't know anything. They joined a rights group just last week. They were asked to discourage you if you started nosing around. They didn't like bullying one of their own kind but you were always a pain in the ass so they didn't have much of a conscience problem. Until Ty told them this could get them fired."


  "Did they cooperate?"


  "Of course. They weren't so fanatic they wanted to go job-hunting. But they didn't even know the names of the men they were helping. They never introduced themselves. They just used the right recognition phrases."


  "Things are getting absurd," I grumbled.


  "People are scared, Garrett. Times are changing. It don't look like they're going to get better. People want to blame somebody. You put thousands of men used to violence into conditions like that and it would be absurd to expect nothing to happen."


  He was right.


  I spotted a guy who seemed very interested in me. I didn't recognize him. I tried to keep track as he moved around.


  Lance asked, "Have you seen Kittyjo?"


  "Not for several years." Kittyjo was older than Alyx by a decade. Like Ty, she was always unhappy. Rumor said she'd tried suicide.


  Maybe there's one envious devil god determined to punish Max Weider for his success. Great villains steal and murder and torture and pay only if they get gobbled up by even bigger villains. Weider never played it any way but square, his tools intelligence and hard work. So he loses one son, has another driven mad, has a third crippled forever, has a daughter twisted by severe emotional problems, has a beloved wife dying unpleasantly by degrees, seemingly never more than one breath away from the end. And now the man who deserved none of that had poisonous political snakes trying to slither into his life.


  Much more and I was going to get mad.


  "She came down before you got here. She couldn't wait, she was so excited. She was like a kid on her birthday. It's the first time she's broken through the melancholy in months."


  I asked, "Do I sense a more than casual concern?"


  Lance showed me a sick smile. "You found out, Garrett. I don't know how it happened. I figured it would be Alyx. I worked hard at being interested in Alyx. Common sense says Alyx should be your choice if you have to fall for one of the Weider girls. She's the only normal one here. Besides the old man."


  Me, I'd assumed he had an unhealthy attachment to Ty. Goes to show you. Nobody is what they appear.


  I stared at Lance too long. Naturally, when I checked the serving crew I couldn't find my interested man. "We need to pin numbers on these guys."


  There was sorcery in the air for sure.


  Gilbey bustled up. "I sent word upstairs, Garrett. Max says screw you. He don't care if you've got Venageti rangers on the roof and commandos in the kitchen, we go ahead with the show. He says it's time to earn your keep."


  "I hope his arithmetic is better than mine. Because I flat don't like the way things are adding up."
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  An uproar arose in the ballroom. Feminine shrieks preceded bellows of masculine laughter. "Oh-oh." I had a bad feeling but headed that way anyhow.


  My bleak premonition was dead on. My partner's control had slipped. The Goddamn Parrot had done something. Women were trying to catch him. Men stood back offering valuable parrot-stalking advice.


  It occurred to me that I wouldn't enjoy myself much if that foul-beaked feather duster fled to me for help.


  Mom Garrett didn't raise her boy to die for the sins of overtrained pigeons. And nobody out there looked smart enough to believe I wasn't fooling around with some kind of ventrical locationism.


  One of these days, Morley Dotes. One of these days.


  "Aren't you going to do something?" Alyx asked.


  "And admit I know that babbling vulture?"


  "But—"


  "He wants to run his beak, let him suffer the consequences. Manvil, do we have enough friendlies to watch all of the serving staff?"


  Gilbey made a noise like a infant's whimper. He sputtered in frustration. The Weiders wanted to throw the social event of the season. Its legs were wobbling already. Any more security headaches and the thing might collapse. "Can't you just stay in the middle of them?"


  "It's a big ballroom and there're eighteen guys."


  Gresser had hung on. He protested, "There's sixteen, sir. Sixteen. That was what was contracted." Righteous indignation bubbled off the man. "I won't provide more than my specific commitment."


  "I counted eighteen heads, Gresser. Twice. You got many two-headed employees?" The difference might be why Gresser never heard of Trace or Carter, though. "Why don't we take care of this? There're at least two imposters in your crew. Collect them up."


  "Oh, gods! This is terrible! I'm ruined! No one will hire me. . . ."


  "Gresser! Please! We'll lie for you on your wedding night. Just don't hold us up now."


  "Yes, sir." Gresser hustled off to assemble his troops.


  "Changeable sort," Gilbey observed.


  "Where did you find him?"


  Gilbey shrugged. "Genord picked him. He's supposed to be good."


  "Mr. Gilbey! Mr. Gilbey!" Gresser was back. Lance Mac was right behind him. Lance looked grim. Alyx, who had begun prowling out of boredom, headed our way, too. "Mr. Gilbey!"


  "Yes, Mr. Gresser?"


  "Mr. Gilbey, it is my sorrowful and shamed duty to admit that this gentleman was correct. There were more men here than I hired. They all agree there were more than sixteen. Estimates vary from eighteen to twenty. I can't understand how that happened. I concern myself deeply with the sanctity of my clients' persons and properties. I'm sure there were only sixteen of them when we entered the service gate."


  I'll bet. Gresser found himself in sudden deep sludge and wanted his butt covered when the brown stuff flew.


  Lance confirmed my suspicions. "A couple of waiters just did a dash into the kitchen. I couldn't find them again when I looked."


  Alyx said, "Garrett, I just saw a waiter take off."


  "I know. Lance says two of them just headed into the kitchen."


  "Not the kitchen. This one grabbed a food tray and went into the ballroom."


  "Another one?" I asked. "Or one of the two?"


  Gilbey frowned at Gresser. "How many bandits did you bring?" I added my most ferocious glower to Manvil's. Gresser glowered back, sullenly defiant. We weren't going to make this his fault. We enjoyed a veritable glowerfest. Lance added his glower to ours and slid into position behind Gresser.


  "I only hire them!" the little man protested. "For big jobs like this sometimes I have to take on people at the last minute that I don't know. I explained that."


  I asked, "Anybody think the man is too enthusiastic in his protests?"


  "Yeah. Way too. Bet you he never saw any of those men before today." Gilbey acquired a remote look. "Lance, stick close to Ty. Garrett, I'm going to send some men to watch over Max. Check in when you can."


  "Will do. Meantime, I'll prowl. Wherever these villains go, they'll stand out."


  I was worried. Those guys had to have a definite plan. Stockwell and Wendover didn't look like commando types but didn't have to be. Had I not been here they wouldn't have been found out.


  Which was cause for speculation: How much had I been calculated into their plans?


  I had to be. First, they tried to enlist me. Then they tried to scare me. Black Dragon Valsung had some strong interest in Weider brewing. I would worry what later. Right now we had baddies in the house, probably not inclined to be good guests.


  I glanced around. Lance and Gilbey had left. Alyx and Gresser awaited instructions. "Carry on, Mr. Gresser. Make this the best damn shindig you can. I'll try not to bother you again. And I'll stop thinking bad thoughts about you."


  He bowed. Damn, was he eager to please.


  "You do realize that nobody is happy with you right now?"


  He bobbed his head, stared at the floor.


  "Scoot."


  Alyx said, "I don't trust that man, Garrett. He's tiny and he's slimy and every time he looks at me I feel like he wants to pull my clothes off."


  "Wow! You're as smart as you are cute. Of course he wants to pluck you naked. I'd worry about a guy who didn't give it a thought."


  That improved her mood. She began to look at me like she hoped I might indulge in some plucking myself.


  I didn't need to open that hogshead of worms. Not tonight.


  I quipped, "Maybe he wants to wear your stuff himself. How about you keep an eye on him for me? What happened to Tinnie?" The redhead had become as scarce as Carter and Trace.


  "I don't know." She was irked that I would even ask when I was with her and some banter about getting more comfortable was on her own agenda. "She was here a minute ago."


  Ah, well. Might be better not to have her underfoot. I said, "I'm going to prowl." Before really big trouble caught up with me right here, right now.
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  I took the main stairs to the second floor. Bad guys headed up wouldn't use an open route, though, so I set course for the back stairs after pausing outside Weider's study door. Nothing loud was happening in there. And there was no one on the floor except the people in that room. I could hear nothing but the musicians tuning up downstairs.


  I climbed the service stair cautiously. The way these spooks faded out indicated a fair knowledge of the layout. That suggested inside intelligence, which wasn't a thought I cherished.


  I had no weapon sharper than my wits, which meant those guys might not have much trouble disarming me. And the ones I'd bested before would be laying for me.


  Somebody fooled somebody. Or maybe I fooled myself. I was sure I would run into an ambush getting to the third floor. But nothing happened.


  I didn't find anybody on that level, either, though I didn't check one suite. The Old Man's own was sacrosant. Hannah was in there, committed to the long, slow process of dying miserably. Everyone else was downstairs.


  A spine-stiffening scream clawed its way downstairs. Tom would not join the festivities, either. But this shriek seemed different. Had the devils in his mind taken concrete form?


  I didn't abandon caution. I did feel naked without my head-knocker. But that thing just didn't go with formal attire. I needed a fancy-dress something, maybe a cane, that could be applied to admonitory effect in genteel surroundings. Maybe a sword cane, good for thumping and stabbing. Morley carries one of those.


  I saw nothing useful around me. The Weider house is sparsely furnished above the second floor. Not even an old mace or morning-star decorated the walls. All the stuff from downstairs was piled at one end of Weider's study now, out of temptation's way.


  Another scream. This one spoke of true physical anguish. Were my missing servants torturing Tom? Why bother? Assume somebody had a grudge left over from the Cantard. How could he get any satisfaction out of hurting somebody who didn't know who he was? Tom lived in a world no one else could enter.


  Nothing made sense.


  That was only because I didn't have enough information. So the Dead Man would remind me. The bad boys wouldn't be confused about what they were trying to do.


  I heard a light step on the stair below me, just out of sight around one of the tight turns. Somebody was being sneaky without being good at it. Easy meat—if I could get out of sight.


  I sat down and waited.


  Alyx appeared on the tight little half-floor landing. She was watching her feet as she moved with exaggerated care. She squealed when she noticed me.


  "Got to watch where you're going, darling," I told her. "Which, by the way, would be where?"


  "What?"


  "Why are you up here?"


  "I'm looking for you." She made big eyes. She could do cute and dumb really well. But she couldn't work that one on me, no sir, not even when she leaned forward so the view down her bodice was open all the way to her waist, not much. I was onto her tricks. "I saw you go into the back stairs."


  "You're just as dangerous as you think you are, Alyx. Or maybe more so. You get me boiling like an unwatched pot. But we've both got to get along with Tinnie."


  Alyx squeezed down beside me. Those stairs were tight. And warm. They were awfully warm.


  "Alyx. . . ."


  "Don't hurt me now, Garrett."


  I clamped my mouth shut. There are times when I can do that. Alyx's tone suggested that this time would be a good one.
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  "Shh!" Alyx rested a warning hand on my knee.


  I nodded. I'd heard it. Someone had entered the stairwell above us, carefully, barely making the door whisper. I signed Alyx to stay still. She nodded. I shifted my weight slightly.


  They made enough racket up there to let me rise without giving myself away. I helped Alyx rise, too. I pointed downward. "Slow. Careful," I mouthed, not even whispering. Alyx was pale now. This was no game.


  Carter didn't see me till it was too late to help himself. He was burdened with the downhill end of a body, backing downward.


  "Hey, Carter."


  He jumped. At the body's nether end, Trace froze. I popped Stockwell under the ear. He sagged. I thumped him a few more times while Wendover gaped. Somebody still out of sight barked, "What's happening?"


  I climbed over Carter. Trace groaned. He was trying to hold all the weight at his end. "It's me again," I told the guy from the stable. "I need to see your invitation."


  Wendover went right on trying to keep the body from falling—whether dead or alive I couldn't tell. The guy from the stable came down behind Trace. He was angry. I thought he might jump over Trace to get at me.


  He settled for slamming his fist into a wall so hard he dented the plaster. He retreated, whimpering and blowing on his knuckles. Trace finally let go and took off himself. I was almost close enough to grab him. I leapt, got a pinch of his trouser leg. Not smart, Garrett. Even a clerk can hurt you when he's scared. Good old Trace kicked me in the chops. Oh, that hurt! And me with bruises on bruises already, still not recovered from my last adventure.


  My eyes watered. Trace seized the day. He undertook the one-man version of the retrograde action the Corps would call an attack to the rear.


  I was beginning to think that me and Trace weren't ever going to get to be good buddies.


  Somebody grabbed my leg the way I'd grabbed Wendover's. I fell on the body. Lying there, face-to-face with it, I decided that it had to be Tom the Screamer. The face was that of an older, less vigorous Ty Weider.


  Was he breathing?


  Maybe. . . . No time, Garrett. Somebody is trying to pound you.


  Actually, the somebody was climbing me like a ladder. Carter wanted to get back up the stair. Bright boy. He only needed to get by Alyx on the downhill side. I sat up so I could pretend to defend myself.


  Alyx, who had not listened and gone downstairs, yanked off a shoe and clouted Stockwell alongside the head with its heel. Thwack! Carter went down for his second nap.


  "Thanks." I wriggled out from under. "Is this Tom? And why didn't you go when I told you?"


  "Yeah." She didn't answer my other question. "Garrett, what the hell is happening? Why would anybody want to kidnap Tom?"


  "It makes no sense all right. Let's tie this clown up. We'll ask him about it later." I wanted to chase the others.


  I'm no math genius. Obviously. There were still two or three of them and one of me and there was sorcery in it. I shouldn't forget that factor.


  "Tie him up with what?" Alyx asked. And she had a point. There wasn't one single coil of rope hanging on a convenient hook.


  "All right. I'll find something upstairs. Whap him again if he gets frisky." I wasn't feeling charitable toward Mr. Carter Stockwell.


  I hit the fourth floor reluctantly. I'd worked out the math part now. It wasn't impossible for a gang of clerks to beat up on a solitary Marine if he'd lost a step since his glory days.


  The clerks, however, failed to discern their opportunity with equal clarity. They were in evidence no longer. The fourth floor was as still as a crypt.


  This was my first visit in years. The Weider sprats and some senior servants had quarters there, suites for the former and ratholes for the latter. One door stood slightly ajar. I approached carefully. Must be age making me cautious.


  I miss the old Morley Dotes. Used to be, whenever I went into something tight, Morley would be right behind me—or even out front if the mood was on him. But he was changing. He might even go legit—really—and slide away from the underworld. He seemed concerned about growing too old to keep up.


  Nobody jumped me when I did dash through that doorway. The bad guys were elsewhere, handling their business, snickering because they'd left me coughing in their dust.


  This was Tom's room. The furnishings were spare. A selection of restraints were available on pegs beside the doorway should Tom get frisky.


  The air was ripe enough to gag me.


  Maybe they should try Tom in a different setting. Something pastoral or sylvan. Wondering why I bothered, what with this world being just one endless bleak season milemarked by pain and death, I held my breath and dragged myself out where there was air that was fit to inhale.


  I stood gasping in the hallway while my head cleared, amazed that a place could become so infected by its tenant's madness. Or was it the other way around? Had the room created Tom? Could it be that stifling air?


  Someone started to step onto the floor from the main stairway, spotted me, ducked back. I caught just a glimpse of red fabric vanishing. I tried to dash over there but a terrible lethargy slowed me. I needed me a double shot of ambition just to keep on breathing.


  There was nothing to see when I got there. Of course.


  I checked the other rooms and suites, found no one and nothing interesting.


  Where was Alyx? I'd expected her to be underfoot again by now, despite my instructions.
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  As the mists of depression dispersed I grew more alarmed. I headed back to the stairwell.


  You're seldom disappointed when you always expect the worst but sometimes you're pleasantly surprised.


  This wasn't one of the latter occasions.


  Alyx was out cold. Somebody had bopped her upside the head and was beating feet down the stairs. Mr. Carter Stockwell was no longer in evidence. Tom Weider was gone. Somebody had started undressing Alyx before I interrupted, not a project any red-blooded Karentine boy would disdain but I wouldn't consider a stairwell the most romantic site. Nor are unconscious lovers much to my liking.


  "Wake up, sleepyhead," I said. "Alyx! Snap out of it!" I considered swatting her the way they do in stories. Not a bright idea here. I had plenty of people unhappy with me already.


  Alyx tried to sit up. I helped, asked, "What happened?"


  "Are you stupid? Somebody slugged me." I could understand her mood. "They came from downstairs. Didn't you hear me yell?"


  "No." It was true. I hadn't heard a thing.


  "Well, I did yell. Loud as I could. And when I tried to run away I tripped over Tom and got hit before I could get back up." She became aware of the state of her clothing. "What's this? You only need to say when."


  "It wasn't me. I like my girls awake."


  "I don't know if I should be glad or have my feelings hurt."


  "I wouldn't presume to tell you." Women always take me the wrong way. I assume they do it on purpose.


  "I'm wide-awake now."


  "Sweet as that sounds, there isn't time. There're bad guys in the house. We don't have a clue why. Any idea what happened to Tom?"


  "They must've just gone ahead with whatever they were going to do."


  "Probably. Come on. Get yourself together. I'm going to go see your father."


  "Don't leave me here."


  "I don't intend to. That's why I want you looking less frazzled."


  "Oh." The merry hoyden reappeared briefly. Fright chased it away again. "What do you think is happening?"


  "I can't even guess. I hoped Stockwell would help us out."


  "Stockwell?"


  "The one who got away. I've run into him before. His name was Carter Stockwell."


  "Do I still look like we just crawled out of the hayloft?"


  "Not quite."


  "Darn." The hoyden was back. "I kind of hoped somebody would think I got lucky."


  "Lucky for you now would mean deep slop for me later, girl."


  She'd changed a lot in the last few years. "I won't tell if you don't." She was a little bit forward now.


  I'll bet, I thought. She seemed like a girl who would want to celebrate her conquests publicly.
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  Despite Alyx's efforts at self-reassembly, she drew a hard look from Belinda after we invited ourselves into Weider's study. Belinda was head to head with Marengo North English when we arrived. Their discussion seemed very amicable. Marengo's niece was not in evidence.


  The dark side always did get along well with the business community.


  Weider rumbled, "Garrett! Perfect timing! We were just talking about you."


  "We've got problems, boss," I said. "They just tried to kidnap Tom."


  "They did," Alyx reminded me.


  "She's right." I told it quickly. Then I asked North English, "You know anything about this Black Dragon freecorps or its commander, Colonel Norton?"


  Marengo made an effort to be egalitarian but only because he was a guest where I was held in high regard. I doubt that he would have spoken to me ordinarily. "I've never heard of either one before. But I'm no student of the war. I put it behind me when I came home. Norton and his Black Dragons may have operated without my permission."


  You sarky rascal. "They didn't get mine, either, but I wasn't in the army. I didn't spend much time in the Cantard proper. I'm not up on all the unit names."


  Weider beamed like a cherub. He was so pleased to see us kids getting along. He told us, "There'll be a bunch of generals in here later, Garrett. I'll ask questions."


  I noted, "You don't seem much worried about Tom."


  "How likely is it that anybody could carry someone out of here unnoticed tonight?"


  "I don't know. They got in. They have a plan. They must have a getaway scoped. All the suicide commandos got used up in the Cantard."


  Weider was not alone there with Belinda and North English. Staying quiet but handy were several men from the brewery docks. Weider told them, "You boys spread the word about what you just heard. And tell Gilbey to come up."


  "Tell everybody to watch for Kittyjo, too," I told them. "I haven't been able to find her. Max, these people have some kind of sorcery going. If you take your eyes off them even for a second, they disappear."


  That angle was scary. It could mean Black Dragon Valsung had dangerous connections on the Hill.


  "Weirder and weirder," Weider grumbled. "Why me? I don't know three people in the sorcery racket and none of them by their first names. They wouldn't pussyfoot, either. They'd stomp me like a bug."


  Fire danced in the fireplace. Weider went to stare into the flames. He crooked a finger, calling me away from the others. He murmured, "Am I going to get hurt again?" At the moment he seemed lost, storm-tossed, without compass or anchor.


  "Not if I can help it," I promised. I gave North English a hard look. He didn't melt. Somebody probably looked at him hard before. He was all tempered up.


  Alyx hugged her father. "Don't worry, Daddy. Garrett will take care of everything."


  Which Garrett was that? I wondered. This one hadn't shown me a lot so far.


  Weider settled into a comfortable chair. He looked befuddled, unable to keep up with events. I didn't blame him, though that was a side of him new to me.


  North English said, "I gather you're not in sympathy with the aims of The Call, Mr. Garrett."


  That was a leading remark if ever I heard one. "But I am in sympathy. Very much so. I just have trouble with some of the individuals involved. Some of your biggest big mouths. Are they really the kind of guys we want telling us how to run our lives? Not to mention that most of them aren't really interested in rights at all. They just think they can grab something for themselves."


  North English eyed me warily, as though he'd opened his bread-box and found a snake smiling back. "The most heartfelt cause will accumulate fanatics and exploiters, Mr. Garrett. That's human nature. It's unfortunate but it's difficult to recruit calm, rational activists like yourself."


  Now who was shitting who? "Us calm, rational activists should keep the wild-eyed, wooly-haired types under control. They alienate more people than they convert."


  North English's eyes narrowed. He didn't like being lectured by one of the unwashed. In his secret heart he approved of The Call's excesses.


  It doesn't take long for any of us to weave elaborate webs of justification and self-deception.


  I didn't think much of North English but he was Max Weider's friend and Relway did hope I could slide inside the movement. "I suppose I'm still bitter about my run-in with some of your rogue nutcases a while back."


  North English's negotiations mask came out. "Yes. I heard about that. We do try to weed that sort out—which is why so many splinter groups form. Those men were weeds already scheduled to be pulled."


  I entertained a suspicion that Marengo had misspoken but refrained from making myself less ingratiating than my history and social standing rendered me already. Relway wouldn't do me any favors if I wasn't in a position where I could help him.


  "Please excuse me," I said. "I'm just cranky. I've been trying to help Mr. Weider and things haven't gone well."


  "I understand. See me when you're in a better mood. The Call is looking for me like you, men who have been south and who have seen the worst and have given their best and have returned to face indifference, ingratitude, or outright disdain. Men who came home to find everything they fought for controlled by creatures who did nothing to defend it. . . . Pardon me. Without my niece to restrain me I tend to rant. Unfortunately, ranting isn't a good way to attract worthwhile new friends, either."


  Marengo North English was one of the richest men of Karenta. Wealth is a superb insulator. Why did he find it emotionally fulfilling to involve himself in a working-class movement? Guys at his level didn't come home to find there was no work. They never worked anyway. "Garrett."


  "Mr. Weider?"


  "Time is passing."


  "Yes, sir." That was as close as ever he came to telling me how to do my job.
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  I was lost. I didn't know how to attack the thing. And the complications would increase as more guests arrived. These invaders—if they were around still—could be anybody in a waiter's outfit. And if they had applied half a brain while planning, they would have arranged not to be handicapped by that. The costume was just a way to get past the door.


  I had a horrible thought. An awful recollection, really. Carter and Trace had been inside my house, within yards of the Dead Man, but he hadn't caught a whiff of their villainy.


  Another horrible thought trotted in right behind the first. It scarred my brain with its little cloven hooves. The boys knew how to get around the Weider house entirely too well.


  Alyx followed me. "What're we going to do now?" I stood at the head of the stair that led down to all the excitement.


  "Good question. Find yourself a safe place. They might try to grab you or Kittyjo. Or Ty." Ty couldn't run and Lance was no fighter.


  "Won't I be safe if I stay with you?"


  "The problem is I might not be safe with you."


  "Oh, Garrett! You say the sweetest things."


  "Let's find Gilbey."


  Gilbey was swamped. The mob was arriving faster than the majordomo could holler. Genord would have a sore throat come morning.


  "What?" Gilbey demanded, peckish.


  "They've grabbed Tom. At least three men were involved, probably four. They used the back stairs. Tom was alive but out cold when I tried to take him back. Also, I can't find Kittyjo."


  "I saw her a minute ago, coming down the main stairs. She's hard to miss. She's wearing bright vermillion. Damn. Another one who'll want to see Max privately." He turned to greet a spear shaft of an elderly gent I recognized belatedly as a retired cavalry brigadier. Gilbey continued, "I'll get word to the men watching the doors."


  "The old man sent word already."


  "Won't hurt them to hear it twice. Keep looking. They can't get out."


  "I'm on the job, boss," I muttered. I moved off as Gilbey offered a slight bow to the brigadier. The old soldier's gaze tracked me. Looked like he thought he ought to know me. Maybe he had me confused with somebody else.


  Alyx stayed a step behind as I headed for the service area. Gresser pounced on me. "What am I going to do? I no longer have enough men to cover—"


  "Misplace some more troops?"


  His cheeks reddened. A vein in his temple throbbed. "Your name is Garrett?"


  "I haven't had a chance to change it."


  "I don't want to apologize for my failings again, Garrett. If you'd like to discuss something positive that might be done, let's do. Recrimination wastes both our time."


  "Point taken. Here's the problem. The guys who sneaked in with your crew have grabbed Tom Weider. I don't know why and it doesn't really matter. I have this urge to mess them up, though. Any ideas about how they might get out?"


  I didn't expect any help. Cynical in my old age, I figured Gresser was in on it somehow, around the edge.


  "They might grab one of the catering vans."


  "The which?"


  "The specialty baked goods, the pastries and sweetmeats, all come in from outside. The delivery vehicles are in the back court. The kitchen help brings stuff in so we can replace what the guests consume."


  "Mr. Gresser, I take back every wicked thought I ever had about you. I'll put in a good word with Mr. Weider."


  "That might help. But what can I do about being shorthanded?"


  "Have everybody use two hands instead of one? I don't know. It's your area of expertise."


  Alyx tugged my sleeve. "Garrett, they might be taking Tom away right now."


  I let myself be led away.


  Alyx told me, "You looked like you needed rescuing."


  "I don't know—"


  "Sometimes you just have to be rude."


  "My mom insisted on good manners toward everyone."


  "This way." Alyx's manners were good only when that wasn't inconvenient.


  Her route wasn't very direct. I spied Tinnie in the distance, headed our way. Would Alyx be trying to avoid her? I waved when the blond wouldn't notice. Tinnie waved back. So did a handsome woman much older than me who seemed thrilled because she'd caught the eye of such a good-looking fellow.


  Alyx said sometimes you got to be rude to rescue yourself but I can't, especially when I'm near a beautiful woman.
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  "Ithought you were worried about Tom." At the moment Alyx just wanted to be friends. Good friends, right here, right now. My well-known unshakable resolve was wobbling like gelatin and my capacious capacity for withstanding torture was approaching its limit. If I didn't get out of that unused pantry fast, I was going to become the closest friend Alyx had.


  That pantry had missed spring cleaning for years. I started sneezing. Then Alyx started. I staggered into the passageway outside.


  Tinnie materialized, coming from the rear of the house, whither we had been headed. "There you are. I was beginning to think you got lost."


  "We're looking for Tom," Alyx said from behind me, not the least embarrassed. She was surprisingly presentable considering what she'd been trying to do seconds ago. "Those men took him from his room. Garrett stopped them once but they sneaked up behind us and got Tom away again. Manvil says they couldn't have gotten out of the house yet so we were looking in all the out-of-the-way places, only Mr. Gresser said maybe they could've—"


  Tinnie wasn't fooled. Her glance said we were going to talk later. She asked, "Why would they want your brother?"


  Alyx shrugged, reverting to the shy, naive child she used to be, pulling it around her like a cloak of invisibility. I wondered if she hadn't been faking when she was younger. Old Man Weider might not be as much in control as he thought.


  He for sure fooled himself about Kittyjo, back when. Kittyjo had been more determined than Alyx. And in those days there were fewer interruptions.


  I wasn't eager to renew our acquaintance. Kittyjo was a little past neurotic. She was one of those people who hide it well initially.


  I said, "Gresser might've been right about the vans. There's so much dust around here we'd know right away if anybody got dragged through."


  Alyx snapped, "Somebody is going to explain how come it built up like this, too."


  It was a short way to a rear exit. Tinnie had to have come in through it to have approached from the direction she had. "You see anything out there, Red?" I opened the door and leaned outside.


  "Exactly what you see right now."


  What I saw was two cook's helpers lugging trays. None of the wagons were big enough to require more than one horse. "Let's look them over."


  Alyx announced, "I'm not getting horse dukey all over my new shoes."


  "Tate's best shoes, too, I would hope." Moments ago she was willing to get anything all over her new dress. I didn't mention it. That would be "different."


  Tinnie wondered, "Why don't you go back to the ballroom, Alyx? Ty can't handle it all forever. And Nicks is in no mood to carry him."


  Alyx didn't want to entertain. Alyx didn't want to do anything that Alyx didn't want to do. Alyx had to do some growing up yet. But that was something else she wouldn't want to do.


  I stepped into the yard while the ladies chatted.


  There were five wagons. I dismissed two right away. They couldn't carry anybody away. I considered the others. Maybe one would tell me it was more than it pretended.


  They were all seedy. That don't mean much today. You don't see anything new anymore. I can't recall the last time I saw a building under construction. Before I went to war. Maybe when I was a kid.


  People fix what they can and make do with the rest.


  I checked the dray animals. The great villains of this world, horses, have most humans fooled. The bad guys' animal might be as blackhearted as its masters and give itself away.


  One was sound asleep. A second was trying to get there. The beast between those two, though, watched me sidelong from under lowered lashes with way too much malevolent interest. A gelding, it had a notion to get even by avenging its disappointment on me. And, cautious though I am around those monsters, I got a step too close. It snapped at me. I dodged nimbly, suffering only the loss of a few decorative buttons from my left sleeve.


  "You're the one," I grumped. "Got to be the one." The beast wore hobbles. That said plenty. Dray animals don't usually need hobbling. Not in the city.


  It watched as I moved to check its wagon, showing me big, ugly horse teeth in a huge equine sneer.


  "Why not just snooze in the traces like your pals?"


  Another horsey sneer, filled with contempt for all old-timers and their slave mentalities.


  The wagon's side was made to fold out and lift up. It was secured by a wooden pin on a leather thong. I pulled the pin, grabbed a pair of thoughtfully placed handles, and lifted.


  Somebody whacked my bean with a gunnysack full of horseshoes. I fluttered down into the darkness like a spinning maple seed. I don't recall hitting bottom. Or the cobblestones, whichever came first.
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  I groaned and cracked an eyelid. Couldn't be morning already, could it? Damn! Not another hangover. There'd been too many of those lately.


  An angel drifted into view. She whispered. I didn't understand but I had some good ideas about what I wanted her to say. I'd take her up on it just as soon as I learned how to breathe again.


  I mumbled, "I must've died and gone to heaven." That's the way things went in my mother's religion.


  The angel continued talking. I began to catch her words. "Don't feed me any of your mouth manure, Garrett. I've known you too long."


  "Oh. It's the other place. I always suspected you demons were gorgeous redheaded wenches. Or maybe the other way around."


  "Flattery will get you everywhere, Garrett."


  "Promises, promises. What hit me?" I patted the top of my bean. I found no unusual number of soft spots. "Couldn't have been a bird taking target practice." Unless maybe it was my bird.


  "I don't know. When I finally talked Alyx into letting up on you I came out and found you right there. A man was getting set to hit you again. I yelled. The kitchen help came out so he ran away."


  "What about the wagon?"


  "Which wagon?"


  "The one that was sitting here. I was just going to check it out when that chunk of sky bounced off my noggin." There was no reason she should have noticed that particular wagon. "I think we've got a problem." A big problem, if my fears were on the mark.


  I managed a feeble, shuffling jog to the tradesman's gate. I recognized the sleepy guard only by subspecies. Very big, very strong, very stupid. Gate-crashers wouldn't get past him, no sir. "Did a wagon just leave?"


  He checked me from beneath brows like overhanging cliffs. I was startled by the fact that they were hairless. "Who're you?" he growled, disgruntled because his nap had been interrupted.


  "Name's Garrett. Chief of Security for the Weider breweries." So I exaggerated a little. Couldn't hurt.


  It didn't. "Oh. Yeah. I heard about you. Yeah. The Simon the Pieman wagon went out. That's cute, ain't it?"


  "What's cute?"


  "The name. Like how it rhymes. Kind of cute and catchy, ain't it?"


  "Sure. I get you. Nifty. Keen. Next question. How come you let it go? Didn't you hear we had bad guys in the house and we didn't want them to leave?"


  "No." The man looked baffled. "I ain't seen nobody but that driver since I come on. The bakers and stuff was already here."


  "Oh, hell," I said, without much volume or any real feeling. "All right. But don't let anyone else leave till you hear from me. All right? How many bad guys went out with that wagon?"


  "I told you. Just the guy driving." He was beginning to resent my attention.


  I grunted. I hadn't thought that all my bad boys would clear off that easily. They had a mission.


  I turned to stomp away.


  Tinnie caught my arm. She looked up with big fake moon eyes. "You're so forceful, Mr. Garrett." Her pearly whites looked particularly wicked in the torchlight.


  "What I am is irritated. I had stitches on my head the other day. I ought to wear an iron hat. Maybe one of those ugly-officer things with the big spike on top. I bet I could get one of those cheap these days."


  "They'd just hit you somewhere else. Then you might get hurt."


  "You always see the bright side, darling."


  "I try. You could find some other way to waste your life. I bet there're all kinds of careers where you don't have to deal with people who try to break your bones."


  Oh-oh. "I'd better see the old man again. Tom might've been on that wagon."


  Oh, did she give me a scary look. What a lowlife, subject-changing sewer rat that Garrett is!


  Some things we'll never resolve.
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  I didn't think before I burst into Weider's study. I'd never encountered any reason to excuse myself around the Weider place before, little time though I spent there.


  I plunged into a silence so sudden it was like the stillness after a thunderclap. Numerous pairs of eyes measured me. Marengo North English appeared to be conducting a summit of the chiefs of every nut group in TunFaire. Every rightsist nut group. I didn't see any democrats or round-earthers.


  Belinda sat slightly behind North English and to his right, partially shadowed. The flicker of the fire in the fireplace lent her face a diabolic cast. Even that freecorps psycho thug Bondurant Altoona appeared to be intimidated.


  Until you experienced it you wouldn't believe that a woman this young and attractive could come across so threatening. But no one in that room doubted her capacity for launching major mayhem.


  I glanced around. "Where's Max?" Cool. Like I butted in on these things all the time. "It's critical."


  I could manage without him. But his son was in deep sludge. He ought to know. He needed a say.


  After a startled moment North English pasted on his paternalistic smile, told me, "Max just stepped out to confer with Manvil. Gentlemen. This is the Garrett fellow Miss Contague recommended. Mr. Garrett, won't you join us now that you're here? I'm sure Max will return directly."


  I engaged in a brief internal debate, decided I ought to find out what gave. It was too late to run that wagon down now, anyway. It could be anywhere in any direction.


  I moved a couple of steps into the room, studied the men studying me. A prime lot of political blackguards. Not one was in any danger from the nonhuman side of the community. Those who weren't wealthy, like Arnes Mingle and Bondurant Altoona, had large bands of armed rowdies at their beck. Cynical me, I wondered if The Call wasn't just a device meant to separate my nonhuman countrymen from their wealth and community standing.


  North English said, "Garrett, these gentlemen and I, though separated by points of doctrine, all reside in the same ideological camp. Inasmuch as we were all here we thought it might be provident to pool our thoughts concerning these puzzles that have arisen."


  Why tell me?


  "We've discovered that none of us is responsible for the attempts to embarrass the Weiders. Max may not support our views but he's a friend to every man here." Before I could suppress my cynicism and respond, he continued, "Earlier you observed that none of us can be sure we know about everything happening in our organizations. That's true. But we're agreed that none of us would ever turn on Max."


  Belinda's nod was barely perceptible. She had witnessed the discussion.


  North English forged ahead. "You said the villains responsible call themselves Black Dragon Valsung." That was not a question so I didn't respond. "None of us knows of any such group. Nor of a Colonel Norton. We've agreed to start looking into that immediately. The group could give our movement a bad name."


  I kept my expression bland. "They aren't imaginary," I said. "Several are in the house right now. I came to tell Max that they've kidnapped his son Tom."


  Murmurs. "Looney" and "mad" stood out. They knew about Tom.


  I offered a sketch of my collisions with Carter, Trace, and the guys in the stable. I avoided sounding antipathetic toward rightsist philosophy.


  Weider and a bodyguard blew into the room. The sounds of the revels below came with them. The festivities were in full swing.


  "Garrett! Damn! There you are! We found Tom."


  "How did you know?"


  "Alyx. He's all right. He was wandering around in the kitchen, getting in everybody's way."


  I frowned, stared at Weider. He was so obviously relieved.


  I wasn't. Something wasn't right.


  Something hadn't been right from the beginning but I couldn't pin it down. "Are Ty and Kittyjo all right?"


  "Ty's still holding court. I haven't seen Kittyjo. She's sneaking around like a commando. Nobody sees her for more than a few seconds at a time."


  Why did somebody knock me over the head?


  Gilbey pushed through the doorway. He had Tom Weider in tow. Tinnie was a few steps behind them. Gilbey said, "I have him under control now, Max. I'll take him upstairs. Luke will stay with him."


  Something odd. . . . "When did he change clothes?"


  Everyone stared at me. I said, "He was wearing different clothes a little while ago."


  For an instant Tom raised his eyes to look at me, something he'd never done before. It was so fleeting I wasn't sure he'd actually done it. Might've been just a twitch.


  "You sure?"


  "Yes." And Alyx could back me up.


  "I'll check it out when we get upstairs," Gilbey said.


  I started to leave so I could help him. I was sure the baddies were still around and still had plans. Marengo North English said, "Would you stay with us a moment more, Mr. Garrett?"


  How could I resist when he offered the honorific to a man of my low station?
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  I shut the door behind Weider reluctantly. Old Max left me a meaningful look as he departed. I turned to the assembled barons of bug-fuckery. They stared like they expected me to begin belching green fire. I stared like I expected them to spout something incredibly bigoted and stupid. Finally, North English said, "Max tells me that you're very good at what you do."


  "I try hard, anyway."


  "He also insists that you're sympathetic to our goals."


  Remotely. "I believe I've mentioned that myself." I inclined my head slightly so I couldn't be convicted when times changed later.


  "Then why haven't you joined one of the rights groups?"


  "I'm not a joiner. Unless you count the Marine Corps. And I wasn't offered my preference that time. When I do have a choice I make my own. That's why I'm in the racket I'm in. It lets me be my own boss."


  "Exactly."


  "Huh?" Often I hide my razor wits so guys like North English will underestimate me.


  This wasn't one of those times.


  "You appear to be the perfect man to winkle out the truth about these Black Dragon people."


  Why not? I was working for everybody but the Crown Prince of Venageta already. Maybe I could get in with Black Dragon, convince Carter and Trace that I regretted my past transgressions and they ought to hire me to find out what that guy Garrett was up to. I knew a guy once, Pokey Pigotta, who used so many disguises and aliases that he did get hired to investigate himself.


  "Garrett?"


  "Uh? Oh. Yeah. Sounds good, we can work out the financial details. I've got some bones to pick with those guys." I caressed the back of my head. I've been getting bopped way too often lately.


  "Financial details?"


  "Even us idealists don't get much nutritional value out of serving a righteous cause."


  North English scowled and muttered. He was a notorious skinflint.


  Bondurant Altoona suggested, "Pay the man and get on with it. You pinch sceats till the King squeals but put out his ransom in silver for—"


  "You're right, of course!" North English barked, silencing Altoona. "It would be petty of me to quibble over a few coppers." He yanked a purse from inside his waistband, tossed it at me.


  I snatched it out of the air deftly. A few coppers, eh? I started to tuck the bag into an inside pocket of my waistcoat.


  North English squawked. The Goddamn Parrot would have complimented him on his accent. His companions grinned. It didn't look like he had many close friends among his own kind. He grouched, "I expect you to take only what you need to compensate yourself for your labors."


  "A guy's got to try." The grins got bigger when I opened the purse.


  My eyes got bigger, too. What I'd assumed to be a rich man's walking-around sack of coppers, which might include a silver piece or two in case he ran into something really exciting, turned out to be all silver salted with a few pieces of gold. Swiftly I calculated ten days' fees and likely expenses, tripled them and applied my special unpleasant crackpot counter-discount. North English didn't see what I took but he danced like a kid with a desperate need to pee. Silver still isn't cheap, despite our triumph in the Cantard.


  There were whispers among the others, some intentionally loud. Bets were laid as to whether or not North English would follow through.


  To make sure I added several silver groats in case I ran into some big meal expenses, like, say, with a particular redhead while we were doing research, then passed the bag back. Eyes watched eagerly, hoping North English would open it up and reintroduce himself to all the survivors and mourn the departed.


  He resisted temptation. "I'll leave your name with my gateman, Mr. Garrett. He'll have you brought to me immediately if you have anything to report."


  Just a glance at the rest of the room told me North English had numerous "friends" perfectly willing to pay nicely for an opportunity to learn what I discovered before I reported it to the man who had hired me.


  North English told me, "That should be all for now, Mr. Garrett." Embarrassed, he didn't take time to offer specific instructions. Fine. I like it like that. Means they haven't told me what not to do, where not to poke.


  Excellent.


  I backed out of there.


  Weider and his bodyguard were waiting. The old man asked, "What're they up to in there?"


  "You'd know better than me. They're your friends."


  "Only a few. North English and Clive. Faudie and Slink. They asked me to invite the others. They subsidized expenses. They wanted to get all the names in the rights movement together where they wouldn't attract much attention. I get along where I can. It oils the hinges when I want something myself."


  "Favor for a favor. I understand."


  "Exactly." He nodded toward Tinnie. "I'm all right. We'll all be all right now. You and your friend go have fun."


  "Thank you." I headed for Tinnie. But I wasn't about to take time off now.
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  Let me sip a few pints of Weider dark reserve and I turn into a dancing fool. I made all the girls unhappy. I danced with them all. Tinnie got the most attention but simmered when I took a turn with Alyx or Nicks or Kittyjo—once, guardedly. I even spun a couple with the matron who had fallen in lust with me earlier. She told me she was Dame Tinstall. That rang no bells. Dame Tinstall had outstanding legs for a woman of her maturity. She made sure I noticed them, too.


  Alyx was less pleased than Tinnie. Nicks was too friendly for a girl getting engaged, though she didn't mention her feelings about that. Kittyjo, who looked like a shopworn version of Alyx, had little to say—good, bad, or indifferent. She did seem willing to let bygones be bygones. And Dame Tinstall left me in no doubt that she wanted to tuck me under her arm and take me home. I didn't ask what her husband would think of her plan.


  I took the occasional timeout to nurture my relationship with the boss's product. I'm a very loyal kind of guy.


  I wondered what had become of the Goddamn Parrot.


  "What's the matter?" Tinnie asked.


  "Something's wrong with me. I'm worrying about that damned talking ostrich of mine. Have you seen him?"


  "Yes. I wouldn't claim him right now. If I were you." She had her devil smile on.


  "How come?"


  "He got thrown out of the house. You're lucky nobody remembers who he arrived with."


  "I hope the owls get him." He'd asked for it.


  The majordomo, Genord, who hadn't had a chance to yell much lately, approached us. He bypassed Alyx and Kittyjo. Alyx appeared incapable of harboring a kind thought about her big sister. Kittyjo, though, seemed only about half-alive and was completely indifferent to Alyx.


  The majordomo handed me a folded scrap of paper. It had been used and reused. "A gentleman sent this in," he husked. "He said it was important."


  Tinnie scowled, sensing more trouble. I feared she was psychic. Just when the evening was starting to roll, too. But that was my kind of luck. Wasn't it? "Thank you, Gerris."


  The note said: Must see you now. Critical. R. The handwriting was primitive.


  R? Who or what might R be? Who would know where to find me tonight? Relway? Who else? And didn't that stir up the mixed feelings?


  "Now what?" Tinnie demanded, her psychic side simmering.


  "I don't know. But I can't ignore it."


  "Right now?"


  "Maybe sooner." It would be significant. I didn't doubt that. Relway wouldn't contact me unless it really did matter.


  "You're going to ditch your date?"


  "What? Oh. Damn. No. I shouldn't be gone long. And she isn't a date, Tinnie."


  "Maybe not. But I see how she looks at you when you're not paying attention. Like she wants to devour you."


  "Kind of like I look at you even when you are paying attention?"


  The ghost of a smile twitched the corners of Tinnie's mouth. "Right, Garrett. Try that line when I have time to notice. All right. I'll tell her why you ran out."


  "Huh?" That didn't sound promising.


  "I know you. You'll go out there and either get yourself knocked over the head and dragged off or you'll get interested in something and forget everything else or there'll be a pretty girl and your pig-dog nature will take over and—"


  "You wound me, woman. Now that you acknowledge my existence again how can I possibly stay away more than minutes at a time?"


  "I'm wearing new shoes, Garrett. Specially made. Don't pile it up too deep."


  "And they're the most amazing shade of green I've ever seen. They set off your eyes perfectly." Maybe I didn't need to find out what Relway wanted. Not tonight, anyway.


  I looked into Tinnie's eyes for a few long seconds. No. I definitely didn't want to find out what Relway had.


  Her devil smile wakened. "Go on. Take care of it. Then get your big goofy self back in here. We'll see if maybe this threat to the Weiders doesn't require you to stay all night so everybody is protected."


  Whoo-hoo! I moved out with a real bounce to my step.


  "Mr. Garrett! Mr. Garrett!"


  "Yes, Mr. Gresser?"


  "Two more of my men have deserted. What am I supposed to do? How can I manage?"


  Why me? Maybe Gilbey and Genord were fleeter of foot. "I'm here to handle gate-crashers and bad boys, Gresser, not to make sure Mr. Weider's guests are well served. You're the professional. Surely you know your business better than I. Why not grab a tray yourself?" I pushed past him.


  I almost made it before Alyx caught up. She pushed up close, radiating availability. "Where're you going, Garrett?" She looked so damned kissable I had to bite my tongue. Why is it always feast when I can't do anything about it and famine when I can?


  "I've had an emergency message, kid. I've got to go out for a few minutes. But I'll be right back." I glanced back to see if Tinnie was scowling. I didn't see her.


  I did see Kittyjo watching from a shadow thirty feet away. She didn't look nostalgic for the good old days when we'd been very close friends till she changed her mind. She did look troubled. I winked at Alyx and headed for the door.


  Maybe Kittyjo would warn her off me. That would be useful. I don't deal well with temptation.


  Morley has a personal rule he recommends often: Yield to temptation whenever you can because every opportunity might be your last. I don't subscribe to that completely. Yielding could bring on the lastness. But I'm weak when blonds, brunettes, or redheads are part of the temptation.


  On the other hand, a good rule of thumb would be: Never get involved with a woman crazier than you are. The trick there is to recognize the craziness before you get pulled in. Some hide it well. Kittyjo did.


  As I departed a raw-throated Gerris Genord began to croak for attention. It was time Ty and Nicks made their announcement.
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  I stopped to see the security guys out front. They knew me. I told them I'd be right back. I stepped into the street, watching for the Goddamn Parrot as well as whoever wanted to see me. I didn't expect Relway himself. Relway prefers to stay out of sight. But the little guy emerged from the darkness like a whispering ghost. I squeaked, "You startled me."


  "Sorry." Like hell. He smirked. "Sorry about interrupting your evening, too. But you have to see this."


  "It's big enough to bring you out personally?"


  "I'm here because every player in the rights game is here. That's significant. Something I have to look over with my very own eyes."


  I wondered if he had people inside. I wondered again, aloud, as we walked. I got only silence in response. Which was answer enough for me. It was likely that several of Gresser's workers were secret police. Poor Mr. Gresser.


  "It's quiet tonight," I observed. That wasn't a good sign, really. Not in TunFaire, where, by day or by night, completely quiet streets generally mean big trouble.


  "Very."


  The silence deepened as we walked.


  The flicker of torchlight shone around a corner. We had walked only a few blocks, to the far side of the brewery. The torchlight had no noise attached. No excitement. We weren't headed toward a street party or toward a riot.


  We turned a corner.


  There was my missing wagon. There was my venomous new equine acquaintance. Four men surrounded them. Three carried torches. The fourth held a short spear to the spine of a man lying facedown in the street. Two of the torchbearers wore Gresser's corporate livery. How did they get away unnoticed. . . ? Hell. They didn't. Gresser did complain. But the guys covering the front hadn't mentioned them. . . . Were they Relway's people, too? Of course they were. Which meant they were everywhere. Too bad I couldn't con them into doing my job for me.


  The wagon was open on the side I'd been about to investigate when somebody decided to put me away for the night. Or a slab of sky had fallen on my noodle.


  Relway told me, "These guys saw you get knocked down. They thought it might be interesting to trail the wagon and see what was going on."


  I forbore complaint. I now had a notion about one guard who might be in with Relway.


  The fellow with the spear forced the captive to keep his head turned away. Relway didn't want his face seen.


  These four would be among his best and most trusted men, then. I tried to memorize their faces without being obvious.


  "Shit!" I said softly when I looked inside the wagon. "This is what I was afraid of when—" Three corpses had been stuffed in there. Two were naked. Tom Weider still wore the dirty nightwear he'd had on when I was wrestling Carter and Trace. "Aw, shit," I said again. I couldn't express my despair any more articulately. This would crush the old man.


  "You know them?"


  "These two are Weider's kids, Tom and Kittyjo. The other one worked on the brewery's shipping dock. His name was Luke. He was helping tonight because he liked his boss. I don't think he was getting paid. He had four kids. We got a major problem here, friend. An enigma compounded by a mystery, as they say."


  "Please be a little more specific."


  "I saw all of these people in obvious good health inside the Weider place after this wagon left. I saw Kittyjo as I was coming out the door to meet you."


  Relway grunted. "That doesn't sound good."


  "Listen. We had gate-crashers who kept disappearing into the crowd whenever you weren't looking. But we never came up short on a head count."


  Relway had to say the nasty word first. "Shapeshifters?"


  "I'm willing to bet. Or, at least, somebody who always has some pretty tricky little spells handy."


  "Changers have never been a problem here. But—"


  "But?"


  "The colonel got a letter. Off the Hill. Out of the blue. He didn't share all of it but it had to do with shapeshifters."


  "We've got all these outsiders coming in. Some might be shapeshifters. Some up there would be interested." Traditionally, shapeshifters have preferred to play their deadly games where there are no sorceresses or wizards to winkle them out. They aren't a beloved breed. As they do with vampires, most races murder shifters as soon as they give themselves away.


  "I didn't want to entertain the possibility until now," I continued. "You never want to see anything this ugly."


  Shapeshifters have murdered people and replaced them for a lifetime, but not often. They prefer to hit and run, impersonating someone they've gotten to know well, briefly, without killing anyone. Even when they do commit murder they change guises frequently. Few have the ability to hold a shape and age it. And fewer can fool families and lovers for very long.


  Their ultimate provenance is uncertain. They appear to be human most of the time. Maybe, like vampirism, their malleability is the result of some bizarre disease. What does seem to be true, or at least what everyone believes to be true, is that shapeshifters can't survive very long as themselves. They have to mimic. Maybe they even have to kill occasionally in order to appropriate a new soul.


  They don't appear to be related to werewolves—though I expect they could become werewolves if they had one to pattern from.


  "Anybody got any silver?" Relway asked. That made sense. As vampires and werewolves do, shapeshifters supposedly find silver poisonous. Relway wanted to run a test.


  Nobody volunteered so I fished out one of Marengo North English's groats, the smallest silver coin I had. You've got to minimize your risks.


  "Looks like your racket pays better than mine does," Relway chided. He knelt beside the captive. I repeated my morality tale about the nutritional value of idealism. Relway laughed. His life must be more fulfilled nowadays. He didn't use to have a sense of humor.


  Relway slit the prisoner's shirt down it back. "I'll open his skin and flay it back so you can tuck the coin underneath." He tapped the captive's back in the spot you and I can't reach without a stick. "If they really don't like silver, we'll just let him hurt till he offers to help us find out what we want to know."


  He never spoke to the captive directly. He carved with no more emotion than a battlefield surgeon.


  The silver hurt the changer from the instant it touched him. He twitched, spasmed, shook, fought back a scream with every gasping breath.


  Relway said, "Stay alert. That letter was right, this could attract more of them. They supposedly touch one another mind to mind."


  I noted shadows moving in the surrounding shadows. "Did you bring a whole army?"


  "Enough so I could handle any rightsist trouble if it happened."


  Shapechanger minds were like a Loghyr's? Might that explain why the Dead Man hadn't seen what Trace and Carter were? "I've never heard that about them being mind readers. That could mean real trouble."


  "Not like your roomie. They can only read other shifters. And only for general emotion, not specific thoughts."


  "You sure?"


  "No, Garrett. I'm not. Somebody told the colonel. He told me. Just in case. He didn't tell me why. He likes to pretend the Hill doesn't really influence him. Did anything interesting happen in the Weider place? Did you get a chance to spy on the big meeting?"


  "I was mostly too busy. I got in once. By accident. Nobody gave anything away. But while I was there they asked me to investigate the Black Dragon bunch."


  "You accepted that commission, I hope."


  "That's what I said, did I? That groat you're abusing came out of North English's own purse."


  "No. I thought he squeezed them till they squealed." The prisoner groaned. He would've screamed if he'd had any breath left. Relway covered his mouth and nose with a hand, just to make life more difficult. "Let me know when you're ready to talk."


  A scuffle broke out in the darkness. It lasted for several seconds. I still marvelled at the absence of witnesses. TunFairens always scatter at the first hint of trouble but, once they feel safe personally, they usually come back looking to be entertained. Maybe the changers were radiating some stay-away emotion so potent even humans felt it.


  But then why would I be hanging around?


  "Damn!" I said. "If these things really do read each other from a distance, the ones at the house will realize that they've been found out."


  "Not necessarily. Not if they just feel emotions."


  "How did you know they were out here tonight? Block?"


  "No. I didn't know anything till I stopped the wagon. Which I did because I thought it might have something to do with what the rights people are scheming. I wasn't looking for what I found."


  "Seems like a lot of trouble just to keep an eye on the rights guys." I gestured at the surrounding night.


  "They're dangerous people, Garrett. Until I caught this thing here I would've said that rightsists are the biggest danger Karenta faces. They get people hurt and killed and businesses destroyed and it's only going to get worse. I can't just let that happen. But the danger posed by these things might be even darker."


  "I think he passed out." I indicated the changer.


  "So he did." Relway let the thing breathe. "You know anything about shapeshifters, Garrett?"


  "No. I ran into one once. A Venageti spy who'd replaced a Karentine counterintelligence officer. That's it."


  Relway sat down on the changer, ready to use his hand. "I was afraid of that."


  "Of what?"


  "Not yet. Maybe this thing can confirm my suspicions."


  Relway's men dragged someone over. This one shifted slowly between several sets of features. I recognized none of them. Relway searched it after making sure the other one would remain unconscious.


  "This is interesting." He showed me a tattoo on the new captive's right forearm. It was black. It resembled a dragon, though the light could have been better. It incorporated a simple Karentine army crest.


  "That is interesting."


  "I do believe I'll have to do some digging. I suspect an untold story has begun to surface."


  The changer recovered. His features became fixed. The tattoo faded. We pretended not to have noticed it.


  I glanced at the wagon. "I need to go break the news. And grab the villains still inside. Bring the bodies back. The old man will want them."


  "You need help?"


  "Send your waiters back. Mr. Gresser will be infinitely grateful."


  Relway grinned. He had an all-new and challenging bunch of bad boys to eradicate.


  I told him, "Let me know what you get from those two."


  "Goes without saying. Long as you let me know about the crowd in there."


  "They're dividing turf, making peace with the Outfit and making rules about who they can and can't push around. They don't want to irritate anybody who can send troops out and they don't want to waste time fighting each other."


  "Ah. Too bad about that."


  "Belinda Contague is there. Speaking for her father."


  "A genuinely hard woman. And so young. Out of a privileged household. Makes you wonder. You're a friend of the family. How come we see so much of her now and so little of her father?"


  "Chodo had a stroke. He doesn't want people to see him until he recovers. They might think he's getting weak. But he's as hard as ever and getting mean-spirited besides. Anything new on Crask and Sadler?"


  "No. But they're out there."


  Those two were worth worrying about. They were nightmares.
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  "I'll take these three to the Al-Khar," Relway told me. "Drop by and find out what they had to say."


  His people would wait outside the Weider shack while I rounded up the changers inside.


  "I want these bodies," I reminded.


  "Go ahead. Take them."


  I folded the door shut before he changed his mind, pinned it, climbed to the driver's seat. I gathered the reins like they were covered with slime, told Relway's thugs, "You guys want to make sure this monster stays headed in the right direction?"


  Monster and thugs eyeballed me. The horse smirked. One of the thugs—their names were Ritter and Abend but their attitudes left them undeserving of remembrance—said, "You can't drive a cart? Get down from there."


  "I can drive a cart," I muttered. "If I really want to, I can drive a cart. But I'm going to let you do it this time." I can drive a cart. I learned in the Corps. But watching the south end of a northbound beast, knowing the critter is looking for a chance to visit disaster upon me, isn't my idea of fun.


  The big Bruno on the back gate was on the job now. He had let this very wagon scoot out—along with Relway's guys, whom he'd forgotten to mention, which you just naturally had to wonder about—but now nothing was going to get past him. "What's my name?" I demanded.


  "You're Garrett."


  "And what's my job?"


  "You're in charge of—"


  "Bingo! I'm in charge. And I'm telling you to let us in."


  "But you never said nothing about—"


  "I'm saying it now. I gave you some hard road about letting this wagon get away. Then I went and got it back. Open the gate."


  "But—"


  Relway's men ran out of patience. They vaulted the low wall and opened the gate. The guard raised a loud fuss. Gilbey arrived before I finished proving I could drive a wagon and got it parked. Of course, it might be sunrise before I got the best out of the damned four-legged snake pulling the vehicle.


  Gilbey said, "I thought you went home with Dame Tinstall, Garrett. Your friend is fit to be tied."


  "Which friend is that?"


  "The one who came with you. What have you got here?"


  I opened the side door. There was light enough from the house. Gilbey threw his right forearm up against the side of the wagon, closed his eyes, froze that way. He controlled himself before he asked, "What's going on?"


  "Shapechangers." I told him what I'd been doing.


  "It explains a few things. I just saw Kittyjo. Now I see why she was staying out of the way tonight when she was so excited about everything this afternoon."


  "Any idea why a shapeshifter gang would want to take over the Weider family?"


  "Because they like beer? Because they want a brewery?"


  That wasn't some attempt at black humor. Gilbey meant it. "I'll bite. Why would they want a brewery? Why right now?"


  "Better ask them, Garrett. Anyway, the brewery might not have anything to do with it. What now?"


  "Much as I hate to, we have to tell the boss."


  He seemed exasperated. "Of course we do. I mean, what do we do about these monsters? We need to catch them, don't we?"


  "Sure. And we need to move fast. Before they get the word, change appearance, and get away. I think there are only three still here. The others took the corpses away."


  Undetected and unchecked, I was sure the changers still in the house would have brought in more of their own. The Weider place would have become a changer fortress and haven.


  But why the Weiders? There were other families as wealthy, others more iconoclastic, others better forted up.


  But suppose the presence of the leaders of the rights movement had something to do with it. Suppose the changers had come in because of the guest list. Suppose Marengo North English and Bondurant Altoona got replaced? They were goofy already. Would anybody notice?


  Whatever, it couldn't be meant long-term. Shapechanger schemes get found out. We liked to think, anyway. In TunFaire some real heavyweights would trample all over them once the news got around. By tomorrow there ought to be a hue and cry. The rightsists would be in deep clover.


  Shapechangers scare everybody. Alienists make fortunes proving to losers that their loved ones haven't been possessed by demons or replaced by shifters. Or the other way around if that's where the profit is.


  Alienists are like lawyers. Right, wrong, justice, the facts of the case, none of that matters. Results are what count. That's usually somebody else with empty pockets and a dazed expression.


  The alienist's client doesn't want to believe his beloved no longer loves somebody as wonderful as him. The explanation has to be supernatural and sinister.


  Changers have served as excuses for murder, too, though it seems the corpses never change after death. No murderer ever got off using that excuse.


  I told Gilbey, "We won't make anything happen standing around trying not to cry."
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  Belinda was in the hallway outside Weider's study, standing delightfully hip-shot, listening to Marengo North English. The man had to have a side I'd overlooked. She seemed enthralled.


  He seemed to have forgotten his niece.


  Belinda spotted me. Her expression went colder than arctic stone. Then she recognized the damp around my eyes. "What happened, Garrett?"


  "You two come with us. Max is there, isn't he?"


  North English nodded. "He hasn't made it downstairs yet. Too many visitors." So Marengo and Belinda had been standing around chatting for a while. Interesting.


  Gilbey remarked, "Ty will be getting cranky. He dislikes taking second priority."


  I opened the study door slowly. Max was seated in front of his fireplace, deep in a comfortable chair. He'd built the fire high. The heat beat out in waves. He stared into the flames as though he saw through them into an age when the world knew no suffering.


  "Back again, Garrett?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Your friend was furious because you left."


  "She gets that way." My friend winced. "I had to see about something outside."


  "What's the news, then? How bad is it?"


  "As bad as it gets. Tom and Kittyjo have been murdered. So has Luke."


  Gilbey said, "That's the man we asked to look out for Tom."


  I said, "The change happened before that."


  "Change?" Weider muttered.


  "They were replaced by shapeshifters," Gilbey said.


  I added, "It looks like Black Dragon is a shapeshifter cover. It claims to be a rights group but it's really something else." Non-humans wouldn't be interested in human rights. Not quite the way The Call is.


  Weider sighed. "I'm tired, Garrett," he told me. He sounded tired to the marrow. "Sit down, Manvil. Garrett." He indicated chairs. "I just want to put my burdens down. I want to take a long, long rest. I don't have any fight left. If there was anybody to surrender to, I'd let destiny make me a prisoner of war."


  "You did your share, Max," Gilbey said. "Take it easy. Garrett and I will handle it." Gilbey glanced at me. I nodded. He asked, "Should we enlist Lance?"


  "Lance strikes me as more the executive sort."


  Gilbey smiled. "Not far from wrong, Garrett. Though the man can surprise you sometimes." He twisted, looked beyond me. His eyes gleamed for an instant.


  "I'll help," Belinda said. I'd almost forgotten she was back there, listening.


  I didn't argue. Neither did Gilbey. I was beginning to develop a suspicion that Gilbey would be incapable of arguing with Belinda. He told us, "That junk in the corner there was mostly for decoration but there was a time when all of that was real weapons. Help yourselves."


  Without hesitating Belinda selected a wicked fourteen-inch blade, examined it with a professional eye. Gilbey chose a bronze gladius sort of thing and added a small, coordinated buckler for the left wrist. "Stylish," I observed, sighing. Now that I was sitting down I didn't want to get back up.


  Gilbey didn't smile. Except for Miss Contague he was all smiled out for the century. Nobody else smiled, either.


  I miss the old days. Nobody grins into the face of the darkness anymore.


  You need a sense of humor when the going gets grim.


  Seldom do I lug lethal hardware but I couldn't find a simple headknocker anywhere. At least nothing sure to stand up to harsh commercial-grade use. A small crossbow, intended for use by cavalrymen or centaurs, caught my eye. I used to be pretty good with one of those things, though I hadn't had one in hand for a while.


  Marengo North English considered the choices. Gilbey suggested, "Why don't you stay with Max? He's a little distracted."


  North English relaxed visibly.


  Obviously the great champion of humanity volunteered only because of Belinda. Oh, what to do when the delicate flower chose danger without thought?


  Gilbey picked up a light, thin-bladed antique. "I've heard you were well regarded as a fencer." He extended the weapon to North English.


  "When I was young."


  "Good," I said. "Then we won't have to worry about Max while we're gone." I gave his shoulder a comradely pat. He puffed up like he'd been handed the key role in the mission. Maybe, in his mind, that's what happened. He seemed incapable of seeing himself anywhere very far off center.
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  We slipped into the back stairs. I told Belinda, "You don't have to do this."


  "I know. And you didn't have to warn me. Don't waste your breath."


  I wasted no breath. I'd argued with her before. And the stairs were steep.


  I was shaky when we reached the fourth floor. I'd been pushing my luck a lot lately and Fate wouldn't give me time off for bad behavior. It was one damned thing after another, too often involving me getting hit over the head.


  You can't roll the bones with the sickle-toting guy without crapping out sometime.


  I controlled the shakes. I learned that trick in the Corps. The hard way. I took a deep breath, held it a moment, asked Gilbey, "Is there more than one way out of Tom's suite?"


  "Possibly. There're servants' passages all through the house. But if we hurry, that shouldn't be a worry."


  Indeed. And maybe I should have had Relway's guys stick with me, just in case.


  Belinda said, "If I knew where we were going, I'd leave you behind just to make you stop thinking, Garrett."


  All my life I've been told I think too much. Except at girl time, when I'm told I don't think enough.


  So it goes. You can't win.


  I stepped into the hallway.


  The Luke replacement was standing guard right where Luke was supposed to be. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. I pasted on a big grin. Belinda and Gilbey marched along behind me. I said, "Hey, Luke. The Old Man says bring Tom down. He wants the whole family there for the announcement."


  Whoever Luke was really, he couldn't argue without giving himself away. He couldn't let Tom out without courting disaster. And I didn't give him time to consider his options.


  A crossbow isn't a customary accessory when you're just going to escort somebody somewhere inside his own home. Faux-Luke figured that out almost quickly.


  He flung himself back just as I started to pop him with my free hand. He tried to run into Tom's suite. We didn't let him. But he did make a big racket not getting there.


  He went down. Belinda had a knife pricking his throat before he stopped bouncing.


  Gilbey and I burst into the suite.


  And I said, "Well, there is more than one way out." It stood open.


  There was no light behind the panel except what ambled in from Tom's apartment. That was just enough to show us that the shapeshifter could only head downstairs. This almost qualified as a secret passageway. It was barely wide enough for a grown-up my size. The stairwell was just slightly less steep than a ladder. I thundered down to the floor below. Another door stood open, exiting through a broom closet. The main hall lay beyond it. Gilbey stayed with me. We couldn't let the shifter get a big lead. It would change faces on us again.


  A door stood open down the hall, still moving. My mother would have been all over this guy. He was a wonderful bad example. We blew into the room—and froze.


  It was Hannah Weider's bedroom. It smelled of sickness and despair. The dying woman had been confined there for ages. Her face brightened when she saw us. She tried to say something.


  Hannah Weider was so withered and liver-spotted she looked more like Max's grandmother than his wife.


  Words wouldn't come. She wiggled a finger.


  Gilbey got it. "It's under the bed."


  Trace Wendover scooted out. He headed for the door, realized that I could get there first, flung himself back at the bed. He snagged Hannah, dragged her in front of him as a shield. A knife appeared. He didn't need to voice the threat.


  Alyx appeared in the doorway. "Mama, I brought you some of Ty's—Shit! What the hell?"


  Trace turned, startled.


  Mama tried to admonish her baby about her language.


  I shot Wendover in the forehead.


  I used to be pretty good with one of those things. Evidently I still had the knack.
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  "She's gone!" Alyx wailed. "It was too much for her." There was no vinegar in her now. She was about to fall apart. She shook her mother like that might bring her back.


  Belinda arrived. She had her changer under control. She looked at Alyx, shrugged, gave me a don't-look-at-me stare.


  I didn't expect her to do any comforting. She wouldn't know how. I doubt that anyone ever comforted her.


  "Get Tinnie," I suggested. She knew Tinnie. "Or Nicks."


  Trace had a bolt in his head but he remained active. His shape shifted continuously until the bolt popped out. It clunked on the floor.


  "There's a neat trick," I muttered. "Sure like to learn that one."


  Alyx jumped on the thing.


  It tossed her across the room.


  I shot it as it got up. This time I followed up. I pushed a silver groat into its new wound.


  The changer lost control of its muscles.


  I asked, "Gilbey, you want I should tell the Old Man this one?"


  "Still my place, Garrett. But this time might be the one too much. Hannah was the reason he kept going."


  Belinda's changer kept sliding out of his restraints. He oozed like a slug. By trial and error I found that a whack on the side of the head would do to them what it did to me. "A few yards of silver wire would come in handy about now."


  Nicks appeared on cue. "Here, Garrett." She shed silver chain necklaces. "Tinnie will be here in a minute. Alyx? You all right?" Then Nicks realized that Hannah really was dead. The look she gave the changer made me glad she was on my side.


  I asked, "How come you're here?"


  "Your vampire girlfriend told me to come." She had a sharp tongue on her, Nicks did.


  I used her chains to bind the guy I'd bashed. He started shaking and flopping. I thought he'd break the chains easily but he didn't.


  Gilbey knelt beside me. "Gag them. We don't want to upset anybody downstairs."


  Tinnie marched in. Belinda was right behind her. The redhead said, "Ty will be here as soon as Lance gets somebody to help."


  Gilbey shook his head. "He doesn't need to do that. Better he should meet us in his father's study. If you ladies will see to Hannah's dignity? Garrett. Let's drag this garbage downstairs."


  "We have another one running loose still," I said as I gathered my share.


  "I know. I know. We'll deal with it."


  I wondered. If Relway was right, that one would know that something had gone wrong.
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  Max surprised us all. Horrible news piled atop horrible news prodded him back to life instead of finishing him. Maybe the pain was just too big to encompass. Or maybe he was too long in the habit of meeting Fate head-on. He glared at our captives but did not touch. He would take a practical, businesslike approach to revenge.


  Both changers still twitched and flopped. They would've screamed if not for their gags.


  Gilbey left to divert Ty and Lance.


  Marengo North English, Belinda, and Nicks had been asked to step out. Max didn't want to share this with them.


  Lance followed Ty into the study. Ty was on crutches. You didn't see that much. He was pale and angry. "Fuck up again, Garrett?"


  "Be quiet," Max said. His voice was calm and flat and cold. Ty responded instantly. "Sit down."


  Ty sat. Likely he hadn't heard that voice in a decade.


  "This isn't Garrett's fault. He wanted me to be more careful. Somebody meant to murder us all tonight. Who knows why? We've stymied them. Because we let Garrett do a little. Blame the mess on me. We did capture five shapeshifters." He hadn't been surprised to hear that the secret police were watching the house. "Manvil. What about the other one?"


  Gilbey nodded. He must have been up to something.


  "Five?" Ty croaked. He stared at the two squirming in front of the fire. That had burned down some now but still put out a lot of heat. The changers didn't like that.


  "Garrett dealt with three more outside the house." He didn't mention Tom or Kittyjo. Yet. He looked at me. "We'll get their story?"


  "If it can be gotten."


  "There's another one here in the house, Ty," Weider said. "I expect to deal with it momentarily."


  So Gilbey had been up to something. I should've warned him that the creatures could feel one another's distress.


  "That we know about," I reminded. "Changers are almost mythical around here. We don't know anything about them. We see the giant meat-eating thunder-lizards more often." It was a bad time for thunder-lizards, though. "Worst case I know of, and that's probably a fairy tale, involved a family of changers that operated in the forest north of town during the last century. I didn't figure out what was going on here just because changers are so rare. I wouldn't have thought of them at all if weird stuff didn't happen to me all the time."


  I headed for the door. Weider frowned but understood when I leaned against the wall where I'd be out of sight when the door opened.


  My timing was impeccable. The pseudo-Kittyjo walked in barely a minute later, insufficiently suspicious of a summons from the Old Man. That surprised me.


  She didn't seem to sense the distress of the two we had collected already. Was the silver responsible?


  Gilbey stepped over to hold the door. When it swung shut there were two of us behind her. She didn't understand till she got a look at me.


  Ty broke the hard silence. "What's going on, Dad?"


  "This isn't your sister. It's something that murdered her and took her shape."


  "Dad?"


  "Kittyjo is dead, Ty. Believe it. Tom is dead. Lucas Vloclaw is dead. They were murdered. They were replaced by these monsters." He indicated the roasting shapechangers.


  I had my little crossbow ready. I let the changer have a look.


  "What did you things want?" Weider demanded.


  Ty didn't get it. "Jo, what is this crap?" He did see that there was something strange about her, though.


  She seemed stranger by the second.


  She was changing! She was maintaining the outward appearance of Kittyjo Weider but inside she was doing something that would, probably, improve her chance of escape. Or, if she was bloody-minded enough, she was becoming something fast and deadly.


  I said, "It's changing, people."


  The Kittyjo thing glared at me. Gilbey moved. The changer turned his way. I poked it. Felt like I'd slammed my fist into a leather bag full of rocks, too.


  The shapechanger didn't go down. It just turned on me. Evidence was accumulating: Shapeshifters were not overly endowed with intelligence.


  I ducked a blow like a lightning bolt. Gilbey applied a couple of kidney punches. Neither had much effect. He barked in pain. His knuckles leaked blood.


  Ty hollered something about leaving Jo alone.


  I plinked the thing with my crossbow, in the throat. My bolt penetrated barely an inch. The changer stopped to fiddle with it.


  Gilbey was nearer the weapons collection. He seized a ferocious antique mace, topped the changer a few times. I readied another quarrel. The shifter decided it didn't want to play anymore. It left. Without bothering to open the door.


  I loosed another bolt. It struck the small of the creature's back, right in its spine.


  The changer sprawled forward, fingertips dangling over the brink of the grand stair. I told Gilbey, "I used to be pretty good with one of these things."


  "So I see."


  The shifter couldn't get up. It tried pulling itself forward. That worked. It tumbled ass over appetite all the way to the ballroom floor.


  I galloped after it.


  It looked nothing like Kittyjo now. In fact, it had a distinct thunder-lizard look. Developing armor plates clashed with Kittyjo's dress. A nub of a tail wiggled under the red cloth.


  People shrieked. The orchestra stopped playing. A crowd collected. Lance joined me over the changer, shaking. I told him, "She was probably the first one replaced. She would have been the easiest."


  Ty joined us, having come down by clinging to the stair rail. He wanted to hurt somebody. He stared at the thing that had replaced his sister and maybe grew up a little. He put his anger aside, found the hidden Weider steel. "I apologize, Garrett. I was out of line."


  "That's all right. It's tough."


  "This is too big for us to squabble amongst ourselves."


  "I'll buy that."


  Ty nodded. He scanned the crowd. "That spine shot was all that stopped it."


  Worth remembering. "Still only looks temporary." This looked like one of those nightmares where the monster keeps getting up and coming.


  Ty said, "Lance, Giorgi went up to Mother's room. Alyx is up there, too. They'll need some support."


  I added, "Tinnie should be there, too." I wondered where Belinda was. And somebody needed to watch the changers in Weider's study.
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  Max joined us. "Am I presentable?" He was in control, but barely.


  "You look fine, Dad," Ty replied.


  "Then let's get our guests calmed down."


  I hefted the little crossbow. I had a pocket filled with bolts. Guests backed away.


  Presumably the shifter could become its nasty old self with a little effort.


  I dug out another coin. These things were going to break me.


  The shifter expelled my bolt but its legs still refused to work. Nothing human illuminated its face now. The creature was incapable of emotion in this form.


  Max stayed with me. "Just a minor problem with a would-be assassin. It's over. No need to concern yourselves. Go ahead. Enjoy."


  Marengo North English materialized among us, over the changer. Sword in hand, handsome, posing, he looked brave as hell. He registered no claim that could be challenged but his stance made it seem that he must have been the target of a bizarre murder plot.


  My opinion wasn't improving as I learned more about the man. I hadn't seen any proof that he believed what he preached—except that he did put cash where his mouth was. I had a problem picturing a famous skinflint gushing coin without believing.


  Maybe Tama Montezuma knew the truth. She appeared more stunning than ever when she rushed up to see if Uncle Marengo was all right, despite being rattled in the extreme. There seemed to be a certain ghastly hollowness to her.


  Doink! I let the changer have it between the shoulder blades. "Cut its shirt open," I told North English. "I need to get to that wound." The changer flopped, again eager to go somewhere far from guys with crossbows, knives, and silver.


  The guests backed away again but continued to watch. Even the musicians and servants wanted to gawk. There wasn't an ounce of compassion in the house.


  What does that say about the human folk of TunFaire?


  Valiant Marengo stepped forward heroically. With an elegant flick of his blade he slit the changer's stolen dress. The creature kept trying to wriggle away. Its limbs refused to cooperate.


  I yanked the bolt out and pushed my coin in before the wound closed. "This's the last one. I hope." Six was more shapeshifters in one place than I'd ever heard tell of. A few more wouldn't be a real surprise now.


  Weider stared at the changer. He shook his head. "I don't get it, Garrett." He was fighting the shakes.


  He had a better chance of understanding than I did. It was his house, his family, his brewery. What I understood was, he was my friend. "We'll find out."


  Ty agreed. "Whatever it takes, Garrett." He was shaking, too. "No prisoners. No quarter." He refused to sit down.


  "I'll need help dragging these things out of here." On cue, Relway's thugs materialized. They must have been listening. They slipped through the crowd like they were greased. "Where were you guys when I needed some backup?" I grumbled. "This needs taking away. I have two more upstairs. I'll show you where."


  Weider addressed his guests again. "Please, people. Celebrate. Be joyful." He couldn't fake any joy himself. His despair shone through.


  My admiration grew. Max was like those old-time aristocrats who had built the empire. He soldiered on with what had to be done despite any personal pain. He would not yet yield before his duties were satisfied.


  I led Relway's men to the study.


  One prisoner had slipped his bonds. We got there just in time. It cost me another groat to get it under control again. I was grumbling like Marengo before we finished.


  Ritter said, "We'll take them out the back way. You'll hear from the chief."


  "Remind him. He promised."


  Belinda was waiting when I went back downstairs. She asked, "Are we ready to go now?"


  I watched North English entertain a gaggle of hangers-on, flourishing the borrowed sword. He seemed particularly animated. I must have missed the most exciting part of the adventure.


  A frown darkened his face when he saw me watching—but he was too pleased with himself to worry.


  Miss Montezuma offered me a speculative, enigmatic, almost frightened glance. She looked like a woman who had found a snake in the breadbox. Though I doubted she would know what a breadbox was.


  Again Belinda asked, "Can we go now?"


  "I can't. Not while there are guests still here." And then there was Tinnie.


  Belinda scowled. "There was a time, not that long ago, when you would've dropped everything. . . ." It wasn't true. We both knew it.


  "Go if you need to, Belinda. I'll get in touch. If you'll let me."


  She nodded unhappily.


  Belinda Contague was powerful and deadly—and a sad little girl. Not to mention dangerously willful.


  Sometimes I'd like to choke Chodo for whatever he did to her.


  "I'll go, then." She glanced at Tinnie. "Don't forget me." Damn! She wouldn't get into a killer Contague mood, would she?


  Chodo got rid of Belinda's mother because he couldn't stand competition.


  "Belinda. . . ."


  She stalked away. She muttered something I didn't hear as she passed Tinnie and Alyx. She paused to say something to Marengo North English. He seemed startled, pleased, frightened all at the same time. He looked at me speculatively. Belinda swept up the stairs to the outside door and Gerris Genord. She and the majordomo were gone before I got my thoughts organized. Events had Genord looking bleaker than they did Max or Gilbey.


  


  


  


  50


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Nothing else happened. The do was not the ball of the season. Too much crude excitement for people of refinement. Our sort don't let these things happen. The bigger-name guests shortened their visits. They began leaving soon after Belinda. Those who stayed on were almost exclusively rightsists nabobs and men who wanted a private word with Max Weider. I'm sure Max wasn't much help.


  Tinnie didn't stray far the rest of the evening. Alyx tagged along gamely, never grasping the truism that there is no outstubborning a redhead. I should have told her. I have some experience in the field.


  Even diehard friends of the Weider and Nicholas clans packed it up before the orchestra finished playing. Ty was unhappy. Nicks was outright depressed. I caught the glimmer of a tear more than one time.


  "This is sad," Tinnie mused. We were surveying the grand hall from the vantage of the front entrance. Gerris Genord nodded as though she had spoken to him. The man looked like he was fighting an ulcer. "I feel for Nicks, Garrett. If you make a huge sacrifice just to make your family happy, it shouldn't turn to shit around you the way this has."


  "Woman! Such language for such a delicate—"


  "Stick it in your ear, Garrett. I mean it. She didn't get any joy out of tonight. I don't think that would be too much to ask in exchange for the rest of her life."


  "There's got to be a curse on Max Weider. On the whole damned family. It rubbed off as soon as Nicks decided to join up." I was beginning to wonder if such a curse could actually be managed. It seemed unreasonable that a man's only luck ever had to be bad.


  Without really seeing him I watched Gresser bustle around frantically, as though his depleted crew had work to catch up.


  Tinnie said good-bye to some straggler she knew, not bothering to introduce me. I asked, "You going to stash me in the flour pantry and only take me out when you want to play?"


  "There's an idea." She gave me an arch look. "If I could keep the Alyxes of the world out of there. Are you going to stay?"


  That was my secret plan. "Coy doesn't become you."


  "Me? Coy? Since when?"


  "You're trying to fake it. I don't think Dean would ground me if I didn't come home tonight. Especially if I make up a story that has your name in it somewhere." Tinnie remains one of Dean's favorite people.


  One of mine, too.


  "What I love about you is your wild enthusiasm when you decide to do—"


  "Excuse me, sir." Genord was back from escorting the straggler to his coach. He looked grave. "There's someone to see you."


  Again? "Not a gentleman?"


  "Definitely not a gentleman."


  Tinnie hissed angrily. "I knew something would happen."


  I went out. It was Relway. Again.


  Of course. Who else knew where to find me? Certainly not my least favorite pigeon. There'd been no sign of the little vulture since he got himself evicted.


  Maybe the vampire bats got him. Or maybe he was just lying up somewhere, waiting for the light. He wasn't like the parrots in the islands who stayed up all night, mimicking the cries of the frightened or wounded.


  Relway again. Definitely not a gentleman. Gerris Genord would have messed his smallclothes had he known who this runt was.


  Relway looked beat. "It wearing you down?" I asked.


  "Not yet."


  "What's up?"


  "I need you to look at something again."


  "Not something happy, I assume."


  "No, nothing. It's not a happy night."
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  It wasn't happy at all.


  It wasn't far from where he'd overtaken the murder wagon.


  This time it was Belinda's ugly black coach. Empty. One horse lay dead in the traces. A crossbow had caught it in the throat. The other beast was psychotic.


  "Poisoned bolt," Relway explained.


  One coach door dangled off a broken hinge. A man I didn't recognize sat in the doorway. He held his right arm and rocked slowly. He was in pain.


  Two corpses lay in the street. I did know them. Again, spectators were noteworthy for their absence.


  "This is Peckwood," Relway told me, indicating the guy with the broken arm. "He saw it happen."


  Peckwood didn't look like he'd been content to watch.


  Relway told him. "Tell it again for my friend."


  Friend? Oh-oh. Keep an eye on that hand patting your back, Garrett. Watch for a glint of steel.


  Peckwood spoke stiffly. "The coach came from back that way, not in no hurry. Then I see two guys come from up yonder, running hard." Up yonder meant northward, the direction Belinda should've headed if she was going home. "I figure they meant to do this someplace else, only whoever was in the coach crossed them up."


  I'm sure Relway knew who was in the rig even if his man didn't.


  Why would Belinda head west instead of north? Curious.


  Peckwood continued, "They didn't look like they was up to no good. I tracked them. One guy tried to plink the driver. He missed. He was puffing too hard to shoot straight. The driver started whipping his team. The villain didn't have no choice but to shoot a horse or let the coach get away. I figure originally they planned to croak the driver and grab the whole rig."


  A sensible strategy. And the whole rig would've included the beautiful Miss Contague, a lady with several deadly enemies.


  One of the dead men was Two Toes Harker. He'd been cut hastily and deeply and repeatedly. His knife lay not far away. He'd had a chance to use it, too. It was bloody.


  Peckwood got his wind back. "Soon as the coach stopped, the driver jumped down and that other guy jumped out and the blood started flying. Everybody was surprised to see each other. And the bad guys wasn't expecting a real fight."


  "Know them?" Relway asked, meaning the corpses.


  I indicated the smaller one. "Cleland Justin Carlyle. Usually called CeeJay. Chodo's current number one cutter of throats and stabber of backs." Carlyle had done some cutting tonight. A nasty blood trail led away from him. "Two men did this?" Carlyle was a pro, hard to take.


  Peckwood nodded.


  "And they took Miss Contague?"


  "A woman. I don't know who she was."


  "Tell him who they were," Relway said. "I know. You don't know. But I'll bet Garrett can guess."


  "Crask and Sadler," I said.


  "The very ones. And even all sliced up they worked Peckwood over when he tried to stop them from taking the girl."


  "I got in my licks," Peckwood insisted, gritting his teeth. "They'll carry some extra scars."


  "Belinda left the Weider place a while ago. Why was she hanging around?" And where did Carlyle come from? Was he shadowing us before? I hadn't noticed.


  Belinda would know.


  Crask and Sadler had Belinda.


  I was tired. I didn't want to face those two even if CeeJay, Two Toes, and Peckwood had torn a leg off each one. They'd still bite. With poison fangs. "Got any idea where they went?"


  "No," Relway said. "My people have orders not to leave a crime site if they're alone. Peckwood carried out his orders."


  "Shit."


  "I should encourage more innovation?"


  "What good would it do if he'd followed them? We still wouldn't know anything happened. And he'd probably get killed for his trouble."


  "Glad you see that, Garrett. Most people would argue."


  "I want to argue. I just can't. I'm in over my head here. I don't know anybody inside the Outfit well enough to approach. Maybe none of them would help. Well. I could go to her father's place but by the time I went out there and got back it would be tomorrow night."


  "I'll bet they were in too bad a shape to worry about covering their trail."


  There was plenty of blood in the street. But nobody is filled with enough to leave a trail all the way to the sort of neighborhood where Crask and Sadler would hide.


  "I don't like ratmen."


  "Did I ask you to like them?" Relway smirked. "You need a good tracker, Garrett. When you need a good tracker you have to deal with ratmen."


  Some races are just naturally better at some things. Ogres, trolls, humans, elves, dwarves, none of us are much good at tracking in the city. Ratmen with the talent can sniff out a trail through the worst alleys better than any hound.


  Favorite trail-covering devices, among those who can afford them, include little sorcerous traps that crisp the nose and whiskers.


  Still smiling, cognizant of my aversion, Relway said, "Never be a better time than now. Garret. It's the middle of the night."


  Absolutely. The ratpeople live on the underbelly of the night city. We were at the peak, or depth, of their day. "Any notion who or where?"


  "I don't use ratpeople."


  "And you sneer at my prejudice?"


  "The problem is their prejudice, I don't use them because they start wailing when they find out who wants to hire them. They think we're the death squad branch of The Call, or something."


  Ratpeople are timid. They've learned the hard way. I lug around a burden of prejudice but I'm nicer to them than most. I make an effort to control my bigotry.


  I sighed. I'd wanted to stay away from Morley, as much for his sake as mine. Now that choice had been taken away.


  Relway asked, "You'll let me know how it goes?"


  Like he would not as soon as I did. "Why not?" I started walking.


  Tinnie was going to promote me back to the top of her hate list. Who did I think I was, running off to save some woman in trouble? Some other woman. Especially that woman.


  It was all right when I saved her sweet patootie.
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  The Goddamn Parrot plopped onto my shoulder seconds after I parted with Relway. He was shivering. It was cool out now. Or maybe he was scared. There were a lot of night predators around. They snacked on one another when nothing tastier presented itself. The small nocturnal flying lizards will attack anything smaller than themselves, including cats and dogs and the little people. And they are too stupid to figure out that doing the latter is suicidal.


  The price of thunder-lizard leather and parchment might plummet.


  "My luck ain't never gonna turn," I grouched. "I thought sure you were catfood by now."


  Mr. Big had nothing to say.


  "Cat got your tongue?" Snicker. What a joker.


  Still nary a word. Apparently the Dead Man had no minds left over for me.


  Nevertheless, I talked to the bird all the way to The Palms. Night people of all stripes watched nervously from the edges of their eyes. They gave me room. You had to be careful about humans who talked to themselves. Some conversed with ghosts or got messages inside their heads that resulted in attacks on imaginary foes with too-real weapons.


  A ploy worth remembering, I told myself. Though with my luck nobody would be impressed the day I tried it. Or somebody would be rounding up recruits for the looney ward at the Bledsoe.


  

  


  


  I ran into a new waiter three steps into The Palms. He demanded, "Can I help you, sir?" He eyed me as though I suffered from some grotesque skin condition—though his nose was so high in the air he must have checked me out with mirrors. Maybe I had bloodstains on me somewhere.


  "No." I kept going.


  I spied a familiar face. Dang me. Tama Montezuma looked better than she had at Weider's. She seemed recovered from her distress. She smiled like she wished we could be pals.


  The fellow with her had a back that looked familiar, too. Aha! Marengo North English, brave and bold. Of course. Surprise!


  I had my comradely smile on before he turned to see who his niece was ogling.


  I nodded to both and kept moving. I noticed others who had been at the Weider mansion. Celebration becomes social disaster when people start dying. That stuff is entertaining only when it goes on between the families of the bride and groom.


  "Well, at least ya tried ta dress decent oncet," Puddle grumbled. "Goes ta show. Anyting can happen, ya wait long enough."


  "What?"


  He ignored that. "What happent? Gang a pansies work ya over an' make ya play dress-up?" He whistled into the speaking tube. I didn't hear a response but one must have come. He said, "It's dat guy wit' da pet parrot. Yeah. Dat one. Agin, I don't know what he wants. I never axed. Garrett. What da hell ya want?"


  "Plug your ears."


  Puddle gaped.


  "I mean it. Plug them up." Once he did shove beefy, grubby fingertips into his furry ear canals I leaned to the tube. "Crask and Sadler just snatched Belinda." That would get Morley's attention. "I need a tracker fast."


  Dotes was still buttoning buttons and hooking hooks when he hit the bottom of the stairs. A plaintive call pursued him. He ignored his startled customers, eyed my apparel in mock astonishment. "What happened? They knock you out and dress you up before they made the snatch?"


  "Snatch? What snatch?" Puddle demanded. "It was pansies done it, boss. I got dat on good autority."


  "His own," I said. "He makes it up as he goes along. I wasn't there. CeeJay was. Got himself dead for his trouble. So did Two Toes Harker."


  "Harker was a good man. Dog loyal."


  "No virtue goes unpunished. They did hurt Crask and Sadler before they bought it. Maybe pretty bad. And so did one of Relway's guys who showed up during the excitement but couldn't keep them from getting away."


  "They left a trail?"


  "They were bleeding."


  "Puddle. Run tell Reliance I want his best tracker right now. Tell him Garrett will pay top marks." He showed me sharp teeth, dared me to argue. I didn't. Ratpeople are venal.


  Someday Morley will get his ass in a sling again and come to me. And I'll get even. And then I'll pile on the expense charges till I've got a lien on his soul. Then I'll shop around and see if I can't get a couple brass tokens for that.


  I didn't warn him. If it comes as a surprise, it'll be more exciting for all of us.


  Puddle took off.


  "That shouldn't take long," Morley said. "Reliance is desperate for cash. Was it smart, you coming here? Being involved with rightsists?"


  "My pal Marengo North English is right over there. With the gorgeous brown beast. Supposedly his niece. Incest is best. He's seen me already. I'll worry about that after Belinda is safe."


  "That would be the infamous Tama Montezuma?"


  "The very child. Which you should know, soaring at your new heights."


  "I ignore gossip, Garrett. She's outstanding. And completely wasted on a sour old fart like that."


  "Absolutely. So why don't one of us go over and offer to carry her away from her life of luxury and popular envy? Bet you she'll jump at a chance to elope with a guy who's poor but handsome." Then I stunned Dotes by going to squat beside North English's table.


  I pretended to speak to the lady while telling North English, "Belinda Contague was abducted after she left the Weider place. Several men were killed. I know who did it. I'm collecting specialists to go after them. Would you care to join me?"


  North English eyed me coolly. He glanced at his companion, who seemed very distressed by the news, then at the shadows to the rear of The Palms. It was hard to make out anything back there but he was, without doubt, cognizant of the management's background. He was the sort of man who would have found occasional uses for a Morley Dotes. He nodded graciously. "I appreciate the information, Mr. Garrett. And I wish I could join you. The young lady was quite charming. But, as you can see, I have preclusive obligations. Do let me know how this tragedy plays out, though, won't you?"


  The preclusive obligation wasn't fooled. I winked. Miss Tama Montezuma awarded me a very friendly twitch of her lip. She seemed to be in a strange mood, feeling no affection at all for her uncle. North English seemed pretty cool toward her, too.


  Montezuma was no bimbo, whatever her reputation.


  When I rejoined him I told Morley, "I have a suspicion that that could be one very interesting woman."


  "Darn! And here you are already up to your ugly, unpointed ears in interesting women. What a pity." He eyed the Goddamn Parrot. "What did you do to Mr. Big? He doesn't look right. Narciscio will be brokenhearted if you—"


  "Nothing." Morley's vain nephew had a place on my list only a couple of slots below his uncle and the talking buzzard.


  "He isn't talking. Not that I mind that right now, right here, understand." Like he feared that I would cozen that ugly jungle crow into being himself for a few minutes. Right here in front of the paying customers.


  "This's where he learned to talk, isn't it? He really shouldn't hold back in familiar surroundings. Find him a cracker."


  "Garrett!"


  "Heh-heh. Come on, pretty boy. Say something for Uncle Morley."


  The little vulture persisted in his silence. If there was a way to disappoint me, he was sure to find it.


  Morley's anxienty faded. He put on a smug smile, offered me another fine look at all his pearly whites. He had more of those than two predators deserved. Made me wish I was a ventriloquist after all.


  "Ultimate justice does exist, Morley. My hour will come."


  "All things are possible. But it isn't going to happen tonight." Quietly, he had begun flirting with Tama Montezuma. Already.


  "Don't you have something going upstairs?"


  "When I have a friend in desperate need? I couldn't let myself be distracted by trivia."


  "I could." And so could he when it suited him. Which was most anytime there was a Tama Montezuma type in the equation.


  Puddle joined us. I indulged in silk purse and sow's ear anatomical reflections. However Morley dressed him Puddle couldn't look like anything but what he was. Morley takes care of his friends, which keeps them fiercely loyal. They go along with his every mad scheme. Even unto managing upscale vegetarian watering holes.


  Personal loyalty tells you more about most individuals than any surface glitter or grime.


  Puddle whispered to Morley. The name Reliance occurred several times. I knew it only by reputation. Reliance was a ratman getting just enough above himself to have become feared and respected within his own community. He was part civic leader, part gangster, but as yet not in any way big enough to arouse the ire of humans. Ratfolk respect Reliance because he has enough nerve to deal with other species. They respect any of their own who are strong, good or bad.


  Morley beckoned, headed for the kitchen. Puddle oozed along behind us. I glanced back past him. Several people seemed interested in us, North English and his lovely niece in particular.


  Could there be a connection between The Call and Belinda's predicament? Possibly, but it seemed unlikely. North English had thugs of his own by the battalion.
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  Three ratpeople awaited us behind The Palms. One was Reliance himself. He was bigger than most ratmen and had gray in his fur. He had survived longer than most ratmen did. He was dressed better than any ratman I'd run into before, colorfully, including a pair of tall black pirate boots and an ugly purple-and-white thing flopped on top of his head. He was unusually confident for a ratman.


  He needed something to complement the red-and-yellow shirt and the green trousers. Mr. Big really belonged on one of those skinny, sloping shoulders.


  Morley introduced me. Reliance produced a pair of specially designed TenHagen spectacles and examined me. Dotes suggested I state my case myself. I did so.


  "Belinda Contague, Chodo Contague's daughter, has been kidnapped. The men who did it are notoriously vicious." I didn't name names because Crask and Sadler were so notorious. I didn't want to scare anybody off. "I need to track them so I can rescue Belinda."


  Reliance glanced at his companions. Light escaping from The Palms made his eyes turn red at the right angle.


  "Would be valuable to have the friendship of Chodo Contague," Reliance hissed. His Karentine lay just this side of intelligibility. Rat throats don't handle human speech well. They use a polyglot mess of their own.


  Their speech, like most dialects, becomes intelligible if you're exposed continuously. Like my brother's speech impediment. I never noticed except when other people asked about it. Which doesn't happen much anymore. The Cantard wasn't as kind to him as it was to me.


  "It would," I told Reliance. Chodo's friendships are unpredictable but legendary. He did well by me. I owe him, really. But how do you repay a debt to a human vegetable? Take care of his family? I was doing that now.


  Reliance eyed us intently. Most ratfolk aren't bright. They fall between a brilliant dog and a slow human. This guy was a genius for a ratman. He indicated Morley, then me. "I have heard of you. You worked with Shote. Your reputations are sound." He spoke slowly, carefully, so that we could follow him. He knew neither of us ever did his people any willful harm. Shote was another tracker I'd employed. "I will help you. And Chodo Contague will owe me."


  "Absolutely." He didn't want money? Ratmen always want money—despite being weak on the cause-and-effect relationship between wages and work. They can make dwarves look fiscally indifferent, though only at the pettiest level.


  Reliance looked at me sharply. He suspected I'd committed Chodo too fast, too glibly. Tell the rat anything to get what you want. But he knew Chodo's reputation, too. Chodo always paid his debts. He nodded. "This is Pular Singe." All ratman sibilants tend to stretch out into syllables of their own while r and l sounds get confused. "She is young but very talented."


  I checked his smaller companion. She? That wasn't obvious. Her apparel didn't differentiate her. Unlike most human girls she didn't have obvious female attributes. I guess if you're ratpeople you can tell. Or there wouldn't be any ratpeople.


  A youngish ratman moved closer, bristling feebly. I said, "If you say she's the best, then she is and I owe you special thanks."


  The ratgirl eyed me shyly, unaccustomed to the company of humans. I gave her a wink and a glimpse of one raised eyebrow. Gets them every time. "What do I call you? Pular or Singe?" Depending on the clan—and I have only the vaguest notion how you tell that, though it has to do with which sorcerer created their particular line—surnames can come front or back.


  "She is hard of hearing," Reliance told me. "Her talent is a divine compensation. She does not speak human well. Her cousin Fenibro must translate for you."


  Fenibro dipped his muzzle. "She prefers Singe."


  "Thank you." Singe, I noted, followed every word, maybe reading lips. Easier done with humans, of course.


  Time was getting away. I asked Reliance, "Will you join us yourself?" I meant the question only as a courtesy. It would be hard enough working with the other two. This one might think he had something to contribute.


  "I do not think so. I am far too old and slow."


  "I'll tag along, Garrett." Morley announced. "Come here, Puddle."


  "You will? I thought you wanted out of this stuff."


  "You can't go after those two alone." The ratpeople would scoot at the first sign of trouble. That was a given. "You think too much. You'd get your candle snuffed. I need you. You're such a wonderful negative example."


  He could be right. Or maybe I owed him money I'd forgotten about. "We'd best go. They're getting farther ahead all the time." He couldn't possibly want to tag along just on account of being my friend.


  Morley whispered to Puddle. Puddle nodded. He went back into The Palms. Morley pointed a finger at the sky, the moon, and said, "I'm ready."


  I told Reliance, "Thank you again, sir. Singe? Fenibro? Ready?" I started jogging. Nobody had trouble keeping up despite ratmen not being built to run on their hind legs. When they get in a big hurry they bounce off their hands sort of like a gorilla. They move fast when they're scared.


  The Goddamn Parrot remained dumb, which was a blessing. He roused only once, just long enough to emit a sort of puzzled interrogative squeak. If I'd had time, I would've been worried about the Dead Man.
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  "Took you long enough," Relway grumbled. He didn't look much like the Relway I'd left though the changes were cosmetic and subtle. He'd acquired a drooping shoulder and a slight dragging limp, a lisp and a marked preference for shadows. I doubted even Morley would recognize him later, changed and in a different light. The runt even smelled different. The ratpeople wouldn't recognize him later, either.


  "Took a while to set it up."


  "In the middle of the night?"


  "I got the best."


  Relway eyed the ratpeople. They were sniffing around and muttering. All the violence upset them. "The best is Pular Singe."


  "That's her. You know her?"


  "Only by reputation."


  Good for Morley and Reliance. Maybe not so good for me. Now I might actually find Belinda fast, which could mean a big fight with TunFaire's two ugliest bad boys.


  They would be like wounded animals, even nastier now they were hurt. Like cornered rats. Snicker.


  Crask and Sadler were like a malevolent force of nature, beyond control, subject only to laws they created themselves.


  I gave the ratgirl another reassuring wink. That seemed to calm her. She responded with the wedge-toothed grimace her kind thinks constitutes a smile.


  There's a certain pathos to the ratpeople. Most of them desperately want to be just like the race that created them. Poor deluded beasts.


  Trackers amaze me. Singe amazed me doubly. And she wasn't full-grown. She was going to be a legend. Once on the trail she was limited only by her ability to walk fast and mine to keep up. Fenibro kept giving me the ratman equivalent of a big shit-eating grin. You'd have thought he was running the trail. Pular Singe kept looking to me for approval. Boy, did I give her plenty. Evidently she didn't get much at home. Ratmen don't treat their young or females well.


  Everybody needs somebody to look down on and treat bad. You wonder who's left for the young ratwomen, though.


  Later I grumbled, "These guys must be headed for the arctic." We had covered several miles, leaving downtown's seething heart for a neighborhood called the Plain of Cavalry. Centuries ago, when the citizen militia was TunFaire's only army, the mounted troops assembled there to practice up for scrimmages with neighboring city-states. In those days the plain was outside the wall. Later the wall was extended to enclose the plain so it could be used as a bivouac in times of siege. They started burying dead soldiers there. Eventually it became a vast graveyard. It's not much used anymore. It's become the object of endless dispute. Those who want to build there insist that land inside the wall is too precious to waste on dead folks already forgotten by their own descendants. The descendants disagree. The traditional position has prevailed only because many of the dead are old-time heroes and imperials. But adequate bribes might silence the opposition.


  The cemetery is a bivouac again, filled with shanties and crude tents slapped together by refugees. This isn't popular with the neighbors, who have to suffer more than their share of victimizations. The Call is popular around the plain.


  Wary tension filled the cemetery air. There was very little light. There's no free fuel to be had anymore. I was uneasy because I hadn't thought to bring a lantern. The moon wasn't much help—though it gave Singe all the light she needed.


  Squatter villages appear wherever there's open ground. They're unclean. They stink. It's only a matter of time till some plague gets started. It can't be long before the street conflicts engulf the camps.


  "Hold up," I told Pular Singe. I gestured, too. She stopped, waited, watched me with a disquieting intelligence. I suspected her hearing problem was less severe than Reliance thought, more a convenience than a handicap. She got my deaf-and-dumb sign language right away, too, though I was rusty. It was a shame Singe had trouble with the common speech. I got the impression she had a real sense of humor.


  She had to be some kind of mutant.


  "Morley, wouldn't this pest-hole camp be perfect to disappear in?"


  People were moving around us, despite the hour, looking for nothing they could have articulated if asked. Movement itself was the destination.


  The squatter population was a volatile mix including every type of refugee. I saw people so exotic they had to be weird to themselves.


  "Absolutely," Morley said. "You'd have to be a woolly mammoth to get noticed around here."


  "Is the tracking getting harder?" I asked Singe.


  She shook her head, a human thing, not natural for ratpeople. Pular Singe tried hard to emulate human ways.


  Fenibro told me, "It is difficult but she can single it out."


  "She's amazing."


  "She is. There is blood in it still."


  No blood had been visible for miles.


  I observed, "She sure says a lot with a headshake."


  Morley murmured, "The boyfriend likes to show off his talent, too."


  "Which is?"


  "Human speech."


  "Oh. Think we're being led?"


  "You asking me if I think Crask and Sadler grabbed Belinda hoping that you, personally, would try to rescue her?"


  "It's possible, isn't it? They might even have counted on you coming with me."


  "I might calculate a scheme like that, Garrett. Not those two. They aren't complicated thinkers. They saw a chance to grab Belinda. They grabbed her. They probably expected you to be with her. Things didn't go the way they anticipated."


  Yeah? How did they know where to find Belinda? How did they know who she was supposed to be with? "You think they expect to be trailed here?" Morley wasn't giving Crask and Sadler enough credit. They weren't just mountains of muscle. They had brains. That's what made them scary.


  "Once they have time to think. They left a heavy trail. But they shouldn't expect trouble this soon."


  I glanced around. As a group we presented an unusual look but out there the unusual was the norm—and inquisitive noses tended to get broken. "Figure Relway had us followed?"


  "Is the moon made of green cheese?"


  "That's what I thought." The tail wasn't obvious, though. "Go ahead, Singe. You're doing wonderfully. But please be careful."


  Fenibro looked at me like I wanted to teach granny to suck eggs. But Pular Singe practically purred. Whereupon Fenibro suffered a case of the sullens.
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  The change in our surroundings was miniscule but real. Surprisingly, I sensed it before Morley or Singe. I didn't need to prompt Dotes, though. Still, I gestured to point out the fact that the refugee hovels shrank back from one particular mausoleum.


  It was an antique from imperial times, a family thing that had been used for centuries. It would be as big as a house inside with several levels below ground. The family must have fallen on hard times. All families do eventually. The mausoleum needed restoration though it remained sound enough for someone to have set up housekeeping inside.


  Pular Singe sniffed, pointed, gestured uncertainly. She dashed off. She circled back before I figured out what she was doing.


  She whispered to Fenibro but looked at me from beneath lowered lashes, eager for more approval. Fenibro told me, "The devils you seek are in there." He was scared. He wanted to get paid and go. His speech was barely intelligible. I understood Singe's rattalk almost as well. "They have bad odors, sir. They are evil. Even my blind nose tastes them now." He fidgeted, eager to go—but afraid to ask for money.


  Morley squatted on his haunches. I don't bend that way. I dropped to one knee. Dotes murmured, "Seems like we've done this thing before."


  "The vampire thing?" I stared at the mausoleum door. It stood open just wide enough to admit a bulk the size of a Crask or a Sadler. It seemed to sneer.


  Dotes asked me, "Do you have anything in case we prance into an ambush?"


  "I was thinking about throwing you in there to see what happens."


  Fenibro squeaked like one of his ancestors getting tromped. He suffered a sudden, sad suspicion that our natural inclination would be to elect him our tossee. Unlike Singe, he did not grasp the concept of humor.


  Singe spoke rapidly in rat polyglot. I caught just enough to understand that she was telling Fenibro to control himself, then that their part of the adventure was over and it was time for them to take off. I started mining my pockets for coins.


  Fenibro argued with Singe. He puffed his chest out, male demonstrating dominance. Singe hissed. Fenibro wilted. That left no doubt where real dominance resided. He whined, "Singe says to tell you Reliance requires no payment. Someday he will ask a favor in return."


  I groaned. That arrangement always gets me into trouble eventually.


  Morley ignored the ratpeople. He persisted, "I thought you might have something up your sleeve. You often do."


  "Not this time. I wish, though."


  "A light, then. Surely we can come up with a light."


  A glance around suggested otherwise. The refugees and squatters had stripped the cemetery of everything burnable.


  I nodded to Singe. "Go home now, darling. It might get hairy around here. And be careful."


  She took off instantly, practically abandoning Fenibro. He whined as he tried to catch up. There was no doubt that Singe was his girlfriend only inside his own head.


  Morley grouched, "You never put any forethought into anything you do, do you?"


  "This was your idea. You should've thought about bringing a lantern."


  "My idea? You're stalling, Garrett."


  Yes, I was. In a good cause, too. I'm really fond of my skin. It's rough and it's scarred but it's the only one I've got. Crask and Sadler might decide to use it to make wallets or belts.


  Morley heard the sound first but I caught it an instant later. Somebody was sneaking our way.


  There was enough moonlight to show me Morley. He gestured. I waved. We sank down behind antique tombstones.


  Fate handed me a wonderful opportunity to look goofy. Yet one more time.


  I jumped out at the sneaker, expecting Crask, Sadler, one of Relway's goons, a squatter determined to share my wealth, anything but a terrified Pular Singe, who should've been miles away already. We bumped snoots. She squeaked and started to run. I caught her arm. "I'm sorry," I whispered. "I thought you'd gone home."


  Her fright faded as quickly as it had come. She looked at my hand. If she'd been human, she would've blushed. She did shiver. I let go but stayed ready to grab again if she bolted.


  "What is it?" I used my gentlest voice. And wondered where Morley was.


  "I brought. . . ." Those words were perfectly clear, if few. And she'd heard me just fine. She seemed too embarrassed to continue. She couldn't meet my gaze. She lifted a shuttered lantern and offered it.


  "You're a dream come true, Pular Singe. I might just steal you away from Reliance."


  She was painfully embarrassed. She had a sense of humor but didn't understand teasing. She was brilliant for her own people only.


  I didn't want her expiring from a stroke of shyness. "Thank you, Singe. You know I didn't think about needing a light. I owe you. Not Reliance or Fenibro or anybody else. You. Personally. You understand?"


  Still avoiding my gaze, she reached for the Goddamn Parrot. That critter remained deadweight. Maybe when I wasn't looking somebody did stuff him and nail him to my shoulder. Maybe some wicked sorcerer cast a spell on him. Thank you very much. "Pretty," Singe said.


  "You want him?"


  She looked at the ground, shook her head in quick little rolling jerks, then scooted away. Mr. Big has to be the most unwanted creature in this whole wide world. I can't get anybody to take him.


  Singe made less sound departing than her unaltered cousins might have. The noise she'd made approaching must have been deliberate.


  Morley materialized. "Another Garrett conquest."


  "What?"


  "Maybe it was just an illusion cast by that devil moonlight but these elven eyes saw Miss Pular Singe, brilliant young ratwoman, acting as smitten as any other teenager with a crush." He giggled. "You'd make a great team."


  The curse again? I shook my head vigorously. No rat would find anything redeeming in me. Or vice versa.


  Morley kept right on snickering. This was delicious. He lingered over wedding plans and what to name the children. "Or would you call them pups?"


  "Let's get on with this," I grumped. "Before we're all too old to keep up."


  "This is rich, Garrett. Now I remember why I liked being part of your adventures. They create so many memories for those lonely winter nights."


  He exaggerated. I think. Elves—even breeds like him—just don't think the way us humans do.
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  "Whenever you stop snickering," I said.


  "You armed?"


  "Only with my wits. Never mind the cracks." I wished I hadn't left that little crossbow back at the Weider place.


  "Take this." He offered me a small, flat-handled dagger I hadn't seen on him anywhere. No doubt he was lugging a whole arsenal not evident to the naked eye. He was such a prankster. He'd have a trebuchet on him somewhere. "Don't it seem awfully quiet in there?"


  It sure did. Crask and Sadler really had it in for Belinda. A scream or two would have been reassuring. There'd still be somebody to rescue. "Think they killed her already?"


  "Maybe. But let's be careful anyway."


  "Good plan. After you."


  He didn't argue. I had him at a disadvantage now. His night vision was better than mine. He had no sound tactical argument against leading the way—if we had to go at all.


  Once we were close enough to make out details it was obvious that the mausoleum's builders had belonged to one of our more bizarre early religions. The doorway was surrounded by carvings of fabulous creatures who glorified ugly. I plucked the Goddamn Parrot off my shoulder, planted him on an outcrop. Maybe he could go for help.


  "But for the color he fits right in." And the breathing part. I didn't clue him in, though. He might pick this exact moment to express one of his vulgar opinions.


  Dotes grinned, revealing a lot of sharp white teeth.


  Enough moonlight leaked into the mausoleum for Morley to see that no one lurked immediately beyond the doorway. He reached back, touched me, found the lantern, tapped it. I cracked the shutter. We'd stirred up a little dust already. The wedge of light swept around like a flaming sword.


  It revealed nothing startling.


  Morley pointed downward. There was evidence of recent traffic in the leaves and trash that had blown in over the years.


  I fought back a sneeze.


  Dotes kept moving. I kept a glimmer of light splashing out to probe the way. Even Morley can't see in complete darkness. Again I wondered if Crask and Sadler hadn't set me up. They knew I was a white knight dumb enough to roll the dice with death over a damsel in distress.


  The trail in the rubbish ran straight to a wall. "Damn!" I muttered. "Not another secret door. How come people think they can pull that off?"


  But it wasn't one of those. The builder hadn't been trying to fool anybody. This door was a massive wooden job. I stabbed its huge hinges with my sword of light. Our friends hadn't oiled them. They wouldn't operate quietly.


  Morley shrugged, bounced into place beside the door, whispered, "Let's go."


  What the hell. Might as well. It was only Crask and Sadler on the other side of that damned thing. Only a couple of superhuman, demi-demon, stone killers. A pair of walking nightmares. No big deal at all. Did it all the time.


  I grabbed the rusty ring and heaved.


  A slab of human meat the size of a small barn tipped out and crashed at my feet. One of the villains. I had no time to find out which.


  Morley slugged him in the temple with the pommel of a dagger cousin to the one he'd loaned me. Air left the huge killer in a sigh, like he'd never wanted anything more than he wanted to lie down and sleep right now.


  "Garrett?" The voice was weak but definitely Belinda's.


  "I'm here."


  A piglike grunt from the darkness preceded the wobbly rush of a pallid behemoth bigger than the leviathan snoring at my feet. A hand like a ham floated out of the darkness, grabbed me, flung me at the voice just starting to tell me to look out. There were grunts behind me, slaps and thumps and a growl of pain. Morley is good but he didn't get the best of this exchange. Brute force sometimes smothers style. Dotes cursed as he flew my way, apparently in the feet superior mode. He crashed into the mess on the floor before I could get my own feet under me again. The door slammed a moment later. I hit it with my shoulder an instant after that.


  There can't be any nightmare worse than mine about being buried alive.


  The door gave a little. I let out a mad-sorcerer cackle and hit it again. Something bashed it from the other side. The shock shot from my shoulder down to my toes and back. Crask cussed me and Sadler at the same time. "Get up! Get up!" he raged at his sidekick. His voice was feeble. Between them Two Toes, Carlyle, and Peckwood had dinged him badly and hurt Sadler even worse.


  I shoved. Crask shoved back. "Give me a hand, Morley!" The lantern's shutter was all the way open, shining on the ceiling and showing me Morley making points with Belinda by asking if she was all right.


  "Of course I'm not all right, you moron!" she snarled. "I'm lucky. They passed out before they could torture me much. Help Garrett. Unless you want to spend the rest of your life here, eating raw mice." Her voice was feeble but her will remained unflagging. She was a razor-edged chip off the old Contague flint.


  Crask wedged something against the door. We banged into it until my shoulder ached. We moved it a fraction of an inch each time, till Morley was able to weasel through. He muttered continuously. This adventure was playing hell with his outfit.


  He flung the blockage aside. I stalked out. Belinda clung to my left arm. She had no choice. She had no strength left. She grunted with every step. Crask and Sadler had given her a taste of joys to come.


  We hit the moonlight. "What now, dauntless sidekick?" Morley asked. "We don't have a tracker anymore. You should have kissed her. She would've hung around forever."


  "I did what I wanted to do. I got Belinda back." It was time to head home. Only, what were the chances I would run into Crask and Sadler in such reduced circumstances ever again? Less than zip. I grabbed the Goddamn Parrot. "Which way did they go, bird?"


  His Highness did not deign to speak.


  A silent bird wasn't a problem I'd ever expected to face.


  I was worried about the Dead Man. I'd heard nothing for too long. He should have been nagging me mercilessly.


  He'd shown that he couldn't read shapechangers close up. Maybe they got to him while I was busy at Weider's. If one could pretend to be me long enough to get Dean to open the door. . . .


  Morley whispered, "Didn't we decide that Relway would have a man watching?"


  "I counted on it when we went in there." Sort of.


  "Then wouldn't you guess that Relway will know where those two went?"


  Probably, come to think. But would he let me know if I asked? Relway just might discover that he had some use for Crask and Sadler no one else could appreciate. I said, "They'll never be weaker. And you know they never forgive and forget."


  Morley patted my arm. "Good to see my wisdom finally taking root. But Belinda is in no shape to chase anybody."


  Belinda snapped, "Belinda will keep up! Belinda is in better shape than either of them. And Belinda's got another score to settle." Whereupon her legs melted and she had to grab a handy tombstone. "I don't want to hear a word, Garrett." Her voice didn't waver.


  Something stirred out in the darkness. It trailed the faintest whisper of disturbed grass. It headed the direction Crask and Sadler must have gone. Dotes and I exchanged glances. I asked Belinda, "Where were you headed when they grabbed you? They meant to catch you on your way home, only you—"


  "No. They were waiting on the way to your house. Originally. They were really pissed off because you didn't take me home. They wanted us both."


  "Lucky for both of us I had to work, then. Eh?"


  "Yeah? Isn't it?" Belinda didn't sound like she believed that in her heart, though.


  "Where were you going?" I asked again.


  She hesitated, then admitted, "To The Palms. People from the reception were going to meet there."


  "Oh." Neutrally, recalling that she had spoken to Marengo North English in parting and he had seemed surprised. None of my business, though. Except that later the same gentleman had seemed quite unhappy about being at The Palms with his delectable niece. I asked Morley, "You want to take her back to your place?" She would be safe there, if she wanted to be.


  "You're not going after them alone?" Morley's tone told me nothing I did would ever surprise him. Maybe because this wouldn't be stupider than anything I'd ever done before.


  "I'm not going after them. They're Relway's now." For now.


  I was very worried about the Dead Man.
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  There was no deadly silence in my neighborhood. The night people were out in force and they were busy. Commerce was king. No political dialogue was under way. I exchanged greetings with those I knew. There was no tension in the air. Nobody seemed interested in my movements. A stroll around the area didn't uncover anyone watching my house.


  Even Mrs. Cardonlos was otherwise occupied.


  I got a strange feeling as I climbed my steps. Not like something was wrong. No. It was more like something was missing. An emptiness I hadn't felt for years. "What's the story here?" I asked the Goddamn Parrot. This close he had no excuse for being out of touch.


  The bird was stubborn. He still refused to talk.


  "Old Bones?" I tried my key. Miracle of miracles, Dean didn't have any bolts bolted or chains chained. I shoved the door, cocked an ear to the silent darkness.


  The house didn't feel right.


  It was darker than a priest's heart in there. Dean hadn't refilled the feeble lamp we leave burning in the hallway. I hoped he had a fire in the stove so I could light it again. I'm not big on flint and steel, though I manage if I have to. It was way too late to go mooching from the neighbors.


  I felt the wall till I found the lamp. I took it and headed for the kitchen, carefully. There was no knowing what Dean would leave lying around.


  I completed my pilgrimage without getting hurt.


  The stove was warm. I dug in, found some live coals, got a kitchen lamp burning so I could find the oil to fill the hall lamp. Its wick needed trimming but I was bone-tired. I would mention it to Dean tomorrow.


  Tinnie would be cussing me big-time now, I figured. I ought to start rehearsing my apologies.


  Once I had a light I took the Goddamn Parrot to the small front room. He was just aware enough to move to his perch. Maybe he was worn-out, too.


  I put the hall lamp in its bracket and shoved into the Dead Man's room. "All right, Chuckles. What's the story? If you've gone to sleep on me I'm gonna. . . ."


  He hadn't gone to sleep on me. Not this time. No way.


  What he'd done was, he'd gone missing.


  For a while I stood there with my mouth open. Then I retrieved the hall lamp and prowled the Dead Man's room like maybe a quarter ton of moth-eaten corpse might have gotten lost amongst the dust bunnies. I faced the unusual and weird as a matter of course but this was beyond comprehension.


  The Dead Man was gone? How? He couldn't have gotten up and walked. Nor could Dean have carried him.


  There were no signs of a struggle. There would've been had he been abducted.


  He was just gone.


  Dean was going to get rousted out after all.


  

  


  


  No, Dean wasn't.


  He didn't respond to my knock. "You awake, Dean? I need to talk." I pushed his door open hoping I didn't get him started cranking.


  His room was empty.


  It wasn't just untenanted or deserted, it was barren. Not one scrap of clothing or stick of furniture remained.


  "My gods! They've eloped!" I didn't imagine Dean. When I imagine people I pick them put together like Tinnie or Nicks or Tama Montezuma.


  I petitioned the air with the intensity of an actor in a passion play, "What the hell is going on?" A waste of time. I'd asked already and hadn't gotten an answer.


  I went back down to the kitchen. A hasty inventory left me baffled. I made something to eat, drew a beer off the keg in the cold well, shuffled around the ground floor balancing food, drink, and lamp while I searched for messages or clues.


  I found nothing. Not even a Dear Garrett note.


  "Hell with it," I grumbled. "Hell with them. Hell with everybody." I dragged myself up to bed, enumerating the names of everyone who ought to join the infernal pilgrimage.


  I don't recall lying down.
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  I don't recall getting up. My first clear thought surfaced when somebody groaned in pain. A moment later I realized that the groaner was right there in my bedroom and he was making those noises with my dried-out mouth. Then it dawned: The pain was caused by sunburn of the backs of the eyeballs. I was staring out at a morning where the gods, or devils, of daylight were putting on one of the great sunshine shows of all time.


  It was almost noon. The sun seemed to span half the sky.


  That information developed, I tried to reason out why I wanted to stare into that unholy furnace.


  The proximate cause made itself apparent instantly. Which is to say that there were hundreds of idiots out there holding another political discussion. Sticks and stones and broken bones.


  Hundreds of guys in brown, wearing a variety of rightsist armbands, showing colorful standards and banners, were proclaiming their message with enthusiasm, not only to the fey but to any handy humans who had a foreign look on them or maybe just parted their hair a little strange.


  Maybe my mom didn't raise me right after all. I don't quite grasp politics. Despite claims to the contrary substance has no relevance. Apparently conflicts are decided by whoever shouts the loudest and whacks away with the biggest stick.


  Why did they keep doing it in Macunado Street? Why couldn't they take it into the countryside? Nobody but farmers or mammoths or woods elves would be bothered out there. I wanted to grab a big megaphone and yell, "People, we got folks trying to sleep around here!"


  I dropped the curtain. After a minute I felt fine. I didn't have a hangover. What did I drink? One beer? Good. Still, maybe I should ease up on the health food for a while.


  As I descended to the kitchen I recalled my housemate shortage. I'd have to build my own breakfast. Boy. Life just ain't fair.


  The Goddamn Parrot heard me moving around and squawked. He started the thing where he pretends to be a small child begging not to be abused.


  He was back to his old self. I'd feed him if I started feeling generous and forgiving. Which could not possibly come anytime but later.


  I got some bacon frying and some water heating for tea, then went over the ground floor one last time, hoping I'd find something I was too tired to notice last night. I came up with the same big batch of nothing. No getting around it. Dean and the Dead Man were gone. There was no suggestion of foul play. They'd gotten up and gone because they'd wanted to get up and go.


  I sipped tea and nibbled bacon and snacked on halfway stale bread dipped in bacon drippings while I tried to get my mind wrapped around the notion that the Dead Man had moved voluntarily. That would make twice in my lifetime. Last time was when I moved him in here.


  Give him another generation and he'd be dancing in the streets.


  I glanced at the keg in the cold well. Tempting. But it was too early. And I had work to do.


  I shivered. Events had left me a mighty hill to climb.


  "Shut up in there!" I barked at Mr. Big, who was singing the marching song of ten thousand verses, each of which begins, "I don't know but I've been told. . . ."


  I poured tea, stirred in a spoon of honey, found a muffin young enough not to scar the hardwood if I dropped it, migrated to my office. "Good morning, Eleanor."


  The lady in the painting smiled enigmatically, bemused by my morning dishabille. She didn't surprise me when she didn't have anything to say.


  The Goddamn Parrot was stuck on a verse about ratgirls. It didn't flatter them. He must not have been completely comatose last night.


  Me, I thought better of ratgirls since meeting Pular Singe. Hers was an acquaintance worth nurturing.


  "So, darling. Did the Dead Man take off so he wouldn't complicate my life now that I'm involved with righsists? Or did he feel unfulfilled and had to find himself and realize his potential?" That was a chuckle. Without continuous nagging Old Bones has the potential of an iceberg. He'll slide downhill if he isn't at the bottom already. If you give him a push.


  I finished my muffin and tea, went for another cup. I took the scenic route back to the office. The Goddamn Parrot shut up as soon as I gave him some breakfast. Nestled in my chair again, I told Eleanor, "Listen to this and tell me what you think." I started where I thought it began, did Black Dragon, Crask and Sadler, Belinda, Relway, shapeshifters, the Weiders, Marengo North English, Tama Montezuma.


  "So what do you think? Is it all connected? Or have I stumbled into several things all going on at the same time?" Occasionally it helps to bounce the facts off Eleanor or the Dead Man even though neither is inclined to respond. Sometimes the pieces fall into place.


  I twisted and kicked and whacked away at the facts with a big faded steel hammer to conjure the mess into a couple of complete scenarios. I was sure neither had much to do with reality. Neither made sense of what was happening.


  "I prefer the chaos theory," I told Eleanor. "Shit's flying everywhere and it's by chance a lot is raining down where I'm standing. I'm what ties the whole mess together. . . . Oh. Right. Isn't this exactly what I've been waiting for?"


  Eleanor's smile turned more teasing than enigmatic. She knows how thrilled I am when somebody pounds on my door.


  I don't always hear them, though. The door, replaced often lately, is heavy. I'm thinking about getting one of those mechanical bells so I can be sure there's somebody out there to ignore.
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  "Gods, Garrett," Colonel Block growled. "You been on a three-day bender?"


  "You're looking good yourself. We saw one another just yesterday. Remember?"


  "You really go to hell overnight, don't you?"


  Maybe I did look a little ragged. "All right. So maybe I need a shave." I let Block come inside.


  He doesn't come around unless he has something on his mind. "That would be a start."


  "Want a cup of tea?"


  The Goddamn Parrot broke off crunching sunflower seeds long enough to excoriate the head of the Guard, then the head of the household.


  "Can I drown that thing in it?"


  "I'll brew you a bucket if you'll do it and take the rap. What's up?" I shepherded him into my office. He helped himself to a chair.


  "I wanted you to know what Relway got from the prisoners. And your thoughts about last night. Relway's devotion colors what he sees."


  "It was pretty straightforward." I told him what I knew. Once I would've held out just because he was the law. I'm mellowing with age and accumulated head lumps. I concluded, "What I don't have is a clue what it adds up to."


  "I find it productive to forget the big question while I root out little answers."


  "Uhm?"


  "Instead of worrying about what it all adds up to, work on why the shapeshifters chose the Weiders. There are a hundred questions you could ask. You can paint the big picture one brushstroke at a time."


  He wasn't offering advice that was new. But there was a subtext, an unspoken message. He was reminding me that collecting brushstrokes would involve me in my least favorite pastime.


  What I need to find is a way to cruise through life without having to work.


  "So what's the word? Did Relway collect any brushstrokes?" He must have tormented up some random flecks of color.


  "He's got a bunch of words for you, Garrett. But there ain't many of them ones you want to hear. The big thing is, we didn't get anything out of the shapechangers."


  I must have looked doubtful. I don't know why. Maybe I'm getting cynical. If you can't believe the secret police, whom can you trust?


  "Really, Garrett. Before Relway got back to the Al-Khar the prisoners tried to escape."


  "The place is a sewer any sane person would want to get away from, but how—"


  "They're shapeshifters, Garrett. They can't turn into mice or roaches or anything that's not as heavy as they are but they can turn skinny or plastic enough to slide between bars and—"


  "I get the picture. Damn! We should've seen that coming." I selected a quiver of choice expletives, used them up. This could turn real bad if those things could turn into furniture or the carpet underfoot. "So they're all loose again—"


  "Not all. Three got away. And they were hurt. The others died trying. Relway says you can study the bodies if you want to."


  "Did they all have tattoos?"


  "How did you know?"


  "Wild and lucky guess. Let me guess some more. The tattoo was a dragon with a Karentine military seal worked in. It was hard to see even when they weren't trying to hide it."


  "You've seen them before." He was squinting now, suddenly troubled.


  "I have. Relway told me he'd try to find out what the tattoo means."


  "He probably hasn't had time."


  "My guess is that they're some special ops mercs left over from the war."


  "That would be my guess, too. Which means that I made this walk mostly for the exercise. I'm not telling you anything new."


  "Exercise never hurt anybody. I'm told. Come on in the kitchen. We'll get that tea." I was sure he had more to say. But maybe it was something he didn't want to tell me. I asked him to come along because in my house we try not to leave visitors unattended. Especially not Winger or officers of the law. Both are almost certain to get into stuff I'd really rather they didn't.


  I poured. Block communed with his inner demons. I asked, "Do you prefer the uniform?" He wore a slightly fancy version of the vaguely military, undyed linen outfit recently adopted by the Guard. It did little for the dignity of his office. Most rightsists street thugs dressed better.


  Block accepted tea. "We don't have much of a budget. So it's become a point of pride. Shows people we're dedicated."


  Maybe. "Anything useful come from those changers?"


  "No. Except that someone from the Hill, names I can't mention, want the dead ones." And there it was, his secret burden.


  "And I thought you were saving them just for me."


  Block sneered. "A bunch of shifters turning up stirred a lot of curiosity."


  "Think someone knew about the tattoos?"


  Block shrugged. "I haven't mentioned them. Yet."


  "How come?"


  "I wanted to see what happened when they figured it out. I'm just a dumb lawman. I wouldn't notice, anyway."


  And what might he be holding out on me? "You'll let me know if anything comes of it?"


  He nodded. My coconspirator. "Some big-toothed hounds are going to be on this trail before long." Which was maybe as much as he dared tell me.


  That didn't excite me. I don't like sorcerers. They're dangerous. And they're unpredictable. Like lawyers. You don't want to turn your back on one of them. Most of them aren't even kind to their mothers. Still, it would be stupid not to hear what Block was trying to say. "You guys have been awful nice to me lately."


  Block shrugged again. "That's because you can help us. We need to make you want to cooperate."


  He sounded like Chodo Contague about to offer an infernal deal. "It might be easier to leave town. My mother has cousins upcountry."


  "Then you'd be stuck wearing scratchy homespun and couldn't indulge yourself in all this elegant luxury." He indicated my clothing. "I can't see you as a peasant, anyway."


  "They raise sheep."


  "That's different. You'd never have trouble finding a girlfriend."


  "I liked you better when you were worried about hanging on to your job. You were crabby all the time, but. . . ."


  He smiled. "I'm a much better person now."


  "All right, much better. Where're you headed on this? Let's not duplicate each other's work."


  "Then concentrate on infiltrating The Call."


  "My loyalty is to Max Weider. The Call isn't going anywhere. The Weiders might. I've lost three of them already, when I was paying attention."


  "Can't fault your logic."


  "Yeah? Relway mention that we caught up with Crask and Sadler?"


  "You fishing?" Block isn't as dim as he pretends.


  "I'd like to know."


  "He did. You rescued the fair maiden."


  Interesting. Relway apparently kept his boss informed.


  Relway's boss continued, "You let them get away, Garrett. What kind of hero are you?"


  "The living kind. I thought somebody was watching us."


  "Lucky for you."


  "We got out of the tomb without help."


  "Not what I meant. You came home instead of running after the bad guys. Your unsavory friend also chose to abandon the hunt. We can only assume that he was concerned for Miss Contague." Looking out for Belinda was, of course, looking out for himself.


  "You have a point?" I asked.


  "Yes. Somebody did stick to the bad guys."


  Came the dawn. "You know where they are."


  "Sure do. And we wondered if you'd want that information."


  "I took them on last night. With help and with them hurt. They still might've gotten the best of it."


  "Did I say we'll stand around and watch? These are famous villains. And they don't have any friends now that Chodo don't love them anymore. That gives the Guard a chance to put on a big show for some very important observers. With the invaluable assistance of a certain public-spirited subject. You want to be the public-spirited subject?"


  "That why you're here?"


  "I want to be visible when the Guard is doing its job right. Let's walk up there and see what happens."


  "Let me get myself organized. I wouldn't want your reputation bruised because of the company you keep."


  "If that could hurt me, I'd have been exiled ages ago."


  "You got a point. I won't be long. Go settle in my office. Try not to poke around."


  I knew the Dead Man couldn't keep an eye on Block but Block didn't.
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  I was beginning to like Tad Weider's sense of style. I selected an outfit that he might have worn to the horse races. It included a lot of yellow and red and brown. There were ruffles at wrist and throat. I spiffied myself, considered the result in my little mirror. "Oh! The elf girls are gonna carry me off and make me their love slave." I stepped back. "But if I'm going to dress like this, I'd better get a new pair of shoes."


  My ragged old cobblehoppers sported memorabilia of a thousand city adventures. They didn't complement the look.


  "What happened to you?" Block demanded when I got back. He looked me up and down.


  "The Weiders felt I should upgrade my wardrobe."


  "People been telling you that for years. But. . . . You really need new shoes. Those clogs look like you wore them in the service."


  "That's on my list. I thought we had a riot to attend. I'm ready," I said.


  "New door?" Block asked as I locked up.


  "Yeah. Somebody busted the old one."


  "There's still snow piled up here and there. You sure you didn't have anything to do with that? I hear rumors with your name in them."


  "How could I make it snow in the summertime? Even if, according to Tinnie, everything is my fault."


  "You put in a key lock? You must be doing pretty well."


  I'd been doing very well lately but he didn't need to know that. He might let something slip around crooks or tax collectors. Or crooked tax collectors. Or is that redundant? Doesn't it take a unique breed of pyschopath to prey upon his fellows that way?


  The street was quiet except for the moans of stragglers nursing injuries sustained during the earlier debate. "This is better," I said. "You should've seen it here a while ago."


  "I did. I'd have been here an hour ago if it wasn't for that damned parade."


  We walked. I didn't like the direction he chose. If he kept on, we would stroll right into the Bustee, the ultimate slum and the most dangerous neighborhood in a city famous for bad neighborhoods. The only law in the Bustee is the law you make yourself. Outsiders won't go in except in big gangs. "I hope we aren't headed where I think we're headed."


  "North side of the Bustee."


  "I was afraid of that. Another reason to make a show?"


  "Yes. To show that the Guard won't back off."


  Relway I could see playing to the Bustee audience. Relway doesn't have sense enough to be scared. I was surprised he got anybody to go in with him, though, let alone the sort of highlifes he and Block would want to impress. Maybe I was out of touch.


  When we arrived it was evident immediately that the Guard had impressed both the locals and the observers already. They had a dozen prisoners in chains, none of them the great villains Crask or Sadler.


  I'd expected troops or something. But Relway had brought only the dozen Guards he would have assembled for the same job anywhere else. Observers outnumbered working lawmen even after we arrived. Block introduced me around. I knew several of the witnesses, though none well. You run into people in my racket. Some are friendly. Some aren't. You rub some the wrong way if you're determined to do your job.


  I was overdressed. The most foppish dude there wasn't showing any lace. They all wore grubbies.


  I faded away from the Names, joining Relway. Sullen neighborhood brats watched from a safe distance, as friendly as feral cats, waiting to spring their friends in chains. Or maybe to murder somebody from a rival gang. They were filthy. None wore clothing fancier than a loincloth. Several weren't that dressy.


  In the Bustee sanitation is the exception rather than the rule. The quarter doesn't have even the rudimentary street-center sewage channels found elsewhere. There are few streets as we know them, just stringers of space where there are no buildings. The Bustee has its own unique aroma, and plenty of it.


  "Figure Crask and Sadler know something's up?"


  Relway glanced at his prisoners, then at me like he'd suddenly discovered that I was retarded. "Probably. We've been standing around here way too long, waiting to get started."


  "I'm sorry. But—"


  "This's going to be a blow, I know. But, as important as you are, we weren't waiting on your account."


  "I'm crushed. So what is the holdup?"


  "A dashing young gentleman sorcerer who uses the business name Dreamstalker Doomscrye. Or maybe Doomstalker Dreamscrye. He wants in. We don't tell those people no. He was supposed to be here hours ago. Evidently as an apprentice he wasn't taught to tell time."


  Relway's sarcasm was quite daring. I was beginning to think the man had no sense. In TunFaire we restrain our opinions concerning the lords and ladies of the Hill. They can do worse than turn you into a frog if you irritate them.


  "Ulp!"


  "What?" Relway asked.


  "I forgot my bird."


  "Then go fetch the prima donna chicken."


  "Too late. Might as well enjoy myself." I didn't miss the fancy-pants crow at all.


  Relway's man Ritter was headed our way. A kid maybe fourteen blistered out of a dark chink between tenements. He held a rusty knife extended ahead. I knew the tactic. He was a cutpurse. He just wanted to steal and run before his victim could react. It happened every day, everywhere in TunFaire, though elsewhere cutpurses usually selected more promising targets. This kid had to be counting coup.


  His pals were all set to cheer when Ritter sidestepped, snagged the thief's long hair, slashed him several times with a knife that appeared as though by magic. The whimpering boy collapsed into the muck. Ritter came on as though he'd done nothing more significant than stomp a bug.


  That kind of cold demonstration was why the Guard was becoming feared.


  They were nasty, these new lawmen.


  Believers so often are.


  "Doomscrye is here," Ritter announced. "What a jerk. He's already complaining about us wasting his valuable time."


  These secret policemen were too daring.


  "He's young," Relway told me. "He'll learn."


  Did he mean Doomscrye or Ritter?
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  As a place to squat the object of our interest was a long slide downhill from a tomb. It was an ugly little lean-to shanty hugging the hip of a three-story frame tenement that tilted ten degrees sideways while twisting around its own waist. "Good thing we don't have to go in there," I observed. "Our weight would bring it down."


  "It's tougher than it looks," Ritter told me. "Ninety-two people live there."


  That was probably a short estimate. The occupants might use the place in shifts. I asked Relway, "If the manpower shortage was so awful we let whole tribes of nonhumans immigrate, how come people down here didn't take advantage?"


  "Some did. And some are unemployable in any circumstance." Relway's bitterness sounded personal.


  He hailed from the underbelly of society. He had been able to get somewhere. He was outraged because so many people wouldn't even try.


  Plenty willingly made the effort to be unpleasant, though. We were attracting more watchers the age of the kid Ritter had hurt. I saw sticks and chains and broken bricks, the weapons of the very poor.


  My companions remained unconcerned.


  Ritter pretended to be in charge so Relway wouldn't attract attention. A donkey cart appeared, headed our way.


  The observers were getting nervous. Doomscrye complained incessantly. He was very young for a sorcerer. He hadn't seen military service. He might be the harbinger of a generation never to get its rough edges knocked off where nobody was special when the Reaper was on the prowl.


  Doomscrye did not understand that real trouble could climb all over him any second. Likely he'd never faced even minor trouble.


  Fate handed him the opportunity to discover that nobody thought as well of him as he thought of himself.


  A hunk of brick got him in the chest. Block snagged him and dragged him behind the cart.


  Ritter and several others struck back contemptuously, bashing heads. Other Guards shackled captives with chains from the donkey cart. The only kid to get in a solid blow died swiftly, his throat cut.


  "Oh, shit!" I muttered. "We're in for it now." There was a lot of racket. I expected a riot.


  I was wrong. The locals were intimidated by ruthlessness—particularly once Doomscrye set the brickthrower on fire. The kid was still screaming when we ripped Crask and Sadler's hovel apart and learned that all the buildup had come to an undramatic, anti-climactic conclusion.


  There was no epic battle, no ferocious last stand by cornered baddies. Crask was delirious with fever. Sadler was unconscious. It took four Guardsmen to hoist the villains into the cart. Nobody insisted they be treated gently.


  Me neither. Though I did recall times when we were less unfriendly.


  Crask's delirium faded briefly. He recognized me. I said, "Good morning, Bright Eyes." But looking into them was like looking down a dark well at a remote mountain of ice.


  Maybe The Call ought to work on the problem of humans who have no humanity in them.


  Crask wasn't afraid. Fear to him was a tool used to manage others.


  "You going to question them?" I asked.


  "We're a little slower than we like to pretend, aren't we?" Relway sneered. "Would this exercise have a point otherwise?"


  "I'd sure like to know why they jumped Belinda when they did."


  Relway smiled. "I'll bet you would."


  "What's that mean?"


  "I expect she has some questions. Like how they knew where to find her."


  "Is this all there is, then?"


  "I expected more excitement myself, Garrett. But I'm pleased there wasn't. They don't seem so terrible now, do they?"


  "Neither does a saber-tooth tiger when he's sick on his ass. You guys be careful. They won't be completely harmless even if you hang them."


  "I'm always careful, Garrett."


  That I believed. But was he careful enough?


  

  


  


  I stuck with the gang only till we cleared the Bustee. Wouldn't do to be seen with them by my patriotic friends.


  The chained kids would get five years in the Cantard. They would be aboard prison barges before the end of the day. The mines always needed a few good men. Or whoever else they could get. Already they were the catch-all sentence for any crime not a capital offense.


  The mines would constitute a death sentence for many, anyway.


  So what's changed since I was young? These guys would get shovels instead of swords—and worse odds of getting home alive.
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  My favorite venue for exotic research is the Karentine Royal Library, over where all the midtown government buildings cluster, clinging to the petticoats of the Hill. There are lots of books—and no wizards to make them a high-risk objective.


  The most interesting books in town are, of course, squirreled away, under lock and key and deadly spell, up the Hill, behind imputed beware-of-the-wizard signs. Only brawn-for-brains barbarians try to reach them. Which supplies the wizards with leather for bookbinding.


  The Royal Library is a Crown indulgence. It isn't supposed to be open to walk-in traffic. I get around that. I have a friend inside.


  Linda Lee is a treasure. And cute, too. Especially when she's mad, which she always seems to be whenever I drop by.


  "You're full of it up to your ears, Garrett," she snapped. "How did you get in this time? And how come you still have that trash-beak penguin parked on your shoulder?" I'd stopped by the house. Just in case my peripatetic sidekick had chosen not to cover up the fact that we were partners anymore. "You're one slow learner." She was no fan of the parrot. And was always very admiring of the way I put words into his beak without moving my lips. Even from another room.


  The secret of getting into the library is you slide in through a small side door that has escaped the notice of most of the world. As a rule, though, most of the world would be more interested in getting out of a library than getting in. Books are dangerous.


  The library guards are so poorly paid that none of them really gives a rat's butt who comes or goes. And the most indifferent guards get the side entrance. Young or old, the man on duty will be drunk or asleep. Or drunk and asleep. Or maybe not even there because he's gotten dry and had to go out looking for a drink.


  I still have to go in on tippytoe. The guards have their pride. You don't make the effort, they are going to yell. You don't make the effort, they can't cover themselves with the gargoyle who rules the place.


  Today's steadfast guardian of the priceless tomes was both drunk and snoring and had a huge, smouldering weed banger dangling from his left hand. Which would burn down to bare skin any moment. . . .


  "Ye-ow!" echoed through the building.


  A screech demanded, "What was that?" That was the head librarian, a wicked old witch with a temper so foul that on her best days she was like a troll with very bad teeth. She began to shift toward the guardroom in a streaking shuffle. She'd lost all sympathy for youth in recent centuries. Her sworn mission was to get in life's way.


  I whispered, "She must've been sneaking up on us."


  "You keep those hands to yourself, Garrett." Which is all that I had done. So far. Sooner or later she would have her way. "I always give in and give you whatever you want when you start that stuff so you just stop it."


  I didn't argue. We both knew she never did a thing she hadn't made up her mind to do. But she's a last-word kind of gal.


  "Wouldn't think of it, darling. According to Morley I'm practically engaged to a pretty ratgirl named Pular Singe, anyway."


  "Is that thug going to be your best man?"


  "Uh?"


  "I came by your place last night. To see that Dead Man." They're pals, sort of, him and her. He's never explained how he overlooks the fact that she's a woman. "A neighbor told me Dean and the Dead Man moved out. That they just couldn't take it anymore. And that you were out whoring around with some trollop in black."


  It took no genius to figure out which neighbor that would be. "You need to pick who you gossip with more carefully, darling."


  "I try. But you just keep coming back."


  "You went to my house." Me forgetting who the last-word kind of gal was.


  "I enjoy those conversations with your partner." She gripped my arm, looked up. Her eyes were huge pools of mischief. "Sometimes I do just want to sit around and talk. He's so interesting. He's seen everything."


  "Now whose hands are—"


  "This is different."


  Funny. I was breathing just as hard.


  "What do you want, Garrett?"


  "Huh?"


  "The Dead Man doesn't get distracted."


  "Uh. . . . He's dead. Even then you'd probably. . . . Shapeshifters. I need to know about shapeshifters."


  "Why?" Always direct, Linda Lee.


  "Shapeshifters murdered some people I know. We caught them and sent them to the Al-Khar but some got away before we could question them. The rest died. I need to find out whatever I can about them." Pant pant.


  "I can't help much. The information we have here probably wouldn't be reliable." Linda Lee cocked her head. The head librarian was just warping into the guardroom, from the sound. Our whispers hadn't reached her. "What you want you'd probably only find in a specialized library."


  "What's that?" I had a feeling I didn't want to know.


  "A private library. On the Hill."


  Sorcerers. "I'm psychic." I didn't like that answer.


  "You don't know anybody up there?"


  "I know people. Met another one today. They ain't our kind of people."


  "You wouldn't know anybody in The Call?"


  "Uh. . . . Why?"


  "You could try to get into the library at their Institute For Racial Purity. Where they research racial issues. They came here trying to hire a librarian. They have a lot of stuff from private sources. They wanted it cataloged and organized so they could use it to support their theories."


  "Linda Lee, you're a treasure."


  "I know. What made you realize it?"


  "I do know somebody in The Call."


  "Aha!" the chief librarian shrieked in the distance. "I've caught you, my pretty!" But she crowed too soon. She always declares before she has me in sight. I moved with trained silence and deliberate speed to the end of a stack. I could remain unseen there till the old woman committed to a particular path. Linda Lee would signal me, I'd take a different route and once again the old woman would be scratching her head and wondering what she'd really heard.


  It's unnatural that anyone her age would hear so well.


  Linda Lee whispered, "I'll see what I can find out." Then she glommed on and kissed me. Linda Lee knows kissing better than she knows books. I didn't start it but after about four seconds I was plenty read to continue. Weider who? Shapeshifter what? I don't know no Relway.


  The chief librarian cackled.


  "I've got you for sure this time, my proud beauty! I'll teach you to tryst with your leman in a holy place!" She stomped and clomped her way closer.


  I slipped away from Linda Lee, who winked and made noise heading another direction while I sneaked between stacks on little mouse feet. We'd played this game before. Linda Lee probably more times than me.


  "Awk! Shit!" said the Goddamn Parrot, with impeccable timing. "Help!" He started flapping.


  I'd kill him for sure this time.


  A vise closed on my right shoulder. It turned me. I gaped at the ugly grin of a foul-breathed ogre I hadn't seen before and whom I hadn't heard coming. He was twice my size and twice as stupid. I had a notion he wouldn't ask me to recommend a good book.


  In fact, I suspected he was the kind who liked to hit people and watch them bounce. Exhibit number one: He had a gargantuan green fist pulled back three yards, all set to whistle my way.


  The old lady had foxed me.


  I kicked the ogre hard where a sharp knock will drop any reasonably constructed critter, puking. The ogre just showed me more green teeth and put some moxie into his punch. Only trolls and zombies are less vulnerable there.


  I never got a shot at his ears.


  Ogres drop like stones if you slap both ears at the same time. So I'm told. Nobody I know ever got close enough to try. The source is always a friend of a friend of a friend, but, "It's gospel, Garrett. It really happens that way."


  Before the lights went out I had the satisfaction of knowing the old woman would need weeks to pick up all the books that scattered while I was flying through the stacks.


  Might be wise not to visit Linda Lee at work for a while.


  

  


  


  If anybody robbed me while I was splashed all over the alley behind the library, they sure overlooked the one thing I wouldn't mind losing. I came around to find the Goddamn Parrot muttering like one of those psycho guys who stomp around shaking their heads and arguing with ghosts. I hurt everywhere. I had book burns. That ogre had pounded me good after I couldn't see to make a getaway.


  There'd been way too much of this stuff lately. I never recovered from one thumping before I stumbled into the next.


  Was I nurturing some kind of death wish?
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  Time to tap an old resource.


  Time to drop in on the Cranky Old Men.


  I didn't look forward to it. It wouldn't be pleasant. But with my aches and pains and premature cynicism I'd fit right in.


  They say there's more than one way to skin a cat. Undoubtedly true, but why would you want to? Whoever the first they was. Somebody with strange habits. Who needs to flay felines? I hear they keep right on shedding after they're tanned.


  Maybe the saying was started by the guy who knocks out ogres with his bare hands.


  The Cranky Old Men are an ongoing crew of antiques who pooled resources to purchase, maintain, and staff an abandoned abbey where they await the Reaper, many because they're so unpleasant their relatives don't want them around home. Somebody in a black humor named the place Heaven's Gate.


  In its prime the abbey housed fifty monks in luxurious little apartments. More than two hundred Cranky Old Men live in the same space, three to the apartment and who's got any use for even one chapel let alone the three of the original setup?


  The place is cramped and smelly and almost as depressing as the Bledsoe and makes me hope that in my declining years some twenty-year-old lovely with an obsession for chubby old bald guys who smell bad takes me in so I don't have to buy into anything like Heaven's Gate. Of course, with my luck and the way things have gone lately I shouldn't worry about getting old.


  The abbey was constructed in a square around an inner court, two stories high, filling a larger than normal city block. Not an uncommon layout in TunFaire. Tinnie's clan resides in a similar though larger compound, which includes their tanning and manufacturing facilities. In a display of misplaced faith in their fellow-man the monks had included ground-floor windows around the street faces. The Cranky Old Men had adapted to modern times by installing wrought-iron bars. Most people just brick them up.


  There are two entrances, front and rear. Each is just wide enough to permit passage of a donkey cart. Both are blocked by double sets of iron gates. The place looks more like a prison than the Al-Khar does.


  Somebody's grandson was on some scaffolding, installing bars on a second-floor window. The deeper poverty arriving with the immigrants might make the place attractive after all.


  I eased around the scaffolding to the gate. It was comfortable in the shadows there.


  "Eh! You! Move along!" a creaky voice insisted. "No loitering." A sharp stick jabbed between the bars too slowly to hurt anyone.


  Everyone got this treatment, including favorite sons.


  "I came to see Medford Shale." Not strictly true, but you do need to offer a name and I knew that one. The hard way.


  "Ain't no Medford Shale here. Go away."


  "That's him back there under the olive tree. On the cot." Which was true. And handy. So maybe my luck wasn't all bad.


  The sharp stick jabbed again. I didn't go away. The old man on the other end came out of the shadows. I said, "Hello, Herrick."


  The old man squinted. He scowled. He tried to stand up straight. "I ain't Herrick. Herrick passed. I'm his kid brother, Victor."


  "Sorry to hear about Herrick, Victor. He was good people. I need to see Shale."


  Victor's eyes narrowed again. "You ain't been around lately, have you?"


  "It's been a while." Medford doesn't make you want to hurry back.


  "Herrick passed two years ago."


  All right. It had been a big while. "I'm really sorry, Victor. I need to see Shale."


  "You got a name, boy?"


  "Garrett. We go way back."


  Victor sneered. "Shale goes way back. You're just a pup." He started to shuffle off, thought better of it. Maybe he decided he'd given in too easily. "What you got there?"


  I didn't think he'd miss the bundle. "Little something for Shale." There was more on the way. These sour old flies would need a lot of sweetening.


  "Bigger than a breadbox," Victor muttered. He considered the Goddamn Parrot. "You better not be carrying no birdcage there, boy. We got no truck with useless mouths."


  I patted the bundle. "It's edible." The best bribes are the wonderful things the Cranky Old Men know they shouldn't eat. Or stuff they shouldn't drink.


  "Got a creme horn?"


  "I do believe. If Shale will share."


  Victor fumbled with the inner gate. He muttered to himself. He didn't sound optimistic about Shale sharing. He had reason to be pessimistic. Great-granduncle Medford is a cranky old man's cranky old man. Maybe he had a little ogre or Loghyr in him somewhere, way back. He hasn't aged obviously since I was a kid and my Great-grandaunt Alisa was still alive. He's one really nasty old man.


  But he's got a soft spot for me.


  As long as I come armed with molasses cookies.


  Victor opened the outer gate.


  The instant it opened wide enough so Victor couldn't stop me the Goddamn Parrot revealed his secret relationship with a lady pig.


  The old boy just stood there, poleaxed, as I started toward Shale. I said, "Bird, these codgers don't get a lot of meat in their diet. Costs too much. A buzzard in the pot might put smiles on all their faces."


  I could see the little monster only from the corner of my eye but, I swear, he sneered. Somewhere, somehow, he'd gotten the idea that he was invulnerable.


  Probably my fault.


  "Hey, you!"


  I sighed, stopped, turned. "Yes, Victor?"


  "Whyn't you say you was one of them ventriloquisitors? A guy with a good and raunchy routine would be a big sell around this dump."


  "I'll think about that." Might be a good career change. I never saw a ventriloquist with his head bandaged or his arm in a sling. "Let's see what Shale thinks." I just can't seem to get by without people thinking I'm flooding the dodo's beak with nonsense.


  How come his big silence couldn't last?


  Was some petty little god still carrying a grudge?
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  Shale appeared to be asleep. Or maybe dead. His chest wasn't moving. Maybe he was hibernating. Maybe that explained why he never got any older. I hear you don't age when you're sleeping.


  He'd been in the same place so long the olive tree no longer protected him from the sun. He was all wrinkles and liver spots and if all his fine white hairs were tied end to end, they might reach his knobbly ankles. His clothing was threadbare but clean. Medford Shale had a thing about cleanliness.


  "Shale thinks you're a no-talent little peckerwood and it's probably that mallard doing the actual talking and putting words into mouths." Shale's withered lips scarcely moved. Maybe somebody from the great beyond was ventriloquising him. "You found yourself a wife yet?"


  "Good to see you well, Uncle Medford. Nope. Still playing the field."


  Any other old boy in the place would've done a wink and nudge and boy-do-I-envy-you number. Medford Shale snapped, "You some kind of nancy boy? Ain't gonna be none of that in this family. What the hell you doing, coming around here dressed like that?"


  No relative of Shale's ever did anything that didn't embarrass him. The more sensitive sort never visit him. Generally, that includes even those of us with hides like trolls.


  "Your life is so full you don't have a minute to come ease an old man's last years?"


  "That's right, Uncle. Given a choice between watching grass grow and listening to you bitch there ain't no contest." I'd always wanted to say that. When I was a kid my mother stopped me. Later, respect held me back—though I think respect should run both ways. Shale is too self-engrossed to respect anything. Right now, with a fresh crop of ogre-inflicted bruises atop the other aches I'd collected recently, I was crabby myself.


  "That's no way to talk to—"


  "You want to be treated right, you treat people right. If I want to be pissed on and cut down, I don't need to trudge all the way over here."


  Shale's eyes widened. He sat up more spryly than you'd expect from a guy three times my age. "That parrot has become confused about what words to put into your mouth. No kin of mine would talk to me that way."


  "All right. I'm no kin. And the buzzard is quacking. He says, you want things easier here, help me. I know where to find a baker's dozen of those molasses cookies you like." I gave him a glimpse of the bundle.


  Medford Shale wasn't stupid. He wasn't the kind of character who didn't look out for number one, either. I learned to deal with him when I was a toddler, before Aunt Alisa died and he bought into Heaven's Gate thinking the staff would cater to him the way his wife had. And they did. Almost. But he could begrudge the most reasonable request. Human nature made paybacks inevitable.


  One of the staff heard me mention cookies. She was wide and ugly and tough, neither tall nor entirely human, probably a war veteran despite her sex. She had the air. Female combat nurses did visit the Cantard.


  "Nothing sweet for him, you. Nothing spicy. They make him cranky."


  "Really. All my life I've thought he was just a nasty old man."


  "No shit. You fambly?" She was so solid she recalled things I'd seen in foreign temples, the sort of wide, steadfast, imperturbable creatures that guard doors and windows and roofs.


  I nodded.


  "I see the resemblance."


  Shale observed, "A cookie never hurt nobody, you ugly witch. Don't listen to a word she barks, boy. She tortures us. She comes around in the middle of the night. . . ." He thought better of continuing his rant. Possibly she did visit the troublesome ones in the night.


  "What do you want?" she asked me.


  "Why?"


  She was surprised. "I'm in charge. I need—"


  "The residents are in charge. You work for them."


  "Very definitely a fambly resemblance."


  "I didn't come to see you. Unless you know something about shapeshifters. Then your company would be very welcome."


  I was cranky not because the endemic crabbiness there was catching, nor entirely because of all my pains. I was going to have to pan a ton of fool's gold to get any useful information here. But gather a few nuggets I would if I persevered. It never failed. Between them Shale and his cronies knew something about everything. And they'd lived most of it.


  "Boy," Shale growled at me, "you can't talk to Miss Trim like. . . ."
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  You bark at some people, you make nice over others, you spring for a barrel of beer, suddenly you're an honored guest at Heaven's Gate. Even Medford Shale mellowed for six minutes before he passed out.


  "Lay him out on his bunk like it's for his wake," I told Miss Trim. She did say she was in charge, didn't she?


  Her given name was Quipo, she said. I could keep a straight face when I used it.


  It turned into that kind of evening.


  "That old fart is so mean he'll outlive me and any children I might father so I might as well enjoy a fake wake."


  Miss Trim was all right once she got some beer inside her. But she'd never be a cheap date. She put it away by the pitcher. She chuckled a manly chuckle, slapped me on the back hard enough to crack a few vertebrae. "I like a man wit' a sense of humor, Garrett."


  "Me, too. There's a guy I know, name of Puddle, you really got to meet."


  One of Quipo's henchwomen appeared. She hadn't acquired her job through sex appeal. Few of the staff had. "The new barrel is here."


  I groaned. I hadn't ordered up this latest soldier but I knew who would pay for it. And I hadn't gotten much out of anyone yet, though I'd been offered the impression that I'd learn plenty if I just hung on.


  "Have them bring it right over here where I can keep an eye on it. Some of them are indulging a little too much."


  The old men were doing their damnedest to get ripped. The staff were one scant stride behind. Boys and girls alike tried to light lanterns and swat bugs in the courtyard. They did more harm than good but laughter filled the air.


  "This is a good thing you're doing, Garrett." Quipo waved vaguely. "These men need a party."


  "It's an expensive thing that I'm doing." Not that my employer—employers—couldn't afford it. I would bill them. If ever I rooted out anything useful. "They're lubricated now. I really do need to find out something about shapeshifters."


  For a moment Miss Trim looked like she might contribute something. Then she asked, "Isn't that kind of an exotic concern?" Her hand brushed my leg. The Goddamn Parrot noticed, stirred restlessly, muttered under his breath. How steep was the bill here likely to be?


  Word was out that I wanted information. Shale had said plenty, most of it untrue, wrong, or just plain libelous, and nowhere near the subject.


  Old or young, rich or poor, saint or sinner, the human males of TunFaire have one thing in common. We're all veterans. The tie binds us. Once invoked it can, however briefly, shove aside most other concerns.


  One peculiar geezer named Wright Settling, who never recovered from having been a career Marine, drew himself a sputter off the dead barrel. He grumbled because the new one wasn't ready. I told him, "Jarhead, I really need to talk about—"


  "Yeah. Yeah. You kids. Always in a hurry. After all these years it can wait a minute."


  "What can wait?"


  "Hold your horses. Trail and Storey, they'll tell you all about it. Endlessly." Evidently hearing all about it was one of the more painful costs of sharing Heaven's Gate. He glanced at Miss Trim and snickered. "Maybe somebody else's got something for you, too. In more ways than one."


  Ever notice how some older people stop caring if they're rude? Jarhead was a case in point, often less politic than Medford Shale, without complaining as much.


  "People's lives do depend on me solving this." Solving what? I had only a shadowy notion what was going on.


  "That's Storey right there. I'll get him soon as I get my beer."


  I fooled Jarhead. I didn't play his game. I broke Quipo's heart by abandoning her, too. Me and my delinquent feather duster went to Storey.


  "Mr. Storey? Mr. Settling says you're the one man here who can really help me." Never hurts to mention their importance.


  "He did, did he? Jarhead? Why the hell is that old fool putting it on me? Who the hell are you?"


  "I'm Shale's great-grandnephew."


  "I'm sorry."


  "More significantly, I'm the guy who bought the beer. And I may not tap the new barrel. I seem to be wasting my time. Why waste my money, too?" I turned toward the newcomer.


  "Me and Trail was in the army together," Storey said, not missing a beat. I had a feeling I was about to hear one of those stories that define a lifetime. "During the Myzhod campaigns we saw more shapeshifters than you'd think could exist."


  Myzhod campaigns? Could've been the bloodiest phase of the war but that didn't mean anything to me today. "A little before my time, Mr. Storey."


  "I didn't expect you to know." He smiled resignedly. We all learn to do that. "There must have been a hundred huge campaigns that nobody remembers now but them that survived them."


  "Yeah." Don't I know it? Most times I mention what it was like in the islands, guys who weren't there just yawn and come back with a story about the really deep shit they got into. "So you ran into shapeshifters down there? Were they Venageti?"


  "They was supposed to be ours. Folks forget that they worked for us first."


  "Special ops?"


  "They wouldn't waste them as infantry, would they?"


  "I wouldn't. But I'm not the brass. You never know with them."


  Storey chuckled. "You got that right. I recollect one time—"


  "So what about these changers back then?" I didn't expect much. "Anything might help."


  "They took the point on the Myzhod offensive." Storey seemed a little dry. I made sure he got first crack at the new barrel. He sipped, saluted me by hoisting his mug, continued, "The Myzhod is a dried-up river. The Venageti had a string of bases on the south side. They used them as jump offs in a bunch of different operations. Those bases were tough. They'd stood up to some heavy attacks. Some big names were getting embarrassed. High Command was pushing hard. They come up with a plan where shapeshifters would infiltrate a base and open the way for us commandos. We'd bust everything open for the regulars following on behind.


  "First night us guys carried off the bodies of the guys the changers replaced. Second night, after those things wormed deeper inside, where they would cause confusion and grab the inner gates, we were supposed to attack where they'd prepared the way. We'd rip the belly of the base open before the Venageti knew what was happening."


  Storey paused for a long drink. A tear dribbled down his cheek.


  Another old man joined us. "This the Myzhod massacre, Will?"


  "Yeah. Garrett, this's Trail."


  "Glad to meet you, Trail."


  Trail said, "Will an' me was almost the onliest ones what got away. That's on account of we smelled a rat because things was going too slick. We'd already switched livery with some dead Venageti so we just ran around like a lot of other scared crazy idiots till we figure it out. Then we cut out soon as we got a chance."


  "It was a setup," Storey explained. "The whole thing was from the beginning. The Venageti line troops wasn't told up front they was part of a trap so they didn't give it away. The fact is, them shapeshifters sold us out. They led the whole damned army in there and got most of Karenta's best soldiers killed. Which probably made the war last forty years longer."


  I guess the powers that be wouldn't brag about a defeat so severe it took two generations to recover.


  I knew I'd learned something interesting but didn't see a connection with my situation now. This was the first I'd heard about shapeshifters serving on our side. Except for what was implied by the dragon tattoos with their Karentine motif, of course.


  "When was this, Storey?"


  "Forty-one or forty-two."


  "Forty-two," Trail said. "It was the year my mother died and my brother was killed. That was forty-two. You remember, Will. The news was waiting when we finally got back to friendly territory."


  "Yeah. Would you believe they wanted to charge us with desertion?" Storey grumbled.


  Trail grumped, "We demanded a truthsayer. Even then they didn't want to believe us because a disaster that big would ruin lots of careers. But eventually enough others got back that they had to believe a story everybody told."


  "We won a kind of battle, just getting back with the truth," Storey said. "The gods smiled on us. We had to cross two hundred miles of desert without getting caught by the Venageti or the natives. If we didn't get back, them shapeshifters could've pretended to stay with Karenta and led even more troops into the cauldron."


  "It was bad," Trail told me. "I still get nightmares about that desert. I wake up and try to convince myself it was worth it 'cause if'n Will an' me didn't make it back, maybe there wouldn't have been any war for you kids to win."


  "Most of us try to think that way, Mr. Trail." I shuddered, recalling the islands. Mostly we'd just wanted to stay alive but there'd been a flavor of hanging on so somebody else could bring the slaughter to a favorable conclusion someday.


  In forty-two, eh? Over fifty years ago. And these old friends were still scrapping with the darkness. Maybe there was one more trick they could play on the nightmares.


  "You ever see those shifters up close?"


  "Up close?" Storey growled. "Shit. We practically slept together the three months before the attack. I reckon we saw them up close. One I'll never forget. We called him Pinhead. Pinhead sounded something like his name in his own language. And it fit. None of them was really bright. It made him really mad when we called him that."


  Trail said, "They were so dumb we figured the gods made them that way to balance off how they could turn into something else when you wasn't looking. Like they had to be too stupid to take complete advantage."


  Storey said, "I don't think they had the ability to appreciate the blessing. Some of it they couldn't control. Some of it they had to do whether they wanted or not."


  "Yeah," Trail said. "There was this one called Stockwell. He made a chicken look smart. He was only a kid by their standards. The rest of them rode him—"


  "Whoa! Stockwell? For sure?"


  "He was another one that got called what his name sounded like. Most of them did. We turned this one into Carter Stockwell. It was kind of a joke, too, on account of—"


  Couldn't be the same clown. Could it? After all these years? "I've been butting heads with a bunch of shifters. Believe it or not, one of them calls himself Carter Stockwell."


  "Really?" Trail asked. For the first time he seemed completely interested. "Ain't that interesting, Will?"


  "Sure is. I'd like to run into Carter Stockwell again some time. When I have a sack full of hot irons and silver knives. You know it's almost impossible to hurt them unless you use something silver?"


  I nodded. "I noticed."


  Trail said, "Always been my pet theory that silver is the reason they got involved in the war in the first place. That they never was on nobody's side but their own. If they could glom onto the silver mines, they'd control the best weapon that could be used against them."


  "You could be right," I said, though that sounded like a stretch to me. "Interesting. Have some beer, gents. Keep talking. Name some more names." Not that I believed their Carter Stockwell was mine. He might be a grandson, though. "Talk to me about tattoos."


  That drew blank looks and puzzled grunts.


  "The changers I'm running into all have a dragon tattoo right here. It's about six inches long but hard to see when they're alive."


  Storey shook his head. "I don't remember nothing like that."


  "Me neither," Trail said.


  "I do," Miss Trim told me. She was well sloshed now, sliding out of focus. She wore a lopsided, trollish leer. Was she making it up to get my attention? "It's a dragon squeezing the commando insignia in its claws."


  I grunted. "We're onto something, Quipo."


  "They were commandos. Mercenaries. I didn't know they were shapechangers, though. They called themselves the Black Dragon Gang. Said they came from Framanagt."


  "Which is an island so far east of nowhere that nobody would ever check. Was anybody named Norton involved?"


  "Colonel Norton was their commander. But he was Karentine."


  Stockwell and his pal had expected me to know something about their crew. "What did Black Dragon do to get famous?"


  "Nothing. It was the other way around. They did everything they could to hang around Full Harbor. They only went out when they couldn't avoid it. You don't make a name doing that."


  "That's where you were? Full Harbor?"


  "For nine wonderfully miserable years."


  Full Harbor was where I'd had my only previous encounter with a shapeshifter, a Venageti agent masquerading as a Karentine spy-master. Was there a connection? Should I have made one? "When did you separate?"


  "Six years ago." Quipo didn't want to talk anymore. She wanted to act but the only guy around young enough wasn't interested.


  Six years was long before my own encounter.


  I reminisced silently, trying to discover if I knew something I didn't know I knew. Apparently I did. Or Black Dragon didn't realize that I didn't know. "Was there ever any suspicion that the Black Dragon Gang might not be trustworthy?"


  "Uh?"


  The beer was hard at work now. I was about to lose Quipo. "Is there any chance those guys were really working for Venageta?"


  Miss Trim's eyes focused momentarily. She gave it a good try. "Uhm? 'Dwould 'splain a lot. Never fought a dat."


  Plop! She melted on the spot.


  The Cranky Old Men became excited. Only the fact that Quipo had a few sober sisters chaperoning saved her from a catalog of minor indignities and vengeances.


  I became the crowd favorite. I was an ear that would listen. Every old man wanted to tell his life story. None of those had anything to do with shapeshifters.


  Part of the cost of doing business. I might have to come back someday.


  I hung in there bravely, almost as long as the moon did, but eventually the beer ran out and I fell asleep.
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  I had a hangover. Again. Surprise.


  It was not yet a classic. It was just an infant. But it had potential. This was practically the middle of the night still. Dawn was only a hint of color in the east.


  Victor nudged me with a toe in a spot that the ogre had thumped yesterday. I woke up sprawled under an olive tree, supported by cold, damp stone. The Goddamn Parrot was on a branch overhead, muttering. He made no sense but occasionally my name entered the mix. "Get up, Garrett," Victor insisted. Pain blazed through my side. Oh, no! Not another cracked rib. "Some guy is looking for you."


  Some guy? That didn't sound good. I hadn't mentioned Heaven's Gate to anybody, ever. Nor had I noticed anybody following me. Not that I'd made much effort to keep track. Crask and Sadler were in the tank. The shifters ought to be licking their wounds. Nobody else should be interested.


  "Get up, damn you!" Victor let me have it again, in the identical spot, harder. He knew what he was doing.


  Victor was a teetotaller, a member of TunFaire's smallest and most viciously bizarre cult. He was the only born-again alcohol hater at Heaven's Gate. He'd let me know again and again what he thought of me dispensing the devil's sweat.


  "Victor, you do that again, you'll need to get fitted for a wooden leg."


  Victor chose discretion. "Your party is outside the front gate."


  My party was Ritter from Relway's deck of jokers. Brother Relway was looking like a mojo man who sees all and knows all. I asked, "Don't you guys ever sleep?"


  "Sleep? What's that? Wait! Yeah! I remember. They used to let me do that when I was in the army. Once a week whether I needed it or not. Don't have time to waste on it anymore, though. This is Card." Somebody unclear, clinging to a shadow, lifted a hand but didn't speak.


  I told Ritter, "I always knew you groundpounders had it sweet but you're the first one who ever admitted it. What's happening?"


  "Boss wants you back at the Weider place."


  "That doesn't sound promising. How come?"


  "There's been another killing."


  "Shit. Who was it this time?" I should've gotten Saucerhead in there.


  "I couldn't say. Nobody told me. I'm just supposed to get you."


  "How'd you know where to find me?"


  He looked at the thing on my shoulder. "Followed the parrot droppings."


  "No, really."


  "The boss told me you were here. I don't know how he knew. I didn't ask." That cut me off quick. "I'm just a messenger, Garrett. He picked me because you'd recognize me."


  "You guys bring any transport?" Besides being hungover and achy from the ogre's handiwork I was stiff from sleeping on cold, damp stone.


  "You kidding, Garrett? You know what kind of budget we've got?"


  "Can't blame a guy for hoping. Though I expected the worst. You do that and you're never disappointed. Sometimes you're even pleasantly surprised."


  "It isn't that far, you know. Just a couple miles."


  "More like four. And I have a hangover and fresh bruises."


  "That ogre thumped you pretty good, eh?"


  Relway's crew seemed to know every breath I took. Relway had to want me to know that, too. Ritter was hardly so dumb he'd give it away if it was supposed to be a secret.


  "Just don't get in any hurry. I'll hike as fast as I can. I gotta do one thing before we go, though."


  I limped over to Shale's apartment. He lived alone. His personality guaranteed his privacy. I slipped the packet of cookies into the crook of his arm. He was a nasty old thing but he was family. The closest I had anymore.
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  Colonel Block met us on the Weider front steps. "Good morning, Garrett." He was in uniform. He dismissed Ritter and Card, eyed me as though he had developed major reservations. A large, muscular, nameless Bruno lurked close by in case Block needed a ton of muscle in a hurry.


  The mansion looked deserted from the outside. I saw no light and heard no morning bustle. People should have been stirring.


  "You came yourself?" I asked.


  "This is getting big. A definite high-level interest has developed. Things are going on that we can't see from down here in the bushes." I got the impression that he was understating—and was not about to go into detail why.


  "I didn't want to hear that. Where's Relway?"


  "Good question. I haven't seen him since yesterday."


  "He sent for me."


  "I sent for you, Garrett. Because you know these people. They need to deal with somebody familiar. They're like trapped animals right now."


  "Ritter told me there's been another murder."


  "Yeah. Guy name of Lancelyn Mac. He had a head-on with somebody who tried to force his way into the house. The cripple was there but didn't see that part happen."


  "Ty."


  "Ty, then. Talk to him. I can't tell you anything he can't."


  "Where is he?"


  "Everyone in the house is in the family dining hall. Anybody who leaves has to go with someone else. That rule applies to everybody. My people included. Nobody should be alone, ever." Which explained the muscular behemoth attached to him like a shadow, jabbering like a stone.


  "You think changers killed Lance?"


  "Maybe. Nobody else is interested in the Weiders. Are they?"


  I shrugged, sketched what I'd learned at Heaven's Gate. Block listened without interrupting.


  "Interesting," he said. "The same name cropping up, then and now. You could cobble together some weird hypotheses if you made a few assumptions about shapeshifter thinking."


  You sure could. I had one notion I wanted to bounce off the Dead Man. It regarded his hero Glory Mooncalled and plans the man might have regarding TunFaire. "They have a strategy. They have a goal. If we knew what that was, we could figure out what they'll probably do next."


  "Next time we catch one I'll be sure to be more careful about keeping it caught. They're in here."


  "Here" was the family dining room that had served as Mr. Gresser's staging area during the ill-starred engagement gala.


  

  


  


  Tinnie ambushed me at the door. "Where the hell have you been?"


  "Out white-knighting around. I rescued a maiden, then I rushed to the bedside of an old man who doesn't have long to live. I took him some cookies to ease the pain."


  "We heard about Belinda Contague. I want to talk to you about. . . ."


  Alyx materialized. Her bounce and deviltry had gone missing. She was a kid who needed somebody to tell her everything was going to be all right.


  The whole crowd seemed possessed by a universal despair.


  "Hi, Alyx. Hang in there, kid. We're going to turn it around. Gilbey. Max. Nicks. Ty. Can we get right to it?" Ty was in his wheelchair. Nicks sat nearby at a long rosewood table. Earlier that table had been shoved against the wall and piled with the goodies Gresser's people had been serving to the rest of us. Nicks was nowhere nearby mentally although she did grunt in response to my greeting.


  I needed to hone my charm skills.


  "Ty," I said. "Come walk me through what happened." All business is my middle name—even when I have a beautiful woman hanging on both arms. In my dreams.


  Block wanted to see a re-creation. Ty had refused to do it for him.


  Ty pushed his wheelchair away from the table. "I guess." His voice was flat. He was ready to give up but was going on because he was expected to go on. I'd seen it before. It might armor his soul till he passed through the dark fire.


  Nicks positioned herself behind Ty's chair. She moved like a sleepwalker.


  The remnants of this family would need a lot of help. Though if I didn't get somewhere soon, there might not be a family much longer.


  I followed Nicks into the great hall. Block followed me. I heard feet shuffle. Well. Max had invited himself along. Gilbey paced him, ready to help. Max looked like he'd aged thirty years.


  "This way," Ty murmured weakly.


  Alyx trotted along. She might be up for a fight before long.


  Ty directed Nicks to the foot of the steps to the front door. He beckoned me. "I couldn't sleep, Garrett. My back was aching and my leg was burning. I decided I'd get some work done if I was going to be awake anyway. I dragged poor Lance out and made him come down here with me to talk about how we were going to bring the furnishings back. I was in the chair, right here, looking back along the hall, when Gerris said something from up there. I was surprised to see him. He said someone was at the door. He wanted instructions. He seemed rattled. Lance said he'd take care of it."


  "Nicks," I asked, "would you walk through Lance's role? Alyx, scoot up there and be Genord."


  A snooty voice suggested, "Why not let Genord be Genord?" Genord stepped out of the gallery, which continued to grow behind Max and Gilbey.


  "Perfect. You be Genord, then. And we'll walk through it."


  Nicks positioned Ty according to his instructions. He told me, "I was saying something to the effect that I hoped Dad wouldn't insist on putting that ugly rust-bucket suit of armor back by the green colonnade when Gerris spoke."


  Genord, now at his post, stepped into sight and announced, "Sir, there's a very abusive young man here who insists on being allowed inside."


  "That's not quite right. I think he used the word obnoxious," Ty told me. "What's he want, Gerris?"


  Genord replied, "He just wants in, sir."


  Ty said, "That's when Lance said he'd take care of it. He was exhausted. He didn't want to be awake. He was in a mood to be very rude to somebody. I told him, ‘Kick his butt down the stairs if you have to.' He went straight to the door."


  I looked up at Genord. He told me, "I stayed with him. Just in case. I wasn't alert enough. Something did happen. And it was over before I could react."


  I nodded. "Go ahead. Nicks?"


  Genord moved Nicks into position at the door, returned to his own place.


  "Freeze," I told them. "Genord. Is this where everybody was? Exactly. Ty? Were you still looking up the hall?"


  Genord nodded. Ty told me, "No. I was looking over my shoulder like this. But I couldn't see anything. Lance or Gerris."


  I didn't have to bend or squat to see that he was right. You had to be two giant steps to his right even to spot the tail of Nicks' skirts.


  "But you saw it all?" I asked Genord. I was down to the unexpected eyewitness.


  He nodded. "The man was in shadow, though. And I was turned toward Master Ty when Lancelyn squawked."


  "But you got a look at the visitor when you answered the door, didn't you?"


  "I'd recognize him if I ever saw him again."


  "Did you recognize him then?"


  "Excuse me?"


  "I'm wondering if he might not have been here for the betrothal party. Possibly as one of Gresser's serving crew."


  "I see where you're going. I don't think that's possible. Though if you assume that the assassin was a shapechanger, he could have been here before in a different guise. But didn't you lock all of them up?" Genord seemed to be enjoying himself now. Was he fond of being the center of attention?


  Block observed, "Evidently the guy wasn't out to kill just anybody. Otherwise, he would've sliced you up when you opened the door. And he must not have wanted in all that badly or he would've just made his entrance over you and Ty. He's already made one kill. He'd have nothing to lose by another."


  I snapped, "He say anything to you?"


  Genord appeared rattled again. "Uh. Yeah. Let's see." Genord's snooty accent evaporated. He closed his eyes. After a deep breath he uncorked a string of rude demands for the return of a missing girlfriend. I frowned. So did everyone else. Genord stumbled. "Uh. That's what it sounded like to me. I was puzzled. That was one reason I deferred to Lancelyn. I couldn't imagine that the man had come to the wrong house." There is no other residence near the Weider mansion.


  I exchanged glances with Block. The puzzle was growing bigger. I said, "I mean did he say anything after he hit Lance. But before you answer that, tell me, are you saying that this killer was accusing Lance of stealing his woman?"


  "No." Genord appeared to be surprised by the question. "Not exactly. Well, he didn't use any names. But he must've meant Lancelyn because he kept accusing Lancelyn directly. Then he did what he did and I think he was completely stricken by it afterward. I think he panicked and ran away."


  Ty said, "There couldn't have been any girl, Genord. And you know it. I didn't hear what was said but I know a girl couldn't possibly have been the real problem. Lance told you why himself, Garrett."


  "Yeah. His thing for Kittyjo." Not to mention that only a psychic killer could have counted on Lance answering the door if he had a quarrel with Lance. "What was this guy wearing, Genord?"


  "What?"


  "He wasn't naked, was he? Give me an overall impression. Upscale? Down? Neat? Rumpled? Threadbare? How was his grooming?"


  Genord paused. He didn't seem to have thought about his much. "Uh. . . . Almost military? Yeah. That's what I'd call it. His manner was crisp. Like the training sergeants we all recall so fondly."


  He could have been describing himself.


  He was recovering fast, turning almost cocky again. A changeable guy, Gerris Genord.


  Block asked, "Did you notice an armband? Or medals. Or anything else that might connect him to a freecorps or a rightsist group?"


  "I didn't see anything to connect him to anybody or anything but death. But he stayed in the shadows."


  I took a couple of steps to the side, looked up toward the door. I told Block, "Colonel, let's you and me walk through this ourselves."


  Block looked puzzled but his instincts had been right when he had asked for a re-creation.


  Genord frowned, troubled again.


  I said, "I'll play the killer. You go be Genord. Genord, get out of the way. Nicks, you be Lance again. Ty, don't move at all. All right?"


  "Not a muscle."


  "Ahem," Tinnie said. "What're you trying to prove?"


  "I'm trying to understand what happened. Something isn't right. This doesn't make sense."


  Genord glowered.


  I checked the layout. The players were in place. I stepped outside—without closing the door, so the bogeyman couldn't get me without somebody noticing—then walked through the murder with Gerris Genord directing. Reluctantly. Then we did it again so I could see things from Lance's viewpoint. Then I told everybody, "Go back to the dining room."


  Tinnie tarried. I winked. She went but not without a frown.


  Block asked, "You got something?"


  "Maybe. It all may hinge on what could turn out to be a stupid question."


  "Seemed to me . . . I had a gut feeling. . . . But a lot of times murder just doesn't make sense."


  This one might not make sense even if it was right. "I think it happened pretty much the way we walked through. Nobody contradicted anybody."


  "But?"


  "The question. What was Gerris Genord doing awake and answering the door in the middle of the night?"


  "Shit. You're right. I never thought of that."


  "You felt it. Or you wouldn't have had a hunch. You didn't see it because Genord is supposed to answer the door."
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  "Sorry. Just family right now," I told Tinnie. "Nicks, you qualify." I considered before telling Gilbey, "And you."


  He was irked because I'd thought about it.


  "Let's go to yonder corner. Drag over some chairs." I dragged one for myself. I gathered them in a circle, knee to knee.


  "What is it, Garrett?" Max Weider was experiencing a resurrection of will. Maybe he thought something was getting accomplished. I hoped I could maintain the illusion.


  "Some of you may think this is a stupid question. But the answer could be critical. Can anybody tell me why Genord would be answering the door in the middle of the night? Even I'm not superhuman enough to stay on the job all day and all night, too."


  Ty chuckled weakly. He said nothing. In normal times he would've spoken just to remind us he was there.


  His eyes went cold when the substance of my question connected. "I didn't think of that. Gerris is always just there."


  "You don't have a night porter? Somebody like that?"


  "No."


  "Let's take it a step further, then. How do we know there was anybody at the door? We just have Genord's word."


  "Shit," Ty growled. "I never thought of that even when I was there. But Genord wouldn't—"


  Max snapped, "Why was Genord up in the middle of the night?"


  Nobody told me maybe I was good at what I do. Nobody said, hey, Garrett, maybe you're onto something. I suggested, "Why don't we ask Genord?"


  Gilbey muttered, "I'd hate to pick which one I didn't like the most, Lance or Genord, but under the circumstances—"


  "Take it easy. We don't know Genord is telling stories." I didn't want to lynch the majordomo. Yet. But I sure didn't buy the tale he'd told.


  Max raised a hand, glaring. Hard Max was back. "Get him, Garrett."


  "I'll do it," Gilbey said. He was right. In normal times he'd summon Genord.


  Manvil stayed a step behind Genord as they approached. Genord looked worried. He felt the string running out.


  I said, "I've got a problem with this thing, Genord. It goes right back to that guy at the door. Nobody saw him but you. Ty says he never heard the guy. But you said he was shouting."


  "Maybe I was so scared it just seemed like he was shouting." Genord shrugged. "I can't tell you anything else."


  "Sure you can. You can tell us what you were doing up in the middle of the night. You can tell us why you were at the front door when Ty and Lance came into the great hall."


  Genord shuffled his feet. He looked for a way out. He didn't answer me.


  "They took you by surprise, didn't they? They couldn't help but notice you. Sooner or later somebody would ask you what you were doing. You panicked. You didn't think. You just did the first damned thing that popped into your head. And that was something really stupid. Which you compounded by making up an incredibly stupid story."


  "I just answered the damned door!"


  "Sure. You heard the knock all the way up to your room on the fourth floor. Come on, Genord. You're not that clever. It's obvious you were sneaking in after being someplace you shouldn't have been. Unless you were waiting for somebody. Or maybe you really were squabbling with somebody. Somebody who didn't get out of the way fast enough when Lance came up and maybe recognized him. . . ." That couldn't be quite right. But it might be close. "Colonel Block."


  "Uhm?"


  "You did have somebody watching the house, didn't you?"


  "The shithead supposed to be out there wasn't. He sneaked off, he claims to get something to eat."


  "But don't your men operate in pairs?"


  "The other now former Guardsman wandered away even earlier. He hasn't turned up yet."


  "You kept a few too many Watchmen on the payroll."


  "Evidently. Though the first shithead did yell as soon as he found out something happened. Give him that. He did the right thing even though he knew his butt was in a sling."


  Genord relaxed visibly while Block delivered his bad news. Not a soul missed that. I asked, "Anybody got a silver coin? And a knife?"
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  Gerris Genord was no shapeshifter. But he was a villain. I had no doubt about that. He refused to talk, though. Block predicted, "He will. Eventually." A regular sibyl, he was.


  I suggested, "Check his room, Gilbey. See if there's anything there to tell why he'd blow such a cush job."


  Block's men took Genord away. He went silently but with defiant pride. I asked, "Anybody know that man well?"


  Young, old, male, female, human, or otherwise, none of the staff knew a thing. That this betrayal came hard on the heels of the other tragedies suggested treacheries of incalculable depths.


  "Did he have any particular friends?"


  Nobody even heard of Gerris Genord, suddenly. He'd never had a friend. Gerris Genord? Is that some tropical disease?


  Gilbey returned. "I've got something I want you to see, Garrett."


  "What?"


  "We didn't know Gerris well at all."


  

  


  


  "The man was a pig—" I started, but then intuited, "He was fanatically neat, wasn't he?"


  "He was." Gilbey offered me a scrap of burnt wool. I saw nothing remarkable.


  "What about it?"


  "Would you burn your clothing?"


  According to some I should. "Oh." Genord's room contained no fireplace. There was a small charcoal brazier, though, that had seen use lately, despite the season. It contained curled fragments of burned paper mixed with shredded wool remnants and crumbled charcoal. The air still stank of burnt wool.


  I said, "Genord had some time to himself before the Guard arrived."


  "Obviously. And there were comments about the smoke when we gathered everyone downstairs. I didn't think anything of it at the time. The chimneys do need work."


  I stirred clothing with a toe. "He didn't have a lot of time."


  "Only a few minutes, really."


  "Then we might still find something."


  "And look here." Gilbey indicated a large sack in a corner.


  "Looks like an army duffel bag."


  "And it is." Gilbey upended the sack. Clothing, small personal items, and trinkets cascaded to the floor. "Well. It looks like Brother Genord meant to leave his position without giving proper notice. And in a hurry. This explains why we've had so many valuables turn up missing lately."


  It did look like Genord had tried to provide himself with a handsome separation bonus. "He didn't wear jewelry, did he?" He never seemed the type.


  "No, Garrett. It's obvious he expected to have to run someday. Soon." Gilbey extracted a heavy gold pendant from the pile. "This was Kittyjo's. It was a gift from Lancelyn."


  I glimpsed something blue beneath a tattered shirt, pointed. "Bingo."


  "A rightsist armband. I never suspected that. Genord came across as a political eunuch. What group?"


  I plucked it out. "This's freecorps. Brotherhood Of The Wolf."


  Gilbey frowned. "Isn't that. . . ? "


  "An armed branch of The Call. With a really serious, hard-core reputation. This gets interestinger and interestinger." Not to mention scarier and scarier.


  We turned up nothing else. Genord had found time to do everything but get away. Which made me wonder if the armband wasn't a plant. Or if it hadn't been so special to Genord that he kept it nearby even though discovery would deepen his troubles.


  As we went back downstairs I told Gilbey, "Let's don't tell anybody but Max. If everybody knows one of The Call's people got himself arrested here, some of the goofier members of the movement might decide they have to give the Weiders lessons in how to treat their betters."


  We didn't know that could happen. Genord might have kept his work and his politics compartmented. But I didn't believe that. Not with the family and its brewery attracting so much attention lately. Not with the hard-core reputation of the Wolves.


  "Good idea. But it won't stay quiet forever."


  "Probably not." Which suggested that my next move, inevitable but one I didn't want to make, had to be undertaken soon or the opportunity would evaporate.


  I pulled Block aside as soon as we got back to the dining room. "More trouble." I slipped him the armband. "That came out of a duffel bag Genord packed after the murder. Looks like he meant to take off but didn't move fast enough."


  "The Wolves were tough, Garrett. Commando types. Genord don't fit the part."


  "Maybe he's honorary. Or he's a good actor. You never know about a guy who managed to survive the Cantard. He sure didn't stop to agonize over the morality of killing Lance even though ultimately it was a stupid thing to do."


  "There is that. But people do do stupid things when they panic. What do you think?"


  "I don't know what to think. I don't want to but I'm going to try to get inside the movement. Maybe I can find some answers there. I want you to take care of these people. Whoever's been trying to hurt them isn't finished. He hasn't gotten whatever it is he wants."


  "I'll keep this armband. I'll discuss it with Genord. You shouldn't know anything about the connection if you're going to get close to his friends."


  Good point.


  "And you might clean up a little. You'll do better if you're presentable. Consider stashing the wonder buzzard, too. Some of those people have fairly refined sensibilities."


  "They even hate parrots?"


  "They especially hate parrots with an attitude problem. You see what's happening on the streets. Call people don't believe in self-restraint. And the more they get away with the harder they push."


  Worth remembering.


  "You be careful what stories you tell about yourself, too," Block told me. "They'll know when you're stretching the truth."


  "Uhm?"


  "Relway isn't the only one watching you."


  "Really? Shit!" I have my pride. And one thing I'm proud of is that I'm good at working a tail or detecting one set on me. I hadn't noticed anyone.


  There aren't many guys that good.


  I had a bad feeling. I asked Block. He told me, "I don't know how they're doing it. Relway hasn't figured it out yet, either. You know it's a trick he'd like to have in his bag."


  I'll bet. "How bad is it?"


  "Sometimes you have an entourage."


  More agony for my bruised pride. Time for a subject change. "What do you know about the Institute for Racial Purity?"


  "I've never heard of it. What's it supposed to be?"


  I told him.


  "Something else to check in my spare time. You be careful, Garrett."


  "I'm not leaving yet." I was ready, though. But not for the place I had to go. I preferred a destination where the beds weren't stone, where I could sleep off my residual hangover without fear of interruption.
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  I plopped into a chair, told Max what I knew, what I was doing and thinking and suspecting. He was attentive. His anger burned hot enough to heat-treat steel. He didn't blame me for his pain, as a lesser man might have done.


  

  


  


  I started awake as an arm snaked around my neck. A taut bottom began making itself comfortable in my lap. "Ulp!" I said.


  The Goddamn Parrot chortled. He was watching from the chandelier.


  The behind belonged to Tinnie Tate. She was in a snuggly mood. "You fell asleep. Mr. Weider said to leave you alone because you've been working so hard." She leaned back to let me see an expression saying she thought I had him fooled.


  "And now?"


  "Go home and get some rest?" She wiggled.


  My head was so cluttered with sleep I missed her point. "I'll just find a spare room and grab a nap before I hit the road." Then, belatedly, the message soaked in. "On the other hand, there're some mysteries at home that need solving. If I have the help of an amenable assistant."


  The Goddamn Parrot snickered.


  I did need to be seen around there once in a while or some bad boy from the neighborhood would try his luck against the fear the Dead Man had woven so powerfully around our place.


  Tinnie growled. She was tired. So was I. I said so. But, like everyone who didn't have to be somewhere else, I didn't want to abandon the dining room's relative security. Block had left several men on guard there. For what good their presence might do.


  Alyx heard me talking. She decided to come over. "Want me to show you a safe place to nap, Garrett?" The devilment was back, if weakly. The stay-together-in-pairs rule remained in effect.


  "No thanks." I winked.


  Tinnie shifted to a less uncomfortable position. My reward for saying the right thing. She murmured, "How about I show you my guest room?"


  "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do."
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  Tinnie followed me to the Weider front door. She was dressed for travel in a peasant frock and sensible shoes. Stupid me, I asked, "Where do you think you're going?" Stupid me should have started discouraging her about an hour ago. Not that I could have gotten anything through all that red hair successfully.


  "With you. You need somebody with you. That's the rule."


  "I've got my talking feather duster."


  "What good is he in a fight?"


  "He squawks a lot and—"


  "Be careful how you answer this one, Garrett."


  Oh-oh. Time to make that extra effort. I had to remember my lines just right. Only I hadn't seen a copy of the playscript yet.


  Redheads will do that to you.


  So will blonds and brunettes and all the lovely ladies of every other hue.


  "All right, then. You're in. That'll cure you of wanting in. Real quick." What could happen? I was just going to visit one of Karenta's most beloved subjects at his big, safe country estate.


  

  


  


  I learned quickly that the countryside is still infested with country. It isn't my favorite part of the world. I prefer domesticated bugs, cockroaches and fleas and bedbugs. They don't get greedy if they bite at all. They don't rip off an arm and hang it in a tree to come back to later.


  It was well-groomed out there, close to town, but still way too green. "You getting tired?" I asked Tinnie. She didn't look tired. She looked fresh, sexy, full of vitality and likely to be all of those still when I collapsed.


  "You trying to get rid of me again?"


  "Again? I never. . . ." One foot starting to swing out over the abyss, I shut up.


  Maybe I was learning.


  "Oh, look!" Tinnie took off running, frisky as a fifteen-year-old. She leaped into a patch of cornflowers.


  I told her, "The blue detracts from your eyes."


  "I like them anyway. Yikes!" She jumped higher and farther than you would have believed possible for such a trim slip of a gel.


  A tiny face peered up out of the flower patch. It belonged to a grinning miniature man. Or boy, actually. He was a pint-sized teen. His grin was humorless. It was a conditioned response to the presence of big people. He was terrified. The grin was supposed to buy time while he figured out what to do.


  Flower stalks swayed behind him. I glimpsed brown-and-green homespun in motion, a flicker of golden hair tossing, tiny heels flying. Well. I chuckled. The Goddamn Parrot chuckled. I took Tinnie's hand, pulled. "Let the kids have their privacy."


  "What? You mean. . . ? "


  "Yeah."


  "Oh. Actually, that's not such a bad idea, Garrett. When you think about it."


  I do that a lot. "Well, if you really. . . ."


  "All this fresh air is getting me giddy. There's a wonderful big patch of cornflowers over there in that pasture."


  "Not to mention cows and horses."


  "I didn't know any little people still lived outside the wall. Because of the thunder-lizards. You're worried about a few cows?"


  No. There were horses over there. Eventually they would recognize me.


  But the company went to my head. "I didn't want you worrying about the livestock."


  "If they bought bullshit by the pound, you'd be the richest man in TunFaire."


  "I'll never be anything but a poor second," I replied. "While Morley Dotes is alive."


  Tinnie hiked her skirts with one hand. She ducked between the rails of the split log fence. "I'm only giving in because you keep pressuring me." She showed me a couple of hundred taunting pearly whites.


  This was my Tinnie. The argumentative evil twin her family doesn't see. Very often.


  I leaned on a fence post, the tip of my nose an inch from hers. "I just had a thought." I glanced back toward TunFaire.


  We'd passed through a small wood a while ago. The top of the Hill, a few towers, and the general miasma of evil air hanging above everything were all that could be seen of the city.


  "A naughty one, I hope."


  "Actually, it's more a troublesome one."


  "There you go getting serious again."


  "Sometimes I don't have any choice."


  "All right. What is it?"


  "Colonel Block warned me that I'm being followed around, all the time, by some very clever tails. Which would mean that somebody might be following me now."


  "Doesn't that just mean somebody takes you serious? Aren't you always complaining because people don't take you serious?"


  "Right. It's great for the ego. But it occurs to me that if I yield to temptation and vanish into a flower patch with the most stunning redhead north of the Cantard—and I can't think of anything I'd rather do—I might get trampled by watchers running to find out where I went."


  That tree line back there offered the last good cover for someone tracking me.


  Tinnie leaned a little closer. Her eyes were only halfway open. Her lips were parted. She breathed, "Most stunning?"


  "You witch."


  She laughed. "See? You forgot all about—" She stopped, stared to her right.


  Somebody had left the wood. Somebody who was in no hurry. Somebody who whistled while he scuffed along the dusty road.


  Staying close, Tinnie whispered, "It's still a good idea, Garrett. Maybe on the way home."


  "Sooner or later."


  A rumble like the stir of remote thunder came from up ahead. We would reach another tree line in half a mile. The rumble came from beyond that. "Now what?" Tinnie asked.


  "Horsemen. A whole bunch."


  The stroller behind us caught the sound. He vaulted the fence and disappeared into tall pasture grass on the other side of the road. Hmm.


  I got myself over on Tinnie's side fast. "Head for those tall weeds."


  "Why?"


  "Because we don't know who's making that racket. It could be somebody we don't really want to know."


  "Oh."


  

  


  


  The war taught me to suffer inconveniences and discomfort stoically, so I only grumbled a little about the thistles in the weed patch. Tinnie was more vocal. Poor spoiled city girl. But she did clam up, bug-eyed, when a squadron of centaurs hove into sight. They were all males with the hard look of campaign veterans. They maintained a warlike traveling formation. They were armed and alert. The army wouldn't like this. I didn't count them but there had to be at least sixteen.


  They might have been looking for something. They didn't see it in the pastures, though. They moved on quickly.


  "What was that about?" Tinnie asked when the coast was clear. "What are they doing all the way up here?"


  We had watched centaurs from hiding together before, a while back, in the Cantard, which is where centaurs properly belong.


  "I don't know. But those guys weren't your everyday refugees."


  "I don't like it."


  "It isn't far now. North English's dump is just past the next bunch of trees." I hoped. I'd never been invited out.
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  Marengo North English's digs were typical of Karenta's ultra-wealthy gentry. The centerpiece was a huge red-brick manor house that crowned a knoll half a mile behind a tall hedge of some plant consisting mostly of thorns. There was a lot of green grass, numerous well-groomed trees, sheep, cattle and neat military squares of tents. An illustration of the place would have overlooked the livestock and bivouac. Workaday aspects of the rural idyll always get overlooked.


  "You ever been here?" I should've asked earlier.


  "No. I always heard he's kind of reclusive." She indicated the tents. "Lot of relatives visiting. You been here?"


  "My folks never moved in these circles." Tinnie started putting on her shoes. She'd been going barefoot, claiming she wanted to feel the dust squish between her toes. They were very nice toes, even dusty-dirty. But I decided to study the hoofprints outside the gate instead. Numerous oddly shod hooves had milled around there recently. Or maybe it was just a trick of the light. The day was getting on.


  "Why isn't anybody on guard?" Tinnie asked, between shoes. She danced on one foot while she tried getting a shoe onto the other, tucked up behind her. Her effort had its moments.


  I'd been wondering myself. Was North English that confident? I didn't believe it. Not in this world. Not this near TunFaire. The gods themselves aren't that confident. I kicked at hoofprints. "It worries me, too." Those centaurs hadn't looked like they'd been in a fight.


  "Should we head back?"


  "It's late. It'd be dark before we got to the gate." In darkness, outside the wall, is nowhere I want to be. Call it prejudice. The owners and workers of manors, farms, orchards, and vinyards get by just fine. Those without stout walls just dive into deep cellars via twisty, tight tunnels if the big thunder-lizards come calling. Anything else they kill before it kills them.


  I don't take risks if I don't have to.


  The night can hold things worse than death in the jaws of a hungry beast.


  "You scared, Garrett?"


  "Sure. You understand what I'm doing? If you don't, you'd better start—"


  "We're a team, big boy. You and me and our ugly baby."


  The Goddamn Parrot lifted his head long enough to give her a baleful look. I looked balefully at our surroundings. The spread seemed almost lifeless.


  "Something I can do for you folks?"


  Here came the missing guard, out of a cluster of evergreens not far inside the gate, next to the road. He was buttoning his trousers. He had trouble concentrating on his fingerwork. He was stunned by Tinnie.


  I know the feeling. I get it all the time.


  "Name's Garrett. I'm doing some work for Marengo. He was supposed to leave word—"


  "I guess he did. I recognize the name." His nose wrinkled. "But he's not here. There's a big rally tonight." He checked Tinnie again, probably wondering if she'd like to change her luck in men.


  Things are bad when groat-a-dozen Brunos take on airs. Maybe belonging to The Call boosts your self-confidence.


  He said, "Go on up to the house. Front door only. Someone will be waiting."


  I lifted an eyebrow, started walking. Tinnie grabbed my arm. The gateman looked sad, soulful, constipated. Life just isn't fair.


  "You little heartbreaker," I told my little heartbreaker.


  "What?"


  "You completely destroyed that man just by walking away with me."


  "What are you talking about?" She never noticed.


  Then she bumped me with her hip.


  Devil woman.
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  Somebody was waiting. She was long and lean and looked surprisingly regal observing our approach from above. She also looked like she had a sudden toothache come on. I don't think she was glad to see me.


  Tinnie offered me another solid hip bump. "That's for what you're thinking."


  The woman must be half Loghyr.


  Miss Montezuma seemed less than thrilled to see Miss Tate, too, but put her disappointment aside. She was cool, elegant, imperial. This lady was always in control. "Welcome to The Pipes, Mr. Garrett. Miss Tate. You've chosen an inopportune time to visit. Everyone's gone to town. Tonight is supposed to be important for the movement."


  We joined Miss Montezuma on the porch. I considered the manor, which dated from the middle of the last century and was supposed to be a minor fortress. Some tightwad had been skimping on the maintenance. It needed a lot of exterior work. The surrounding protective ditch hadn't been cleared out in a generation. If I had friends like Marengo's, I'd keep it filled with acid and alligators.


  I surveyed the vast lawns. Or pastures. They were pretty enough. One frazzled kid was trying to convince some sheep that they wanted to head back to their paddocks. "Everybody went? Even Marengo?" North English never included himself in The Call's public exercises. "What happened out there?" One area of lawn was torn up, as though cavalry had fought there. Maybe the livestock had been folkdancing.


  Tama Montezuma frowned. "The cattle or sheep must have done it. Tollie has no help at all."


  "Why did everybody go?"


  "Marengo doesn't tell me everything. But he did say tonight will be a turning point for The Call and Karenta."


  "It's a shame I missed him."


  Miss Montezuma's gaze brushed Miss Tate. "Isn't it?"


  My luck turns fantastic when there's no possibility of benefiting.


  Tinnie kicked my ankle. I glanced at her. She had a flower petal in her hair.


  The Goddamn Parrot snickered.


  "So what do I do now?"


  "'Come in. Have supper. I was about to start my own. Then I'll find you rooms. It's too late to go back to town. And you might not want to be there anyway. We could talk about why you came out. Maybe I can help."


  I said, "Ouch!"


  "Sorry." Miss Busyfeet took her heel off my big toe. "I'm so clumsy today." The Goddamn Parrot snickered again.


  Who am I to argue with a beautiful woman?


  She could've left her shoes off, though.


  The Goddamn Parrot began to dance on my shoulder. He had not yet eaten today. He said something. It was just a mumble, garbled, along the usual lines but intelligible only to me.


  I hoped.


  The impact of the presence of two beautiful women must have weakened the spell binding his beak. Or we were too far away from the Dead Man for him to control that beak completely. Or His Nibs had become too distracted to stay on that job—or maybe he had turned routine buzzard management over to one of his less attentive subsidiary minds. None of those were very bright.


  Certainly he would not have taken his attempt to mislead rightsist observers so far as to abandon completely his ability to spy on me. That would deprive him of so many opportunities to gather ammunition for future nag sessions.


  Yes, Old Bones was still out there somewhere, playing his own hand, involved in some way, whatever appearance he tried to project. This case touched upon too many of his fascinations for his defection to be complete and real.


  "You're so sweet," Tinnie said. She scratched the quacking feather duster's head. "How come you never say things like that, Garrett?"


  Tama Montezuma offered me a dose of my own medicine. She raised one eyebrow and smiled a thin little smile that dared me to open my yap.


  I took that dare. "Shut your beak, you perverted vulture." To the multitalented Miss Montezuma, I said, "Besides reporting in I hoped to do some research on shapeshifters."


  She jumped. "Research? On shapeshifters? Here?" Ha! I'd blindsided her with that.


  "The Royal Library referred me to The Call's Institute For Racial Purity. Which is supposed to have a library chock-full of books about nonhumans."


  "Oh. That. I'm amazed any outsiders take it seriously. The books are piled all over the old dining hall. They keep collecting books without knowing what to do with them. They can't get anybody who knows anything to come out here. I suspect because they think a librarian should work out of conviction instead of for a salary."


  "They" probably meant Marengo North English, well-known skinflint.


  Tinnie said, "Sounds like a job for Garrett. He can read and everything."


  "I'm no good at organizing." Which was why I hired Dean, way back when. The old boy started out part-time. Next thing I knew he'd moved in.


  "You hungry?" Miss Montezuma asked.


  "Famished," Tinnie chirped. I didn't doubt it. The woman could eat a whole roast pig and never gain an ounce.


  I smiled over her shoulder, nodded. I didn't want Miss Montezuma thinking my friend did all my talking for me.


  Tama was amused. "I'll take you past the library on our way to the kitchen. You can poke around there after we eat."


  "Marengo won't mind?"


  "Marengo isn't here."


  "Doesn't seem to be anybody here." There was no sign of staff although Marengo's shanty dwarfed the Weider hovel. "Though how you can tell in all this gloom. . . ." Hardly a candle was evident.


  "There aren't any servants anymore," Miss Montezuma replied. "And we're frugal with all consumables. If we need light to work, we'd better get the job done in the daytime. Though I suppose I could find a lamp for you."


  They just fall at my feet, willing to do anything.


  "There aren't any windows in the old dinner hall."


  The Goddamn Parrot snickered.


  "You better do something about that sneeze, bird." I asked Miss Montezuma, "What's going on? They say Marengo is tight, but. . . ."


  "The Cause is a vampire. Its hunger never goes away. He has to cut back somewhere."


  Did North English start out less rich than everybody thought? The impedimenta of great wealth seemed plentiful enough, if old and mostly threadbare. "At least he hasn't had to sell the candlesticks to make ends meet."


  "Don't be cynical. Marengo believes he has a divine mission."


  I doubted that, being a cynic. "What about Miss Tama Montezuma?"


  "It doesn't matter what Miss Montezuma thinks. She's just Marengo's fancy woman."


  "If I buy that, will you try to sell me maps to hoards of fairy gold? Bargain-priced?"


  "I'm sure Miss Tate is far too alert and levelheaded to let me take advantage of you."


  I didn't look at Miss Tate. I had a feeling Miss Tate would be hard at work restraining her redhead's temper. My smirk might overtilt the load.


  "I'm curious," Tinnie said, reasonably enough. "If you have no servants, how do you eat?"


  "I cook better than I do what I'm famous for."


  Whew!


  Miss Montezuma cooked very well indeed. With Tinnie and I following her instructions we collaborated in constructing a meal featuring a wild rabbit Tama claimed to have caught herself. "A woman of many talents," Tinnie observed.


  "Yeah." I made a mental note to check Miss Montezuma's background. Street legend didn't dwell on her antecedents, which was unusual. Everybody loves a scandal.
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  During supper I was ordered to call Miss Montezuma Tama and learned that North English's place really was deserted.


  The man from the gate was named Stucker. He avoided conversation with a passion. Tollie was a Montezuma-stricken fourteen-year-old who managed the livestock. There was a silent old man who had one eye and a hook for a right hand. Venable constituted security at The Pipes. Venable thought thunder-lizards were the most wonderful things the gods ever created. He couldn't understand why they were unpopular. He could go on about them forever. He kept a pack of his own as pets and security associates. They would have the run of the estate tonight. Venable claimed his babies only ate strangers.


  I suspected that, if you got yourself eaten, Venable's position would be that you couldn't possibly have been friendly.


  An advantage of thunder-lizards as guards is their stupidity. You can't bullshit them. But stupid is exploitable, too. They'll forget everything and go for the snack if you toss them something like, say, a squawking parrot with his wings clipped.


  Tama discouraged table talk, though Venable wanted to bring me up-to-date on things to do with thunder-lizard fandom. Tollie couldn't stand to look at Tinnie or do much more than croak if he tried to talk to Tama.


  After supper we headed for the library. I insisted. Marengo might say no if we waited. His racist treasures might be damaged by eyetracks.


  Long ago I learned that nobody wants to share information that looks like a resource.


  The room set aside for the library was huge and cluttered. Most of the stuff there had to predate any notion of a specialized library. Some, I'd bet, predated any notion of Marengo North English.


  Tama said, "Marengo wants to set up his research center here. But he's never found time to get started."


  I got the impression she'd heard talk till she didn't listen anymore. "It's not like he's short on manpower. He could drag in a bunch of true believers and set up in a day."


  "He's too paranoid."


  "Yeah?" I set my lamp on a dusty side table, assayed the job ahead. Books were jumbled into small wooden crates in no obvious pattern. Scrolls were tied in bundles of four or five. I selected a bundle. "How do you feel about what he's trying to do?"


  "My thoughts aren't consulted." She wasn't going to offer an opinion.


  Did she know anyone well enough to take that risk?


  Tinnie prowled the room slowly. She used her lamp to illuminate books where they lay, maybe hoping to luck onto something. Luck did seem as sensible a strategy as any. She harrumphed.


  I said, "Miss Montezuma, you're being disingenuous. I asked your personal opinion, not if you're a consultant to the Inner Council of The Call."


  "Tama, Garrett. Tama. Listen to me. I'm Marengo's companion. His mistress. Strictly utilitarian. What I think doesn't matter any more than what the chamber pot thinks. Unless one of us actually says something. I like my life here." Most of the time, her eyes said.


  "And when the bloom begins to fade?"


  She understood. She'd thought about that. That was obvious immediately.


  I recalled how North English had slobbered over Belinda.


  Uncle Marengo was in a mood to expand his horizons.


  I dropped the subject.


  Tinnie exercised uncharacteristic self-restraint. "Here's something." Her timing was flawless. The volume she handed me looked like it might actually be useful. It was Werebeasts: The Monsters That Walk Like Men.


  The title turned out to be the most interesting part of the book. It dealt only with people who turn into wolves or bears or big cats or critters of a more mythological conviction. Those gods or devils who turn into eagles or snakes or whatnot, with no problems in the weight differential department, were the only self-directed changers mentioned. The creatures I wanted to demystify were anything but divine.


  Tama neither dug in nor read over my shoulder. Was she illiterate? Probably. A pity but common enough, especially among women. I learned to read and write because that was a good way to kill time in the long, dull intervals between war's storms of high terror. A lot of guys did. It was encouraged. Written communications get less garbled over time and distance. Karenta's more literate forces proved marginally more efficient and effective than Venageta's over the war's final generation.


  Now Karenta's masters are troubled. They have begun to suspect that allowing commoners access to books may have been a grave mistake. Literacy puts crazy ideas into heads more useful when empty. Books let guys who have been dead for a hundred years pass on the one original notion they ever had, which meant immortality for countless social insanities.


  There was scare talk about the mob possibly teaching their young to read, too, thereby perpetuating the abomination. Today's free-thinking insanity might continue for generations. It might destabilize the natural order.


  Few girls get much education. Tinnie is an exception because amongst the Tates everybody produces. The Tates are more like dwarves than people, some ways. Tinnie manages their bookkeeping.


  In time, Tama said, "I'm no night person, Garrett. And I've been up late a lot recently. I need to get to bed."


  I missed her point. She reiterated, more directly.


  "I need to hit the sack, Garrett. Marengo will strangle me if I leave you unsupervised."


  "Oh."


  "I'll show you your rooms. I'll trust you not to sneak off with the North English family treasure during the night."


  Without light, tippytoeing between the thunder-lizard pups? Wouldn't Venable be pleased?


  I didn't run with Tama's straight line. Tinnie waited for it, watching me with smouldering eyes.


  Tinnie noted Tama's mention of rooms, plural, as in closed doors for everybody, maybe with nobody knowing where anybody was.


  I got assigned first, presumably on the assumption that Tinnie was less likely to go rambling.


  It was very dark in my room, beyond the circle cast by Tama's lamp. "There's your bed," she told me. "The chamber pot is underneath. I'll see you and the bird tomorrow." She took off with Tinnie.


  I had returned to the door without killing myself on stealthy furniture, leaned into a hallway filled with darkness. The women were out of sight already. Tinnie hadn't left a trail of bread crumbs covered with foxfire. Bad girl. Or maybe not bad enough.


  The Goddamn Parrot chuckled softly.


  I was beginning to wonder if having the old gutter-beak version of the bird back might not be preferable.


  "There are things in the dark," I told him. "Beware!" I shuffled to the bed, undressed.
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  The bed was a fine great mass of down that gulped me whole. I was asleep in seconds, too exhausted to be long disappointed by my solitude.


  Nor was I disappointed when, later, I wakened to discover solitude's end. "Did you use a ball of string to mark the way?"


  Tinnie hissed, "How did you know it was me?"


  "Who else?"


  "How about that gaunt witch Montezuma? Or has she been here already?"


  I know it's you because I know the scent of your hair and the shape and feel of the rest of you, I didn't say out loud. Also, you are less bony than, not to mention shorter than, the aforementioned gaunt witch. "Not yet, she hasn't. I find it hard to believe myself but not everybody finds me as irresistible as you do."


  "Oh? I'm the weak one? You want me to show you just how resistible you really are?"


  "Hold it down, will you? You'll wake the parrot up."


  "Now you're trying to shush me up?"


  I knew just the thing to shush her up. But it didn't take for very long. It never does, partly because Tinnie really likes being shushed up.


  

  


  


  Two unpleasant things happened at the same time. The Goddamn Parrot broke out in some kind of sea chanty about swords and silver and dead men while someone else gave me a quick, savage finger poke with a nail probably specially sharpened for the task. A soreness upon my ribs suggested that the offending digit had struck several times previously. A whisper accompanied the pain. "Garrett! Somebody's in here with us!" It was not a quiet whisper. The woman was not ashamed.


  I groaned, "You're evil. Let me rest."


  The bird shrieked like his just deserts were trying to get hold of him. Tinnie snarled, "Garrett! There's somebody in here, dammit!" Which pronouncement was followed immediately by a racket as somebody tripped over some sly and belligerent bit of furniture.


  The Goddamn Parrot screamed rape. Tinnie screamed fire, presumably on the assumption that that was more likely to get attention. I yelled, "Be quiet!"


  As I climbed out of bed, feeling around for something suitable for bashing undesirable visitors, furniture crashed nearer and nearer the door. Said door opened. For an instant a hunched shape shown in silhouette against a ghostly light from the corridor. Before the door closed I had taken advantage of that light to navigate past two pieces of furniture that would have ambushed me otherwise because they did not seem to be where I remembered them. A third piece, more patient than the others, waited till the door closed to move into position.


  The impact of plunging headfirst into a wall—even with my arms thrown forward to absorb it—was enough to leave me groggy and seeing double. Which I was doing when I opened the door and leaned out cautiously.


  My night visitor was moving away fast, vaguely illuminated by a weak lantern trailing from her left hand. Her? The figure looked something like Tama, and also a little like the herd boy Tollie, yet distorted. Perhaps by the crack taken by my noggin. So maybe the sweet thing had considered offering some special hospitality and been panicked by hearing Tinnie speak as she was sneaking up on me. Maybe. It could happen.


  I could not think of a reason why the kid would want to sneak in on me. Unless he thought he was entering Tinnie's room.


  Whichever, how come the wannabe visitor's other hand was hanging on to a hatchet or cleaver or some such large, heavy, sharp piece of metal?


  "Who was it?" Tinnie whispered from behind me.


  "I don't know."


  "I'll bet I can guess."


  "No doubt you can. To the bleakest possibility. And make it all my fault."


  "Hey, that's your place, lover. In the wrong. You think we should barricade the door? Just in case?"


  "I think we should barricade the door." If what I thought I saw was real, that was one nasty piece of iron. "Just in case. But you'd better hope they don't hold bed check over to your room."


  "I sleepwalk."


  Right. We moved some furniture. Then we went back to bed. Then, somehow, I got distracted and ended up falling asleep before I had a chance to spend any time figuring out what had just happened.
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  If Tama Montezuma knew anything about or had had anything to do with or had any feelings about the previous night's events, she gave no sign at breakfast. "Good morning, Garrett. I would've wakened you earlier but Tinnie told me you haven't been getting much sleep lately."


  Damn! I never warned Tinnie. But she was all right so it didn't matter.


  "He seldom gets up before the crack of noon, anyway," Tinnie said. "This's way early for him."


  "Hey!" I protested. Then, "Never mind. Tama, Tinnie tells me you've had word that Marengo is headed home."


  "A messenger came a few hours ago. Said Marengo is on his way. And that he won't be in a good mood." For just an instant her eyes seemed shifty, evasive, troubled. "Last night didn't work out for him."


  "How come he left you here?" I had been thinking about that and, not being a major aficionado of Marengo North English, had developed some suspicions concerning Marengo and his interest in female persons who were not his wife or niece. I refused to believe that North English was so devoted to his convictions that he had gone off to help bully TunFaire's nonhuman population.


  "A dangerous level of confrontation was anticipated." That sounded like a quote from Marengo. "But before you jump to any conclusions, I chose to remain here." And that sounded like the truest thing she had said for a while.


  I glanced at Tinnie. Her thoughts had taken her elsewhere.


  I hadn't seen anything yesterday to suggest that something dramatic was going happen. On the other hand, I had spent the whole day distracted. Tinnie's presence seldom left me with attention to spare.


  Still, you tend not to overlook big gangs of guys all dressed in brown marching back and forth singing and busting heads wherever they find somebody not dressed in brown and marching and singing their favorite songs.


  I didn't pursue my question. Tama volunteered, "He said it would be too dangerous." Her mask of control had begun to show cracks.


  The missing mob began returning.


  First to appear were a dozen freecorps types who roared through the house demanding food. They were ragged. I observed, "The other guys must really look bad." Slings and head bandages were plentiful. Smiles and laughter were not.


  Maybe the other guys never got their hands dirty.


  Rightsists kept turning up, alone, in pairs, in small bands. Many were injured. The mood was grim. I suspected some wouldn't return at all.


  They paid me no attention. They even ignored Tinnie.


  "What's with those guys?" I asked Tama, back in the library at last. She'd spent some time helping feed them. "They don't act human."


  "They got their butts kicked. Their big show turned on them."


  Damn! TunFaire had long dreaded some huge demonstration by The Call. And I missed it. Out of town. Gone fishing.


  Was I lucky, or what?


  "How come they don't notice you or Tinnie? None of those guys is over a hundred."


  "Marengo is inflexible when it comes to what he considers correct behavior. He has made it clear he considers correct behavior a hallmark of the superior being. These men are all superior beings. Therefore, they must conform to the highest standards. Your friend and I are spoken for. It would be incorrect behavior for them to surrender to their natural inclinations. They must show themselves to be the superior creatures they claim to be. Marengo insists. And Marengo pays the bills." Tama said every word with a face so straight you knew she wanted to explode in giggles. She whispered, "I'll tell you a secret, though. When they're in the city, surrounded by persons of other stations and Other Races, they act their ages and classes."


  "You can take the boy out of life but you can't take the life out of the boy."


  "I'll bet you know what you're talking about, too. Tut-tut."


  I had tried to talk to several men, in passing. I'd gotten nothing but grunts and scowls for my trouble. It didn't seem politic to press. "Did they get into it with centaurs?"


  "Centaurs?" Tama seemed startled. She recovered quickly. "I don't think so. It just seems all the Other Races were ready to fight. The rioting grew bad enough that troops were sent in, some places."


  Bet that didn't do much good. Short-timers who thought just like The Call weren't going to be fanatics about defending nonhumans. Their real mission would be to ensure the sanctity of the property of wealthy friends of The Call, anyway, probably.


  Call me cynical.


  The Call's strategy was no secret. They'd been pursuing it on a small scale for weeks. They wanted to terrorize nonhumans and destroy their property so they would flee TunFaire. Last night's riots would've been intended to become so intense and widespread that the Crown could do nothing but let them run their course.


  The Inner Council of The Call had expected the night to be a watershed. They'd counted on the fire of human resentment to flare out of control everywhere.


  It hadn't happened. They'd gotten limited support and unlimited resistance.


  The fire had blown back into their faces. The most militant nonhumans had been ready for them. Somebody had snitched on The Call.


  It wasn't an ignominious defeat, though. It was just an acute embarrassment.
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  Tinnie and I—ever chaperoned by Tama—worked out a system for identifying and reviewing books of potential interest. She sorted and identified. I read. Nothing turned up quickly. I fell behind Tinnie, normally an intriguing place to be.


  She asked, "All right if I start a separate pile for stuff that's not in Karentine?"


  "I guess." We'd need translators, too? I sneezed. "Wish we could do something about this dust."


  The door opened. "Miss Montezuma? Are you. . . ? Ah. There you are." The speaker was an old man with a bad artificial leg. His trip to town must have been hell. "The chief is expected soon. He's probably wounded."


  "Probably?" Tama was moving already.


  "Reports vary. Sometimes he's in critical condition. Sometimes he's only scuffed up a little."


  "But he is hurt? Garrett. Tinnie. I have to go."


  "Have fun." I was sure that the direst reports about North English's condition would originate closest to him. I'd seen him in action.


  "Come on, Garrett. You know I can't leave you alone."


  I let another great line slide.


  As we strolled the hallway in Tama's wake Tinnie remarked, "You're learning."


  "Huh?" Wasn't I?


  "You've stopped sticking your foot in every time somebody opens a door a crack."


  "Did I miss something?"


  "I doubt it. But if you did, so much the better."


  Pain is a great teacher, darling.


  Tama went out onto the same high porch where she'd awaited us. We joined her in time to see Marengo North English's coach arrive. Armed horsemen accompanied it. They were ragged. Bandages were common.


  Somebody loved Marengo. A military-style honor guard turned out. So did a haphazard medical team.


  How bad had it gotten? There was no smoke over the city so folks hadn't started burning each other out yet, but if there were many casualties, it could turn nastier fast.


  Clearly, the fun had gone out of dressing up and bullying the neighbors.


  An ugly little devil-worm of a word wriggled through the muck in the pit of my mind. I hoped it didn't get out and infect these guys. They were in a mood to embrace the demon.


  Its name was War.


  On Marengo's estate, where there were no pesky nonhumans to make them look bad, the members of several Call freecorps sparkled, though guys with different armbands seemed to have scant patience with one another. Did they fight each other when nobody else was handy?


  The medical crew whisked North English out of his coach, onto a stretcher, headed for the house fast. From where I stood Marengo looked like a genuine casualty.


  Up close he was grimly pale, like he'd lost a lot of blood. He was still leaking. His clothing had been destroyed by people eager to patch him up.


  He was awake and aware. He frowned blackly when he saw me. His gaze jerked to Tama suspiciously. Tinnie joined me. North English's suspicion faded. He knew about us.


  What was his problem?


  Tama fussed over North English. Sounded like she meant it, too.


  It wasn't necessary to fake everything in the deal she had.


  She moved with the litter, spewing orders. She knew what she was doing. She'd had practical medical experience sometime.


  The Pipes crowd seemed accustomed to the presence of mysterious strangers. Nobody questioned us. We were with the boss's woman. He'd seen us himself and hadn't had a stroke. We must be all right.


  I did have to field questions about my shoulder ornament. Fortunately, the Goddamn Parrot kept his beak shut. I didn't have to explain how I'd become a ventriloquist. Unfortunately, none of those bold young warriors were in the market for a pet. "Think what a wonderful mascot he'd make," I said. "Put him on your standard and have him squawk insults at dwarves. . . ."


  The bird squawked an insult at me. It was incoherent but it was there.


  Few of the returnees were alert. Mostly they just flopped down somewhere and closed their eyes, safe for the moment.


  I remembered that from the islands. After a long, hard, emotionally draining fight, the moment we felt safe we surrendered to exhaustion by collapsing on the spot.


  I picked a guy who didn't look as beat as some. "What happened?"


  He focused on me momentarily, remembered seeing me with Tama. He shrugged. "Somebody tipped them off. I thought it was gonna be the great big ole hairy-assed mother first night of the Cleansing. I thought we was going to hit the skells and skuggs everywhere, all at the same time. Not just The Call and Theverly but all the groups and freecorps."


  That's what they were doing at Weider's the other night. Slapping the last coat of paint on their plan. Using a joyous occasion to mask the stir of darkness. "So somebody leaked it, eh?"


  "They was waiting." Like that said everything that needed saying. Misfortune hadn't robbed him of his sense of humor, though. He observed, "Ogres is bad in a street fight."


  "They are hard to dent. I speak from joyless experience."


  A blond character, shorter and younger than me, born with a board strapped to his back and a chip on his shoulder, stalked into the morning light. He spotted Tinnie, used her as a landmark by which to locate me, came over. "You Garrett?"


  I confessed.


  "The commander wants to see you."


  "North English?"


  "Is there another?"


  "I'm new at this. I thought maybe Colonel Theverly—"


  "Follow me, please."


  I did. I caught Tinnie's hand as I passed her.
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  Tama was working on North English when we joined them in a room reminiscent of Max Weider's study—though this was much larger. If the weather turned bad, the freecorps goofs could hold their maneuvers indoors. A world of plotting could be managed from there. The gloomy nether reaches contained maps hung above sand tables boasting miniature structures that looked familiar.


  Two guys with spears for spines and no imaginations were camped between us and the tables, I guess in case I suffered one of my outbreaks of curiosity.


  Good to see they trusted me as much as I would've had I been the old boy getting mummified. "Sir," I said as the officer and I approached, "you wanted me?" He looked less determinedly antagonistic now.


  "Tama says you came to see me." His voice was weak and high but stronger than I'd expected. He winced as Tama swabbed an abrasion. Naked to the waist, he was a pasty, doughy sort of man.


  Also a lucky sort. He hadn't been treated kindly. He had suffered cuts and stab wounds and bad abrasions most men couldn't have survived.


  I said, "I wanted to bring you up-to-date." He lacked enthusiasm. In his position it would be hard to be enthusiastic about anything less than life itself.


  I edited my story only slightly. If I was being followed, my movements were no secret. Anything I'd learned, if I'd learned anything, could be learned by others. There was little point holding out. And none to revealing that I was reporting to Block and Relway, too.


  I was up to the centaurs. "They were a military unit. Disguised but definitely veterans."


  North English waved a hand. "Wait a minute." He pushed Tama away.


  I waited while he ordered his thoughts. That took a while.


  "Let me get something straight. You had no idea The Call would begin the Cleansing last night?"


  "Not a glimmer. But you're the only one I know who'd know about it. You didn't warn me."


  "But you're generally well informed and a keen observer. You would have noticed anything obvious." He seemed to be having trouble thinking.


  "I thought so myself."


  "If you didn't notice, then it wasn't something we did that gave us away." My guess was, he'd just realized that he had a rat in his walls. "Tama. Miss Tate. I want to chat with Mr. Garrett privately. Ed. You and your men step out with the ladies."


  Ed was the officer who had delivered me. Apparently body-guarding was among his duties. He was scandalized. "Sir, I wouldn't recommend—"


  "Do it, Ed."


  Ed stopped arguing.


  Tinnie didn't want to leave, either. Tama didn't want to leave. They did not argue. Marengo North English was in charge.


  I chuckled. "You got Ed worried, boss."


  North English frowned at my familiarity. "Possibly. And that's my fault. He took the same attitude yesterday, I told him to go away—and I ended up lucky to be alive."


  "How bad is it?"


  "I told you, I was lucky. Damned lucky. They meant to kill me but a gang of dwarves looking for rightsists to fight popped up and attacked them."


  "I'm confused," I confessed. "Maybe you started in the middle. Dwarves saved you? From human attackers? Why would they do that?" It was interesting that terror and pain would put him into such a talkative mood. But why with me?


  "They didn't recognize me. And the men who attacked me were disguised as members of the movement."


  "Maybe they were."


  "Possibly. That's not a thought I cherish. But I do have rivals. Although I don't think any of these men were that because I didn't recognize any of them. Even so, I did want Ed and the others out of here so we could speak freely."


  "About what?"


  "You must look into what happened while you're doing whatever else it is that you're doing. I'm particularly interested in knowing who those men were. I am confident that they were specifically committed to the extinction of Marengo North English and my survival is due only to an ironic twist of fate."


  "I still feel like we're going sideways."


  "I'll start from the beginning. Last night was a big night for The Call. We'd planned for months. We put it off several times because we thought we could make a bigger splash later. But now we were coming up on the dwarfish New Year. We had to move before all their rustic cousins came to town for the holidays."


  North English composed his thoughts carefully before he continued. He was much more businesslike than he had been at Weider's.


  "As you may suspect, like you, I have a taste for toothsome ladies. Not long ago I met someone new and intriguing. She seemed equally interested. Last night presented a perfect opportunity to pursue the possibilities. The Cleansing provided a reason to be away from The Pipes. And there was nothing I could contribute to actual operations short of getting out in the street throwing brickbats with the others."


  I listened for hints of hypocrisy. I still had trouble picturing Marengo North English as a true believer.


  Maybe the insincerity existed only in my imagination.


  "So you had a date. Rough trade, too, looks like."


  "I walked into an ambush. I couldn't have been much stupider. Ed warned me but I wouldn't listen. It's the way men get."


  "Sometimes," I admitted, having been there.


  "It's only sheer fool luck that I'm here now." He snuck a glance to see if I was conscious of the irony.


  I eschewed any observation about fools and drunks. "Are you heading somewhere?"


  "I am. Yes." Pause. Deep breath. "Eight of the most influential men in the movement were murdered last night. Somebody tried to kill Bondurant Altoona. Burned his house down. But he wasn't inside." Did I hear disappointment? "Ladora Ankeny was hurt worse than I was, poor woman. I was attacked, of course. Set up and attacked."


  "Thought you and old Bondurant didn't get along."


  "We don't. He's not well liked. We left him out of our plans. But he did hear somehow and left home—to get in the way, if I know the man at all—just before the fires started."


  Maybe. "Were the attacks coordinated?"


  "I believe they were."


  "Why?" I meant why did he think that but that wasn't what he heard.


  "The assassins were all human. I can't believe that there's that kind of opposition among our own people. There're only two kinds of humans." Eyes calculating, he paused to read my expression. "Those who're with us and those who're with us but haven't yet awakened."


  You might be surprised, boss. "You know who got killed, right? Who they were could tell you why. What did they have in common?"


  Evidently North English didn't want to face that question. He had an answer already that didn't please him.


  "So?" I asked, noting that he was still trying to read me.


  "Everyone attacked was involved in fund-raising. Or made decisions concerning raising funds. I think I might be the only one who could see that connection. So maybe that was why I was targeted."


  Which offered us both an answer he didn't want to face—along with a reason why.


  He'd slipped off to meet Belinda, jumping right into a honey trap. And now his ego hurt worse than his body because he feared he'd been set up from the beginning.


  Belinda was her father's daughter, with extra weapons. She could blind men with their natural weakness. And she had no concept of mercy.


  I said, "If you play on their ground, you obey their law. Only the strong survive. You mess with their money, they kill you. Unless you kill them. They don't think like kings and generals. Or like you. They don't send soldiers to attack your soldiers. They'll kill your men only if they get in the way. They want you. Once you're dead your soldiers are no longer a problem."


  That seemed the obvious way to operate, too. I've never understood why, when we caught a big-time Venageti wizard or general or noble, we'd always ransom him. Or even just let him go if he promised not to fight anymore.


  I wondered what Belinda would say about last night. Not that I'd ask. I try to separate business and friendship. If a friendship is what we have.


  I told North English, "I've known these people a long time. I'm surprised they've been as tolerant as they have."


  That startled Marengo. "Tolerant?"


  "By their standards."


  "It wasn't my intent to engage in criminal activities, Mr. Garrett. I'm the most visible Call leader but not the only one. Not even the supreme one. Other groups started raising money that way a long time ago. I opposed the plan when the Council proposed it. I reminded them that The Call wasn't founded as a criminal conspiracy. I reminded them that one of our missions is to set an example. We can't cut corners because our cause is just. If we do, we're no better than the Other Races. And it sets a precedent we'll pay for later."


  The man was heated up for a speech. Maybe he was a true believer. I cut him off. "Looks to me like you've got a good counterargument now."


  "Possibly. But I doubt it." He paused. I had nothing to say so that's what I said. He continued, "It's all out of control, Garrett. It's like riding a lion. The beast answers the reins if the mood takes it. And the gods help me if I try to get off." And again with the calculating look.


  "What do you want from me? Looks like the Outfit sent a message. Emphatically. You were lucky. You survived it. They'll let you alone if it looks like it took. I say don't aggravate them. Chodo is way less friendly than Belinda."


  "Did she set me up?"


  "Probably." My guess was, Belinda just thought on her feet and improvised. "Maybe that was why she wanted to meet you."


  His pride was bruised more deeply than his flesh. Marengo North English thought well of himself. What kind of world was it where a woman could use him as knife fodder? "You know Belinda. Talk to her."


  Was he going to whine? "If you've checked me out, you know I know Chodo better than I know Belinda." Unless she'd developed a true-confession habit.


  North English smiled enigmatically. Maybe he knew more than I thought he could. He winced, closed his eyes. His wounds still hurt badly.
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  "What actually happened last night?" I asked North English, after we took time for him to rest and take a painkiller.


  "I'd arranged to meet Belinda at a rooming house on the far north side. She said the place belonged to her family."


  "Remember the name of the street?"


  "I don't. That was the driver's responsibility." When I frowned, he said, "I don't think it had one." He colored slightly.


  "You went into an elven neighborhood?" Elves don't get excited about frills like street names or house numbers.


  "Just the edge. Nobody would expect to find me there."


  "No. But somebody did."


  "Yes." North English proceeded to describe the attack on his coach, which occurred soon after it entered that street. It mimicked the attack on Belinda's coach.


  Was that coincidence?


  Quite possibly he'd had an earlier close call and didn't yet realize it. Belinda had asked him to meet her at The Palms. And CeeJay Carlyle had been with Belinda when she headed for her postparty rendezvous. Did Crask and Sadler mess everything up?


  I asked, "Should I talk to your coachman?"


  "If you know a good necromancer, you might. I'm the only survivor. They didn't get me dragged out of the coach fast enough."


  There'd be no way of double-checking details short of consulting the men who had tried to kill him. I had a suspicion that was a long-shot daydream.


  The details didn't matter. Had to be Belinda's doing. And Marengo knew that. But I wondered if she might not have had more than one motive.


  Her attack had been extremely vigorous, even for her. If, indeed, she had ordered the attack. It risked warfare now and persecution later if The Call enjoyed any enduring political success.


  She must've decided that the Outfit had to make a clear, definitive statement incapable of being misunderstood by anybody. Which might mean she hadn't just been responding to business encroachments.


  Just suppose Marengo had had some remote connection with the attack on Belinda. . . .


  I decided that he must have had. Based upon no evidence whatsoever.


  Poor Marengo! That made him a zombie, dead but still walking toward the knife.


  Somebody had brought Crask and Sadler back. Those two were fearless but they weren't stupid and were only marginally crazy. They knew lots of people wanted to carve them up.


  They must have been sure they could do their work quick and dirty and profitably and be gone before death could pick up their trail.


  So somehow North English got word to them when Belinda showed up with me, cleverly grasping the moment. He might not have known that those two thought they owed me. But would he have cared?


  I didn't think so, either.


  Then Belinda made a date, probably hoping to let North English meet Carlyle for an exercise in comparative knife techniques. And North English agreed, probably thinking he'd have fun with Belinda if his hitters missed.


  No proof. None whatsoever. All speculation. But I thought the Dead Man would agree. And he'd looked inside Belinda's head, where the snakes and spiders lurk.


  I can conclusion-hop with the best. I've run with villains for years, people who play those kinds of games. You can smell them out if you know the stakes and luck onto a few hints up front.


  These scenarios fit the facts neatly.


  They didn't toss light into the shadows surrounding the shapeshifters and the Weiders, though. They gave me no mention whether or not The Call was trying to strong-arm the Weiders, or was connected to the shapeshifters somehow.


  Damn it. The one thing I'd figured out didn't help much. Belinda and The Call could work out their differences, with bloody steel or rattling jaws. That wouldn't touch me.


  Belinda might have let the nonhumans know about the advent of the Cleansing. The Outfit had tentacles reaching inside shadows Relway only dreamed of penetrating. Everybody owes them something, somewhere, somehow. Though in this case Marengo was, probably, the leak himself.


  I asked, "Any way you can bully your council into backing off?"


  "Backing off?" He got that air of struggling to concentrate again.


  "To quit trying to horn in on the rackets."


  "I can try. If I had a good reason. If they're really doing that."


  "How about staying alive? Is that a good reason?"


  "They wouldn't do anything just on my say-so, Garrett. Again, if they're really involved."


  Why did he keep pretending? "Here's a reason they can understand. If you get in a war with the Outfit, it won't just be Marengo North English who gets dead.They can get to anybody. Eventually. They'll find somebody close willing to be corrupted. They won't be impressed by who you are, who your parents were, how much you're worth, or who you know. You should've gotten that message last night."


  "Last night is why I hope you'll find us a basis for negotiation."


  I was puzzled. It showed.


  "What?" North English demanded.


  "What's to negotiate? They'll tell you to go away or get dead. Then they'll kill as many of you as it takes to make you understand."


  I exaggerated a little. The Outfit is no monolith and the people inside are as venal as any other. It could be tamed by somebody who wanted to focus a lot of energy and resources. Somebody like Relway, someday, when he doesn't have to deal with all the other distractions.


  Assuming Belinda didn't get to him first.


  "Why go for the rackets, anyway?" I asked. "The Call is festering with rich people."


  "Not many of whom want to open their purses for the Cause. They're investing their leadership skills." Yes, he was sarcastic. And bitter. "I've financed almost everything. I've fed and armed and clothed a thousand men for Colonel Theverly. Before Theverly it was the Brotherhood Of The Wolf."


  "What became of those guys?" I still wanted to figure out where Gerris Genord fit.


  "They wouldn't be controlled. They were disbanded when Colonel Theverly came aboard. Some joined the new corps. The hardheads dropped out, went somewhere else." North English waved a hand weakly, dismissing the Brotherhood. It was old news. He had a hobbyhorse to ride. "Do you have any idea how much weapons cost when you have to buy them from dwarves?"


  Wouldn't it be something if the dwarves used this crisis to strip humans of their wealth?


  Wouldn't it be something if the dwarfish weapons were used to exterminate the dwarfish race?


  Life gets funny that way.


  I grunted. He could take that as thoughtful commiseration if he wanted.


  He changed the subject. "Have you found anything in the library?"


  "No. And I really hoped I could root out something about shapeshifters. That bunch at Weider's were part of something big. If I can learn more about the race I might be able to guess what."


  North English didn't get excited. "Tama says you're sorting as you go. I appreciate that. I know gathering information and studying it is important but somehow we just never get around to the library. How did you know about it?"


  "I went to the Royal Library. They said I'd do better here or in some wizard's private library. I don't know any friendly wizards."


  "Does anybody?"


  "You kidding?" But he was talking to himself, bitterly. Maybe he had had an unhappy experience.


  I must have risen in his consideration. He was treating me like an old retainer now. Almost with respect. But with cautious lack of trust.


  "Did you have a problem with one of our sorcerers?" Wouldn't exactly be unique if he had.


  North English realized he had given something away. He didn't like that. "Didn't everyone who visited the Cantard?" Quick shift of subject. "Tama overstepped herself by allowing you into the library without consulting me but it was a good idea. Let me know if you find anything interesting. Max Weider is my friend, too."


  I was dismissed. He accentuated the point by closing his eyes. He wanted to rest. He wanted to think, to conjure some way he could take his special breed of liberty to TunFaire with better effect.


  I left the room.


  I found a crowd outside, frowns prevalent, everybody afraid they'd missed something important. Lost in thought, I ignored them.


  Marengo had a connection with a wizard? Should that surprise me? He was a powerful man. Wizards prefer the company of powerful men to that of slobs like me. Why? I can be charming.


  Did it even matter?
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  Tinnie and Tama eyed me expectantly. I told Tama, "He'll live. And he's in a more charitable mood than I'd have thought. It must have been love at first sight, Tinnie. He wants to adopt you. Offered me three shiny new groats if he could have you for a niece."


  "That's not funny, Garrett."


  "That's what I told him. I said you don't have any sense of humor. He said, ‘Just wait till I tickle her fancy.' "


  Tinnie snapped, "Why're you laughing, Tama?"


  "I'm trying to visualize those words coming out of Marengo's mouth. It isn't a pretty picture."


  I said, "He told me to go ahead with the library. And let him know if we found anything."


  Tama said, "Since you have his blessing, you and the niece-apparent go to it. I have work to do." Tama pushed through the crowd. Even mistresses have responsibilities. Freecorps officers continued to gather. Maybe they were worried they might have to look for work.


  Tama did what none of them dared. She entered Marengo's sanctuary.


  Tinnie murmured, "I don't know what to make of that relationship. Most of the time she acts like she doesn't care."


  "She can't afford to, too much," I said. "And she probably wonders about you and me, too."


  "What's that supposed to mean?"


  "That I don't understand, either, but my New Year's resolution was to stop trying to figure out relationships. I'll deal with what people show me."


  Tinnie paused to think. She's bright but she sometimes forgets to wake her brain up before she lets her mouth take off. Two of us doing that at once causes problems.


  Dean says we were made for each other.


  Dean has said the same thing about me and several bright, picturesque young ladies. He's even said it about me and take my pick of his platoon of homely nieces. Real nieces. Dean believes I need more stability. He doesn't like the way I live.


  "Now you're drifting off on me?"


  "Didn't get enough sleep last night."


  "Bragging or complaining?"


  "I was thinking about Dean."


  "Why?"


  "He's gone. They both are."


  "Really?" The news startled Tinnie. "I never thought—"


  "It's the times."


  "Uhm?" She became very quiet. She didn't say anything until we were back among the books. "Is it permanent, Garrett?"


  "What?"


  "The split with your partner."


  I glanced around. I tapped my ear. You couldn't be sure who was listening. The Call were paranoid by nature. After last night they would be doubly so. "It had to happen. My sympathies aren't what they used to be. Dean wouldn't see things my way. He wouldn't listen to reason."


  "And?"


  "So they sneaked out."


  The facts awed me whenever I recalled that the Dead Man actually let himself be moved. Maybe even asked to be moved.


  Ah. I could find him. If I could unearth Saucerhead. Tharpe must have been in on it. He was one of very few people the Dead Man would trust to help.


  I'd be expected to figure that out for myself. Far be it from my pet fruit bat to speak up.


  "If the split is permanent. . . ." There was an edge to Tinnie's voice. She had something in mind. Maybe something risky.


  The Goddamn Parrot shuddered and twitched, fell off his perch. He flopped around amongst the books. Dust flew. Inarticulate noises spewed from his beak.


  "I don't know." I stared. Had something happened to the Dead Man? The bird seemed to be trying to talk. Maybe His Nibs was making a desperate effort to get through.


  Or maybe darkness was overtaking him at last.


  Maybe, before he checked out, he would be kind enough to share his thoughts about what he'd overheard.


  If he'd been paying attention. Chances were he'd fallen asleep and this was one of his nightmares leaking.


  Tinnie said, "He's been acting strange for a long time."


  I opened a book. "How would you know what's strange for that runt condor? You weren't in on getting me stuck with him, were you?" Her sense of humor could include a prank like the Goddamn Parrot. Especially if she thought I deserved it.


  "No. But I think Morley showed a lot of flair, finding him."


  "That Morley is a piece of work, isn't he?" I grumped.


  "Are we going to move in out here?" Tinnie asked. "I haven't been home for days. I imagine Uncle Willard is starting to steam."


  "He'll boil over when he finds out you were with me."


  "He likes you, Garrett."


  "Sure. From a distance."


  "He's not blind or stupid."


  In a minute we'd be back to me moving into the Tate compound. "You want me to take you home?"


  "I don't think my cute new uncle can do it for a while. Besides, he tickles."


  I looked around. We'd been through scores of books. That didn't amount to ten percent of the heap. Less if some of the drifts had formed atop dunes of documents not immediately evident.


  I didn't want to leave. The library was a great excuse to hang around the heart of The Call. Just being at the North English place would put me next to a lot of interesting stuff. Nobody would notice me after a while. I would become part of the furniture.


  "This is a great opportunity. . . ." No sense letting Tinnie in on everything. What she didn't know she couldn't share with friends whose politics were suspect.


  "I understand that. I don't want you to waste it. But Uncle Willard will be foaming at the mouth."


  "Especially when he hears what you've been doing."


  She grinned. Those devils wakened in her eyes. "We could give him one more reason for—"


  "Wicked, wicked woman. Right here?"


  "Look around. Nobody ever comes in here—"


  Click! The door opened. "Excuse me. I hate to interrupt, but—"


  "That's all right, Ed," I told the stiff-backed officer.


  He winced. "The old man asked me to include you in our response to a problem that's just come up. He told me I'd find you here."


  "He was right again. What kind of problem?"


  "Murder."


  "Ah, shit. Not again." I shed some dust and the book I was pretending to skim. "What can I do?"


  "The old man says you're the expert." Ed looked Tinnie over. He had no trouble with his sexual identity and was one hundred percent in favor of redheads.


  The guy might be all right after all.


  "Let's go."
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  As we descended the front steps, I said, "Ed, I need to take Miss Tate home sometime today. She's overdue. Her folks will be worried."


  "Why tell me?"


  "I didn't think Venable and his lovable lizards would care and you've got the next closest interest in security here, right? I thought you'd want to know who's coming and going and why."


  "If you want to do me a courtesy, I'd prefer you called me Lieutenant, not Ed." His voice was brittle.


  I was supposed to be cowed. "All right, Ed. I won't call you Ed no more. But don't look for any military crap. I'm out of that. I don't need it, don't appreciate it, don't like it. If it helps, think of me as a civilian contractor."


  He didn't warm to that idea. Civilians are not to be trusted. You don't have enough control. But he said, "All right, Mr. Garrett. On that basis. Call me Mr. Nagit."


  "Or Lieutenant?"


  "Or Lieutenant. Yes."


  Tinnie was tagging along. The Goddamn Parrot had adopted her shoulder for the time being. One of them snickered. I have my suspicions which though both my trials showed straight faces. I asked, "You interested in a parrot, Mr. Nagit?"


  "I don't think so."


  "He can talk."


  "Then definitely not, Mr. Garrett. But when you decide to get rid of the other one. . . ." He chuckled.


  "Make me an offer." I chuckled, too.


  "Garrett!"


  "Sorry, darling."


  Mr. Nagit smiled. We'd made peace. For the moment.


  Mr. Nagit led us toward the front gate. A crowd had gathered out there. More men were headed that way. I said, "These guys need something to do."


  "The old man said give them a day to recuperate. But you're right. Uhn! What's this mess?"


  We had come to the torn-up part of the lawn. I said, "I noticed this yesterday. I asked Miss Montezuma about it. She didn't know what happened."


  Mr. Nagit eyeballed the hoofprints. He moved a few steps this way, a few steps that. I tagged along. He observed, "There were at least a dozen animals involved. Pretty light. And poorly shod. Came this way from the gate, swung around there, then went back. They were galloping when they came up to the turn but they walked back down."


  I agreed. "They were chasing somebody."


  "This may connect with our murder." Nagit started toward the gate, reconsidered the battered ground. "Sure made a mess."


  A mess. Bane of the military mind. "Maybe they were playing with their prey."


  "What kind of people would. . . ? "


  "Tinnie and I saw a band of centaurs when we were coming out here." I described the circumstances. No point being secretive. I'd told North English already and suspected he might have said a word to Mr. Nagit.


  "Centaurs? Hmm."


  Meanwhile Tinnie tried to shush the Goddamn Parrot. That clown rooster was having a mild fit. I asked, "Do birds behave strangely around here, Mr. Nagit?"


  "Not that I've noticed."


  "That buzzard's had two seizures this morning. I thought he might've picked up something."


  "Not here."


  We soldiered on. Toward, it developed, the cluster of evergreens just inside the gate.


  I observed, "These people shouldn't be tracking all over the murder scene."


  "I understand that. I told everyone to stay out of the trees."


  "The body in there?"


  "See for yourself."
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  I saw for myself.


  Mr. Nagit bullied the freecorps thugs into moving back. I did admire their discipline.


  There wasn't much smell yet but the flies were plentiful. They're always the first to know. I heard them before I saw anything.


  The first dead thing wasn't human. It used to be a wild dog. Before something left nothing but a head and some feet and fur and odd bits of bone scattered amongst the well-tossed pine needles.


  I heard a little "Tee-hee." I looked over my shoulder and wasn't surprised to see my one-eyed, lizard-loving buddy Venable checking another savaged remnant of wild Rover.


  "Did your babies do this?"


  He tittered. "Killed the wild dogs and ate them, they did, yes. And never laid a claw on Stucker. He was dead already. They won't touch carrion unless they're absolutely starving. Even then, sometimes, the strong males will eat the weak ones before they touch cold meat. Hee."


  The dining preferences of his pets didn't interest me. Mr. Nagit was less intrigued than I. I asked, "What's this about Stucker? He looked pretty healthy when I saw him a few minutes ago."


  Venable looked baffled.


  Soon I saw why.


  Stucker's corpse was naked. It was dirty and far from fresh. The wild dogs had been at him during the night, long before my glimpse of him in the house a while ago.


  There was no doubt he'd been dead half a day before the dogs found him. I muttered, "But he was at supper with us last night."


  The pine needles were well stirred. Here and there, in the soft soil beneath, were clear hoofprints.


  "Why didn't they bury him?" I wondered aloud.


  "They did. Over there," Venable told me. "Just not deep enough. The dogs dug him up. We pulled him over here and brushed him off before we sent for the lieutenant."


  I wanted to scream and give Venable a good throttling. But that would do no good now.


  I reminded Mr. Nagit that, "We saw centaurs on the road just north of here yesterday. And nobody was on the gate when we got here. We were talking about that when Stucker came out of here still pulling up his pants. I figured he'd gone off to take a dump. But. . . ."


  Mr. Nagit looked puzzled.


  "The boss will understand. It's a matter of shapeshifters. Killer shapeshifters."


  The light dawned. "He told us how he handled a couple of those at the Weider masque. I thought they'd all been captured."


  "Some were. And used their abilities to get away. There seem to be an awful lot of them around. They keep turning up."


  "We'd better grab the Stucker back at the house."


  "Good idea. Only I'll bet we don't find him."


  "Why not?"


  "If you were him up there and saw this mob down here, what would you think?"


  "That we found the body." Mr. Nagit showed me his comradely smile.


  It wasn't that endearing. Venable's pets smiled that way while they waited for your friendly status to evaporate.


  "Exactly. What else strange has happened the past few weeks? Any assaults? Unexplained deaths? Mysterious thefts? People supposedly seen two places at the same time?" The shifters seemed to have the solution to that difficulty worked out, though.


  "No." Mr. Nagit barked at the freecorps fighters gradually pushing into the grove, wanting to sneak a peek at disaster. He finger-pointed half a dozen. "You men go up to the house. Grab Stucker."


  "But—"


  "If you see Stucker it won't be Stucker. Stucker's right there. Already starting to ferment. Get moving."


  I observed, "That'll teach those guys to get so close an officer notices them."


  Nagit smiled again. This had to be a record day. "I suppose it will." He glared around like he was thinking of something else that had to be done. Men backed away.


  There was a lot of soldier in those guys still.


  "Settle down!" I snapped at the Goddamn Parrot. Having decided he didn't love Tinnie anymore, he had jumped to my shoulder where he was practicing some weird tribal fertility dance.


  Lieutenant Nagit said, "Looks like he's trying to see the body but you keep moving."


  He was taking up for the bird? "Maybe he's hungry. He's a vulture in disguise. Venable. Think he could play with your pets?"


  No?


  That wonder buzzard is so damned useless I can't even turn him into lizard bait.
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  There was no sign of pseudo-Stucker. Surprise, surprise. The shifter was somebody else now.


  So I was not surprised when I spied one Carter Stockwell, known shapechanger, drifting behind the crowd, moving toward the front gate. Evidently it never occurred to anyone else to wonder why an unfamiliar fellow would be wearing the same clothes Stucker had had on for the past two days.


  "There's our man," I told Nagit. "Right there. That face is the one he wears whenever he's not replacing someone."


  Nagit looked at me narrowly, briefly—then gestured several men closer. "How do you know that, Mr. Garrett?"


  "I've run into this shifter before. He always collapses into this shape." Did that make sense?


  It did to me.


  The creatures really did have to be psychic when it came to threats. Carter looked at me suddenly, as though responding to my interest. He lengthened his stride immediately.


  "He knows I've made him, Mr. Nagit."


  The lieutenant gave orders quickly, softly. Everyone hurried to execute them. These freecorps boys took their military stuff seriously.


  The mob took off after Stockwell, determined little turtles vainly coursing a hare. Stockwell changed as we watched, his legs lengthening until a foot of calf showed below each cuff. He bounded away, gaining ground fast. He circled the tent city and disappeared into the woods beyond.


  "Wow," Mr. Nagit said. "That's what I call putting on a burst of speed." He kept a straight face.


  Stockwell dwindled into the distance. What was his connection with the centaurs?


  There had to be one. Tinnie and I had run into centaurs just up the road. Minutes later the Stucker look-alike, still buttoning his trousers, comes out of the very copse where later we find what's left of the real Stucker. Just downhill from a lot of ruined pasture. "The torn-up turf. The way it was torn up. Those centaurs helped catch the real Stucker for the changer." Which meant that there must be a common mission between the centaurs and shapeshifters. Which I thought the Dead Man, with his special interest in things and personalities out of the Cantard, would find very intriguing indeed. I might even tell him about it. Someday.


  The Goddamn Parrot took flight. That little traitor would give the news away first chance he got. For free. Apparently out of practice flying, he had trouble staying straight and level getting across to Tinnie.


  "How do I spot one of those things if they come back? Or if there're more of them around?"


  "I'm trying to find out. That's why I was in the library. But I hadn't found anything yet. I do know they don't like silver. Not even a little. You could whap everybody with a solid silver ugly stick every once in a while. Why would they replace a low-level guy like Stucker?"


  Nagit looked at me like he had sudden doubts about my smarts. "He was on the gate eighteen hours a day. He saw everyone who came and went. Valuable information to a lot of people, I'd think. Plus he had the run of the house in his free time. He could've dug around in there whenever he wanted."


  "The perfect spy. He was good, too. I didn't know him so he had no trouble with me but he did fool Miss Montezuma at dinner last night."


  "Stucker was the perfect target. He was a loner. Nobody knew him very well. Everybody knew he was totally committed to the movement, though. He did everything possible, in spite of his social handicaps. So the boss always said. You'd never suspect him."


  Unless the replacement Stucker never got a chance to bury the man he replaced deeply enough. On account of that meddlesome Garrett turning up. I shivered, thinking a dark wing had brushed my soul. In Stockwell's place I might have paid me a deadly visit during the night.


  I assumed the boss was right about the original Stucker. "You had doubts?"


  "About Stucker? Never. The man had a minor job. He did it well. I notice people only when they don't do their jobs well."


  "I see." I also saw that Tinnie was headed our way, oblivious to the moon-eyes around her. The woman put a definite strain upon these superior beings' commitment to correct behavior.


  Every man in sight hated my bones the instant she slipped her arm inside mine.


  She purred, "How much longer are you going to be?"


  "I don't know, darling. This's another shapeshifter incident. The gatekeeper was a changeling."


  "Too bad. He seemed nice."


  "We only met the shifter. The real gatekeeper was dead before we got here."


  Tinnie glanced that way. She flushed.


  I said, "It isn't pretty. Wild dogs got after him. Then Venable's little pals got after the wild dogs."


  "I know that, Garrett. What about you being much longer?"


  I wasn't looking forward to facing Uncle Willard. "Mr. Nagit, I'm going to take the lady home. I'll be back."


  Mr. Nagit wasn't completely thrilled. "Do what you need to do. I'll leave word to let you in."


  In parting I suggested, "Venable might try to set his pets on that shifter's trail. If you do catch him, I definitely want to talk to him."


  Nagit scowled. "I suppose—Now what?"


  The soldiers had begun to stir.


  "Looks like somebody's coming."


  Yes, indeed. And it was somebody who liked his ceremony. He had outriders out, fore and aft, in numbers sufficient to stave off small armies. A guy who didn't look old enough to be a veteran hobbled up. "It's Colonel Theverly, Lieutenant. He's coming."


  And he'd be in a bad mood after last night, too, I expected.


  

  


  


  Tinnie scrunched up close. "This looks like a real good time to start hiking, boyfriend."


  "Probably."


  "Uncle Willard won't be the only one mad at you if these people suddenly get all paranoid about us." Which, on reflection, seemed entirely possible. The returning freecorps people we were about to encounter had no way of knowing that we were accepted guests. And good old Colonel Theverly always had been one to leave a lot of unfamiliar bodies around for the gods to sort out.


  Renewing acquaintances with Theverly could wait. I expected to be back before nightfall. We could get together then.


  Tinnie and I got out of the gateway to The Pipes only moments before the leading horsemen turned in. We stood across the road and gawked at the cavalcade. Quite a few cavaliers gawked right back at the redhead. Me, I just stood there wrapped in my cloak of invisibility.


  Once we did start toward town the Goddamn Parrot began to get excited. He sounded like he was trying to talk again. What language wasn't clear, however.


  "He can't stand country life," I explained to Tinnie. "Heh-heh. Maybe I can lose him in the woods."
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  "Speaking of woods," Tinnie said. She gestured to indicate the last copse we'd traversed before we'd gotten to The Pipes coming out. "What became of all those people you said were following us?" She'd seen the feather of smoke leaning above the treetops.


  "A question definitely worth consideration, my dear," I said. "Perhaps I should've offered to borrow something sharp before we left your new uncle's establishment."


  "You sure should've. It's obvious we can't rely on your rapier wit."


  "How sharper than a frog's tooth. I shouldn't have run so fast when that goddess wanted to be my girlfriend."


  "You? Run from anything female?"


  "She was green and had four arms. And teeth like one of Mr. Venable's pets. But she was affectionate."


  "I'll bet. There's somebody in those trees."


  Her eyes were better than mine. I didn't see anything. But I took her word. She wouldn't joke about danger. Much. I picked up a stick. "This would be handy if it wasn't rotten." It would shatter the first time I knighted somebody. But if I carried it maybe folks would be discouraged from getting close enough to find out that it was mostly decorative. I mused, "I need to stop by the house and arm up."


  "I'd help but I really need to go home. Uncle Willard's probably going crazy."


  I told the Goddamn Parrot, "The lady's a gold seam of straight lines but I'm a gentleman." I spotted movement at the wood's edge. Someone wasn't good at sitting still. Then I spotted more movement elsewhere. "I hope those people aren't all working together."


  They weren't, apparently, but they were aware of one another and wanted to stay out of each other's way. Which made for a lot of rustle and scurry as Tinnie and I strolled through the wood.


  "These are the people you never noticed before?"


  "They're city boys. They don't do quite as well when they're surrounded by a whole lot of country."


  "A not uncommon problem, evidently."


  "Hey!"


  "I'm starting to think that you've been telling tall tales about you and the Marines. Tell the truth. You were really the guy who mopped the floors at expeditionary headquarters, weren't you?"


  "You found me out. Don't tell anybody. They'll kick me out of The Call. Then what would I do for entertainment?"


  "You could always harass yourself."


  "Wouldn't want to horn in on your only hobby."


  Tinnie took my hand. We ambled. We strolled. She didn't appear to be in a real hurry to ease Uncle Willard's anxiety.


  Those following me didn't intrude. Guess they just wanted to play follow the leader.
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  "It's a different city."


  Tinnie felt it, too, though nothing was immediately obvious to the eye. There were ample crowds of all ethnic persuasions working hard doing the things that need doing to keep a city going. "Nobody's talking to anybody."


  She was right. And it wasn't just that. People were being careful to give one another room and especially careful not to expose their backs to anyone not of a like ethnic conviction.


  It was a wary city. Everybody expected something big to happen. Probably sometime soon.


  The Call's adventure hadn't been quite the disaster the boys at The Pipes imagined. The world was waiting for the other shoe to fall. When Marengo figured that out. . . .


  I was alert, yet not paying close attention. If you can figure that. I ran everything through my head again, trying to find a thread of sense to pick at. But it wouldn't hang together in one big, stinky lump no matter how much I twisted and shoehorned and ignored the usual rules. I could only get it going if I assumed two or more things were going on at the same time. But something down inside me wanted it to be just one big thing that I wasn't seeing right.


  "You're the common factor," Tinnie said.


  "Huh?" I looked around. We were approaching the Tate compound.


  "You were muttering. Doing pretty good, too. You might have a future as a street character. You've already got the wardrobe."


  The Goddamn Parrot released a startled blat more like crow slang than the king's parrotese. He flung himself into the air and flapped away. I barked, "What the hell?" Couldn't be my luck turning good.


  Tinnie asked, "How did you wake him up?"


  "I don't know." But I had a suspicion what was behind his excitement. What's big and sits in the dark and doesn't breathe a lot? "I'm a common thread but I came in after the fact." The Goddamn Parrot disappeared between buildings. "The way my luck runs nothing will get him."


  "You going to come inside?" Tinnie asked. She grinned. She knew I didn't want to deal with Uncle Willard.


  "I have to get back into that library." We crossed the street. I noted that most people moved around in large groups and that more weapons than usual were in evidence, some of them quite illegal.


  "Can't stay away from Tama Montezuma's bony butt, eh?"


  "Has she got a bony behind? I never noticed. I see no one else but you." I damaged my case by noticing a devastating set of twins exiting the Tate retail outlet.


  "When you stop shaking and get your heels off your tongue you might try for something a little more convincing."


  "Damn." Right behind the twins, chattering at them, came Tinnie's cousin Rose. Rose is a brunette as gorgeous as her cousin but she's got snakes and spiders for brains. Her face lit up like a bonfire when she saw me. "Here comes trouble," I said.


  "She's not bad if you understand her," Tinnie said. "She'll try to make something out of me being with you but Uncle Willard will say, ‘So what?' and she'll go off and have a good pout." She planted a long, unsisterly kiss on me. "Be careful. Come see me. And stay away from strange women."


  "Make up your mind." I kissed her back. Rose was scandalized and excited. "I won't be gone long." I hoped circumstance wouldn't make a liar of me. It did have a habit of doing so.
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  I moved carefully homeward. I hadn't spotted a tail since we left that woods, but I was getting used to the idea that I could be followed without being able to catch somebody doing it. I didn't like it, though.


  I was more concerned about the new malice in the streets. Trouble has a way of finding people who look like they're vulnerable.


  I spent a little concern on the Goddamn Parrot, too, but because I had no control over that situation I did not let it interfere with business.


  Approaching the house cautiously is ancient habit. It felt justified today, though I saw nothing indicating trouble—unless the absence of Mrs. Cardonlos constituted a harbinger. Nor did I note any damage to the house itself. Clearly, the bad boys had not yet worked up the nerve to give it a try.


  I let myself inside—and froze before I shut the door all the way. Something was wrong. I smelled an odor that didn't belong.


  Somebody had been inside. Somebody who wore lilac water to disguise the fact that he found bathing an unhapppy chore. Maybe Saucerhead? Tharpe wasn't a stickler when it came to personal hygiene. Or maybe Winger?


  Not Winger. Nothing was disturbed. Winger couldn't keep her hands off stuff.


  I moved along the hall slowly, avoiding the creaky boards. I don't know what cues there were, other than odor, but I knew I wasn't alone. Which meant somebody had gotten past the wonderfully expensive lock that Dean had had installed.


  I told him that damned thing was a waste of money.


  I slipped sideways, not into my office but into the Dead Man's room. Amongst the memorabilia were tools useful for removing uninvited guests. I returned to the hallway prepared to repel boarders. I had everything but my eye patch and my parrot.


  A mountain of blubber wobbled out of the kitchen, a platter in each hand. "Puddle!" I barked.


  "Hey! Garrett! I was just havin' a snack while I was waitin'. How the hell did ya get in wit' out me hearin'?"


  "How the hell did you get into my house? And why? To swipe my food?"


  "I come in tru' da door. Ya got to get ya a better lock, Garrett. Dem Hameways ain't shit, ya know what ye're doin'. Ya get out an get ya-self a Piggleton combernation with da t'ree tumblers. . . ." As he nattered Puddle eased into my office. It was obvious that he'd made himself at home there and that he'd been around for a while. And that he was used to having busboys there to pick up after him. He plopped the platters onto my desk, atop the abandoned battlefields of previous snacks. My personal chair groaned as his ample behind settled.


  "Make yourself at home, Puddle."


  "Tanks."


  "To what do I owe the honor?" I wondered where the food had come from. Puddle definitely wasn't thoughtful enough to have brought his own supplies. Dean must have taken pity. Obviously, I couldn't take care of myself. Well, the whole move-out thing was just for show. For the benefit of my new political pals. I hoped.


  "Boss wants ya, Garrett. Sent people out wherever ya might turn up."


  "What's the story?" I snagged a chicken drumstick I knew hadn't been in the house last time I was home. I supposed I could hunt up Mrs. Cardonlos and sweet-talk her into telling me what I'd been missing.


  Was that a gang of pigs oinking as they fluttered around my chimney?


  "Boss'll tell ya all about it." Puddle had his mouth full. Maybe it was him making the porker noises.


  "Give me a few minutes, then we'll do it." I headed upstairs. There's a linen closet in the second-floor hall that has no linens in it. I spent a few minutes filling my sleeves and pockets and shoe-tops with assorted instruments of mayhem. I should think about buying a couple of eggs from Venable when I got back to The Pipes. I could hatch them and keep pets around the place if the Dead Man decided not to come back. If I kept them a little hungry, even wizards off the Hill would have trouble sneaking in.


  When I got back downstairs Puddle was digging around in the kitchen again. He had no shame. "I don't get much a dis tasty stuff 'round Da Palms."


  "You could've picked a boss with fewer quirks."


  Puddle grunted. "Ya ready ta go?" He shoved a couple of pieces of chicken into his pockets.


  "Not quite." I needed to get outside some food myself. It had been a long time since breakfast.
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  Sometimes I've got an edge like a brick. We must've traveled half a mile before I realized, "Hey! We're not headed for The Palms."


  "An' I tole da boss ya'd never notice. Dey's people followin' ya, ya know? An' dey's maybe not all da kind what ya want to know ya got da boss for a fren'."


  "There's times I wonder about that myself," I grumbled, having noticed a green and red and yellow and blue ringer amongst the nearest gang of eaves-perching pigeons. A puff of cooler wind raced down the street, which seemed unnaturally calm for late afternoon in a city mad for bickering. Autumn would be along soon. Maybe, if I got lucky, the Goddamn Parrot would have a little goose in him and would head north for the winter.


  I suspected we were headed for Playmate's stables, though, as a gods-fearing, righteous man Playmate doesn't have much use for Morley. Any tail who knew much about me probably developed the suspicion before I did. I wasn't concentrating. I had found a thread to worry.


  We rounded a corner, turning left. Puddle was street side of me. Two steps later he leaned into me. Hard. I staggered through an open doorway. Before I could growl Puddle started pushing. I just glimpsed an old woman squinting at something she was sewing and a homely youngster probably of the female calling who shut the door behind the fat man. Then we reached the end of the narrow, almost barren tailor shop. I looked down steep steps. A light burned a long way below. "Go," Puddle urged.


  I went.


  A door closed behind us. It hung crookedly. The stairs had no business surviving our combined weight. Puddle picked up the light off the earthen cellar floor once we got down. It consisted of a cracked teacup half-filled with oil. The wick was a floating glob of lint. Puddle could carry the damned thing. It looked hot. And he knew where we were headed.


  "Morley really this concerned?"


  "Bad tings goin' on out dere, Garrett. It don't hurt none ta be careful."


  Everybody in town was more paranoid than me. Maybe I should get a little crazy myself. "It'll all work out. History's drama has got a way of doing that." But it sure can get rough on the cast and crew.


  "Ya ever go ta da plays? Dey's a great new one at da Strand, I been ta see it t'ree times already. Called Atterbohns da Toid on account of it's about King Atterbohns, one a da ones from way back."


  I was surprised. The Strand doesn't put on the kind of show I'd associate with a mind like Puddle's. Hardly anybody would take their clothes off.


  The more excited he grew the denser his speech became. "Dat's da Atterbohns what murdered his brodder and married his sister an' had a baby by her dat grew up ta help his gran'ma raise dis army aginst his fodder. . . ." He whooped off and gave me every detail, half of which were historically inaccurate. Not having seen the drama myself I couldn't tell if the fault was his or the playwright's. The historical Atterbohns married his brother's widow, his sister-in-law, a perfectly respectable thing for the time, though murder was a bit of a gaffe. Less respectable was the fact that the sister-in-law orchestrated everything, including numerous other murders and the revolt of the son—who perished, along with his grandmother, in questionable circumstances later, to be followed to the throne by a six-year-old brother whose paternity was somewhat dubious.


  A play about Atterbohns iii would have to be one of the new tragedies. Its moral would be too dark and heavy for a passion play or traditional comedy. "I might go see it just to see how much license the playwright took with history. Who wrote it?"


  "I dunno. We get ta da end a dis tunnel, ya gotta be quiet. It runs inta anudder one dat ain't ours. We don't wanna attrack no attention."


  TunFaire has a million secrets. They probably extend two miles down into the earth and two up into the air. Were there enough overlapping tunnels for me to sneak all the way downtown to the brewery caverns? That sent me into a tumult of speculation. If all the tunnels and caverns under TunFaire were connected, control of them would be a major asset.


  There were rumors and legends about people and things supposedly living underground. One beaut involved a king of the ratpeople who was a sort of cross between a high priest and Chodo Contague, a ratman wish-fantasy, something a Reliance would be if he had a whole lot of brains and guts and luck.


  Surprisingly, none of the legends featured dwarves.


  Puddle made a right turn when the tunnel ended. I stayed quiet, as instructed. Eventually we found a stairway from the same litter as the one leading down from the seamstress's shop. A door stood ajar at the top. A gray light outlined it. I let Puddle get all the way up before I risked the steps myself. Having survived him I knew they would support me.


  I stepped into the entry foyer of a tenement that decades ago had entertained middle-class pretensions. Not a soul was around. The place even lacked the usual squallings of infants, yellings of husbands and fathers, shriekings of wives and mothers, whimpers of despair that characterize such places. But you could almost feel the tenants holding their breaths behind their curtained doorways. The cellar door standing ajar must be an omen of dreadful portent.


  Puddle was puffing so hard I thought he'd collapse. He wasted no energy. He used his gasps to extinguish the light, which he left on the step behind the cellar door. He closed that.


  We hit the street. Five blocks later we joined Morley in a dwarfish hole-in-the-wall. None of the hairy folk seemed to mind his elven blood.


  "What was that all about?" I asked. "Other than the obvious."


  "The people following you have a supernatural knack for keeping track. It wanted to test its limits."


  "That's all?"


  "There's more. In back." He nodded. I preceded him past a dwarfish staff who saw nothing. We were ghosts.


  The quest for profit makes for strange bedfellows.
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  Spooky people were waiting in a back room. Belinda Contague and Pular Singe sat beside a crippled table with rags piled on top. "What's this?"


  Morley let me have it behind the ear with a sap.


  I said, "Wha de grungle frunz ya. . . ? " It made perfect sense to me but apparently not to anyone else. At least nobody tried to answer me.


  The darkness never really came. Not entirely. I remained vaguely aware of being manhandled and womanhandled and rathandled and half-elf handled around till I was the vain wearer of a tonsorial array fit to embarrass most guys who haunt alleys for a living. Puddle stuffed everything in a bag—including my proud tools of mayhem—and vanished. Morley and Belinda tied me to the rickety chair formerly occupied by Pular Singe. Singe said something apologetic and drifted off after Puddle.


  The scow of consciousness pitched and rolled across heavy seas. The thump had reawakened every headache I'd enjoyed lately. I talked some more but only a drunk would have understood. Or maybe Singe. I'd understood her.


  Morley said something about if I was the real thing, he'd treat me to the gourmet best of The Palms. I could not express my joy.


  Belinda's apologies sounded more promising.


  The two of them rubbed me all over with silver.


  A dwarfish voice gobbled something. Morley responded in the same tongue. Belinda began letting me loose. I tried to turn her over my knee but had barely strength enough to raise a hand. I said something in a tongue that sounded sufficiently dwarfish to me but drew no response from anyone else.


  I understood Belinda when she said, "You hit him too hard."


  "I hit him just right. Too hard and he wouldn't be breathing."


  "I think you scrambled his brains."


  "Be a little hard to mix them up more than they already are. He'll come out of it."


  Bless him for his optimism. I would take it into account when I got even for all his abuses.


  "Sorry," he told me, not sounding the least bit contrite. "We had to make sure Puddle got the real you. Been several Garrett sightings lately and I'm sure that, talented as you are, you're not yet able to be two places at once."


  "I'm gonna work on it, though," I promised. "I'm gonna be having dinner with Relway and Colonel Block while I'm stuffing that talking vulture down your throat. Sideways."


  Some of that dribbled out in comprehensible Karentine. Morley seemed surprised by my attitude. But he didn't let it get in his way. "Something that looked like you turned up at The Palms last night asking for Belinda."


  I glanced at Belinda. She was still hanging out there? "Not what you think, Garrett," she said. "Crask and Sadler did such a good job I can still barely move."


  Morley continued, "We knew it wasn't you right away."


  "Uhn?" So a shapeshifter went there pretending to be me. If there was an easy way to recognize one, I wanted to know. Later. After my head stopped hurting.


  "Sarge offered you a mixed pepper platter. One of his little jokes. But you took it and dug right in."


  "Now I know they're completely stupid." Even a hog has more sense than to eat peppers. Morley's pepper platter is a gorgeous mix of colors and shapes. Kind of like parrot on a plate. Just the stench, though, would've had me gagging—if I'd been into self-abuse far enough to let Sarge shove something that nasty under my nose in the first place. "What did you do with it?" In a few hours one of those critters could destroy a reputation I've worked on for years.


  "We caught him but he got away as soon as we turned our backs. Those things don't have bones, apparently. It got out through a crack barely big enough for a cat."


  My brain was up to about half speed. And I had a cup in hand, brought by the dwarf, which smelled strongly of boiled willow bark. I'd only have to suffer the headache another hour, then make sure I never ranged too far from a chamber pot. "Let me see. It was after Belinda. With harm in mind?"


  "We took more hardware off it than we did off you just now."


  "Stranger and stranger. We have shapeshifters attacking the Weiders. We have them attacking The Call. We have them going after Belinda. . . ." I stopped. My mouth hung open. A small but significant fact had caught up. "Belinda. You've been at Morley's place since we dug you out of that tomb?"


  "Mostly sleeping."


  "But you've been in touch with your people."


  "As much as necessary."


  "How about with Marengo North English?"


  "North English? Why would I. . . ? "


  I raised a paw. "Wait." I let the brain limp along for a minute. "The Call tried to bring on their season of Cleansing last night."


  "It fizzled," Morley said. He showed lots of pointy teeth in a wicked grin. He wasn't disappointed.


  "While the rest of his gang were having a good time bopping heads and busting shop doors Marengo North English was up north on the edge of Elf Town expecting to meet Belinda for a night's indulgence in the labors of love."


  "What?" she barked. "How could. . . ? "


  "He got a message. It told him to meet you up there. He believed it was real." I'd believed it was real when he told me. "Men sometimes surrender to wishful thinking." If I'd thought about her condition, I'd have been suspicious as soon as North English mentioned getting the message. Her family owned tenements in the area. It seemed a handy trysting place if you thought in sneak-around terms. Obviously, Marengo did. "When he got there a gang dressed up as righsists tried to murder him. They got interrupted by a gang of dwarves looking for rightsists to pound."


  "A marvelous irony," Morley observed, absolutely straight of face.


  "I thought so myself." I managed a feeble smile. The first weak efforts of the tea had begun to make my fingertips tingle and my headache less assertive. "There is a common thread in everything," I said. "However confusing. Shapeshifters. All evidently members of a group of commando mercenaries once known as Black Dragon Valsung."


  "What about Crask and Sadler?" Belinda asked. "They aren't shapechangers."


  "Maybe I'm not thinking as clearly as I imagined." My headache gave a particularly unpleasant throb. Probably Crask and Sadler wishing me evil from their cell, if they were still healthy enough to entertain wishes. "They were hired by shapeshifters." Just to keep my theory alive.


  "Or by a somebody who hired the shifters, too," Morley said, knowing that would put a twist on the evidence that I wouldn't like.


  I grunted. "Keep in mind that Glory Mooncalled has got to be shoehorned in here somehow, too. I'm pretty sure." Seeing those centaurs had convinced me. Organized, disciplined, military centaurs always have something to do with Glory Mooncalled. No other commander had ever been able to to hold their attention long enough to sell them on the military virtues. No other captain ever got them to fight for ideas instead of money or plunder.


  Pular Singe eased into the room diffidently. I wondered what had become of Fenibro. Maybe she'd decided she could get along without the boyfriend. I had yet to see her affliction handicap her very much. "The watchers have followed the parcel of clothing." She spoke slowly and carefully. Her diction was the equal of Fenibro's. She was proud of herself. "I will have no trouble tracking any but one. One leaves no trail at all."


  I frowned at Morley. He shrugged. Belinda said, "It shouldn't take them long to figure out that Puddle doesn't have Garrett's bones in that sack."


  "Point taken. Can you walk, Garrett?"


  "In circles."


  Pular Singe said, "The one who leaves no trail is like the one who pretended to be. . . ." She pointed at me. "That one had no scent, either."


  Interesting. Could that be a way to detect changers? Add a ratman to your bodyguard?
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  "Who had a chance to plant something on you?" Morley asked. We were headed toward Playmate's for real. Dotes was the only one of us walking normally. At a glance we must have looked like beggars. I was dressed the part.


  The clothes I'd been wearing lately all came from the Weider place. All Tad's stuff. Could have been anyone there though the list of suspects that occurred to me was very short. And it had to be somebody at the Weider mansion. Nowhere else had anyone had a chance to get to all the clothes. And only a few people there had known I was getting them.


  The actual mechanics did not interest me much. Somewhere in each pair of trousers, perhaps, would be a scrap of paper or a loose button with a spell attached. I could round up a dozen half-baked hedge wizards in an hour who would sell me something similar for enough to buy a bottle of wine. There would be some gimmick like an enchanted tuning fork or a feather floating in a bowl of mineral oil that would point at me all the time.


  "It's starting to come together," I said. "I don't know who or why but I'm beginning to sniff out a how."


  "Well?" Morley asked after I failed to go on.


  I turned to Pular Singe. "Singe. The parade following me . . . following Puddle and my stuff. Was the shapeshifter the one who was actually on my trail, with everyone else following him?"


  Singe had to think about it. Although she was intensely interested, she hadn't been included in on everything so wasn't sure what mattered. Also, some of what she had was human stuff that made little sense to ratfolk, anyway.


  "The one who had no scent. Yes."


  Morley asked, "What's that look mean, Garrett?"


  "It means the haze is clearing. The clothes were marked so I could be tracked and watched. By shapeshifters. The clothes were delivered straight from the Weider place. Before the engagement party. But there were no shapeshifters inside the house before the party preparations began. Belinda. You promise me you didn't have anything to do with the attack on Marengo North English?"


  "I promise, darling. Cross my heart and hope to die. Though I would've done it if it needed doing."


  "Does that extend to all his crackpot pals? The human rights movement lost several big names."


  "I'd reached an understanding with those people. They would stay off our turf. They hadn't had time to violate it. I'm sure they would've gotten around to it, though."


  "Not even using Crask and Sadler?"


  "I'm not as hotheaded as you think, Garrett. I considered that. I decided that the Marengo I met thought too much of himself and his prejudices to have hired those two. He'd use his own people. I suspect that argument holds for other rightsists chieftains as well. First try, at least."


  I recalled Tama telling me they were having trouble finding a librarian because Marengo and the other big fish were reluctant to pay actual wages. I muttered, "That fits."


  "What does?"


  "Singe. How would you go about tracking the one who leaves no scent?" I added deaf sign so we were sure to meet on a common border between our languages.


  Pular Singe was a serious young woman, determined to get the most out of the abilities she had. She would go far if she remained motivated. Desire and determination do seem as important as raw talent in this world. She thought hard. "I would track those who follow it. The sight-hunters. If they do not give up that when they discover that you have outwitted it."


  I hadn't outwitted anybody but myself lately. Didn't seem to be much point in reminding Singe, though.


  Morley and Belinda both sneered at me when Singe was looking the other way. Friends always have to get those little digs in, just to let you know they love you. The evidence suggests that the whole world loves me.


  "No point me hiding out at Playmate's," I said. "If they've done any digging into my background, they'll know we're friends. I'll go to the Weider place." I'd abandoned hope of getting back to The Pipes. It was getting dark. "Singe. . . . Where'd she go?"


  "Off to tail your tail, probably," Morley said.


  "She's infatuated, Garrett," Belinda chided. "It happens to a lot of women when they first meet you. This one's still at that stage where she'll do any damn fool thing to make you like her back. Give her a week. Reality will catch up."


  They both had a good snicker. So did something on a windowsill two stories overhead. Morley failed to catch the flash of green and yellow and blue and red as the little buzzard took off, but I did. Possibly I was supposed to, now that it knew where I could be found later.
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  "Pardon the expression but you look like shit on a stick," Max told me. "I've seen better-dressed bums. What happened to the clothes we gave you?"


  Gilbey said, "That's what he's come about." Manvil was a little cool.


  "I didn't turn up here sometime in the last twenty hours and do something unpleasant, did I?"


  "No. Why?" Gilbey was just tired.


  "There was a copy of me running around trying to do naughty things. And you seem a little standoffish."


  "Excuse me. Unintentional. Possibly it's because you haven't gotten anywhere. Or because bad things happen when you're around."


  I took it like a man. It was true. "I think that's about to change. It's coming together. What I want to know right now is who handled the clothing you sent me. Because somebody tagged them all with a tracking spell that let the shapeshifters stick to me wherever I went." Too bad I couldn't be two places at once. That would be a really useful skill in my racket.


  "Genord," Max said. "Gerris Genord handled the clothing." And as soon as he said that I recalled Genord being mentioned at the time. The evidence was there. Maybe I'd gotten bopped on the noggin a time too many. Maybe I ought to stick to working for the brewery.


  The news relieved me some. I hadn't wanted to suspect Gilbey. I liked the guy. "Maybe a connection with the shifters is why Genord overreacted when Lance and Ty caught him sneaking in. Maybe there really was somebody at the door, somebody he didn't want to be seen with. . . . How would he be connected with them? We know he wasn't a shifter."


  I'd already recognized one commonality between Genord and Black Dragon. The commando connection. Whether or not he seemed the type Genord had had an armband that was worn by a small freecorps made up of former commandos. Once the fair-haired thugs of The Call, the Brotherhood Of The Wolf had fallen out of favor since Colonel Theverly's arrival. But I was willing to bet they were still in business, still associated with Marengo North English. And a shapeshifter had been flushed at The Pipes. "Uhm?"


  Gilbey repeated, "I said, ‘Why not ask Genord?' The Guard do have him in custody, don't they?"


  I couldn't imagine why they wouldn't. But I didn't feel like walking back up to the Al-Khar. I'd put too many miles on me already today. "Can my friends and I get space to rest for a while?" The willow-bark tea was wearing off. I hurt. And I needed a nap.


  "Find them a place, Manvil," Weider said. His tone suggested he'd begun to grow disappointed in me, too. I didn't blame him. I was disappointed in me myself.


  Carefully failing to alert the staff to our presence Gilbey installed all three of us in a guest room probably reserved for visiting tradesmen. Belinda he failed to recognize. Morley he knew only by distasteful type. He remained rigorously polite throughout.


  Gentlemen that we are, Morley and I let Belinda have the one narrow bed. I took the bedclothes to make a pallet for me. Dotes wasn't in a napping mood. He kept muttering about how trying to do a small favor had become a career. I asked, "You want to make yourself useful while I'm snoring, work this out. What could you do with a brewery? Besides make beer?"


  "Why?"


  "That's where this mess started. The shapeshifters wanted to replace the Weiders. Which makes sense only if they wanted control of the brewery." I snuggled down and went to sleep. The floor was softer than the most yielding cobblestone.


  

  


  


  A toe ground into my ribs. I didn't have to open my eyes to know it belonged to Belinda. Only a woman would use a toe like a forefinger. A man would just kick you.


  I grunted.


  "That's four hours, Garrett. Dotes and I don't have a life to devote to your snoring, entertaining as it is. If I'm out of touch much longer I'm going to find myself out of touch permanently."


  I sat up, groggy and disoriented. But I remembered, "I wanted up sooner than this."


  "You needed the sleep," Morley said. "You really ought to go home and stay till you're completely recovered. You look a little ragged."


  Maybe I did. People kept mentioning it.


  I pulled myself together. Belinda looked ragged, too. I felt a twinge of guilt. She needed rest worse than I did. But here she was chasing wild geese with me. "There something going on that you guys forgot to mention?"


  Morley looked at me askance. Belinda ignored me. Mostly.


  "I appreciate you ambushing me and getting me loose from whoever was following me." I rubbed the back of my head. "I think. But I don't see why you bothered."


  Morley shrugged. Belinda, without looking me in the eye, said, "The ratgirl insisted. She was scared those people might do something bad to you."


  I smelled a scheme. Some kind of three-cornered deal between the Outfit, Reliance, and Morley Dotes, that would put me right in the middle. I hoped their little hearts weren't broken when I wouldn't go along.


  Morley sneered. "I don't know how you do it, Garrett. That Singe would gleefully follow you into Hell. And be your love slave besides."


  Sourly, putting herself together for travel, Belinda said, "And that blond bimbo walked right in here a while ago. She was really put out because you weren't alone."


  "Alyx? Alyx is just a spoiled kid."


  Morley grinned at me and flashed me his own version of the raised eyebrow trick.


  "Maybe," Belinda begrudged. "She did come back with some food."


  "And we didn't even eat it all," Morley said. "Your share is in that sack over there."


  

  


  


  We saw no one as we left the house. The place was a mausoleum infected by despair. Maybe that spread from Tom's room. I felt a sudden fear that more evil might be headed the family's way. "This would be a good time for the shifters to come back." Unless Block's troops were on the job and alert.
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  The city was darker than usual, the night people fewer than normal. We drew unfriendly looks but never a challenge. I did see evidence that some fainthearts, especially among the refugees, were getting ready to move on. The Call's botched Cleansing had had an impact.


  I didn't need to talk to anybody to sense the tension. TunFaire's population is half nonhuman, most of whom operate nocturnally. But numbers won't mean much if we humans gang up. Most of the other races don't get along with each other any better than they do with humans. For some, like dwarves and elves, the enmity goes back millennia.


  I said, "The Call didn't splatter a lot of blood around but they won anyway. You can smell the fear."


  "That's true. But what you don't see is the people who aren't running."


  Morley probably knew something he couldn't share with me. Though he wouldn't be involved directly in anything, of course. Neutrality was a commodity he'd marketed most of his life.


  Belinda said, "If Marengo has half the brains I think he's hiding, he won't do anything for a while. Allegruan and Dryzkaksghul Gnarrisson and the others really sucked up their pride to hold it together long enough to face the Cleansing." Allegruan and Gnarrisson were what you might call the urban elven and dwarfish war chieftains. "That'll all fall apart now if The Call gives them time to remember old feuds."


  "You're right," Morley said. "There's talk about that already. One of Allegruan's brothers got into a shouting match with Dryzkaksghul's uncle during the rioting because Gnarrisson's great-grandmother was a sister of the Burli Burlisson who ambushed the elves in Zhenda Canyon when they were headed home after attacking the dwarf caves in Wrightwight Mountain."


  "Nerve of them, hitting back like that." I didn't know the incident. The history of the Karentine kingdom and its imperial predecessor is more than I can encompass and there's not nearly so many centuries of that. Nor does it carry such a burden of treachery and betrayal. Among fundamentalist, rustic-type elves, treachery and betrayal are high art forms.


  "The brother's point exactly. If nothing else Burli and all his get forever are guilty of boorish manners."


  I guess history sometimes is one of those you-had-to-be-there things. "I've always treasured your ability to see the absurd, Morley."


  "It's only absurd by modern Karentine standards, Garrett. By those of the time, dwarfish and elvish alike, Burli showed very bad form. He didn't even take prisoners. He killed all the raiders and cut off their heads and set those up on stakes outside the entrance to the forest Thromdredril, supposedly all because he spent a few years in old-time TunFaire and contracted human insanity. And this is where we part ways. Enjoy the Al-Khar." He and Belinda scooted, deaf to my questions.
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  "Don't do it!" I barked as somebody wound up to bop me from behind, right after I asked to see Colonel Block. "It's the real me. Rub me all over with silver. Make me walk around with a crown under my tongue. Just don't hit me on the head anymore."


  In seconds I was surrounded. Relway's was the only face I recognized till Block wandered in. He took me at my word. His troops held me down while a guy with a silver dagger tested me for a tendency toward morphism.


  Nobody apologized. Block said, "You've turned up here once already today. But the first time you weren't you."


  "No shit. But how'd you know?"


  "We knew you were out at North English's manor. I can picture you being guilty of a lot but not of screwing up in two places at the same time."


  Relway demanded, "You learn anything?"


  "I had a long, private talk with North English this morning. I could tell you word for word but I don't think you'd learn anything you don't already know. That bunch aren't as secret as they pretend." I told Relway everything anyway, almost, figuring that would save time. Then I asked Block, "What was this other me up to?"


  "Tried to get the duty jailer to release Crask and Sadler in his custody. He sold his cockamamie story, too. We'd have lost them if they'd been able to travel. But the jailer came to me to try to arrange transportation. I understood you were out of town. I went down to check it out personally. The shifter knew trouble when he saw it coming. He took off before we could close in on him."


  "So the bad boys are still here?"


  "We have a full house. But there's pressure from the Hill to release everybody being held for being public pains in the ass yesterday night."


  "What about Gerris Genord? Gotten anything out of him yet? I just turned up evidence that he might be tied in with the shapeshifters." Or to somebody in between, which is more the way I thought it would be. I didn't think Genord deliberately hurt the Weiders. I suspected he hadn't been knowingly involved in the infiltration of the shapeshifters. I thought he was a pawn moved so that bad things happened around him. His belated recognition of that fact might have caused the irrational state he was in the night Ty and Lance caught him sneaking around.


  Relway said, "We haven't talked to him yet. There hasn't been time. Too much excitement to cover outside."


  Though, I noted, he did have the resources to keep track of me. "Can I talk to him?"


  "I'll collect a team and we'll visit him together."


  "I don't want to pull his toes off. I just want to ask a few questions."


  "He'll be more eager to answer if I'm behind you with a bunch of rusty tools. I'll keep quiet."


  Relway, being Relway. He would be as interested in watching me ask as he would be interested in hearing Genord answer.


  That wouldn't cost me. "Let's do it."


  

  


  


  Genord was asleep when we got there but he woke up fast. He looked around wildly. He was confined in a cell every bit as evil as imagination could make one. The only positive was that he didn't have to share. Elsewhere captured rioters were piled in on top of one another.


  "Comfy down here?" I asked. "I stopped in to see if they're taking good care of you." There'd been a change in Genord and it wasn't what you'd expect of a guy who found himself buried in the Al-Khar. He'd hardened. His eyes had gone cold. He looked like a commando after all. He was a shapeshifter but only inside his head.


  He didn't respond.


  "I've had a thought," I told Relway. "About the changers and our friend here. You think they know we've got him?"


  "They do now. If they didn't before. The one who pretended to be you saw him when he came down to visit Crask and Sadler."


  "Meaning if Genord does know anything, they'll want to get him out or shut him up."


  Relway and Genord both thought they saw the direction I was headed. I took a quick turn on them. "Suppose we cut him loose? What will they figure happened?"


  "That he ratted them out," Block replied. "I like it. Turning him out would solve a problem for me, too. It'd free up a cell that wouldn't have to be a single anymore. And if we do hang on to him and his own buddies get in to cut his throat, we're spared having to feed him till a judge lets us hang him."


  Relway stage-whispered, "We got a budget. We don't got to account for what we don't use."


  That was bullshit. I'd heard a little about the Guard's finances from Block.


  I told Genord, "Brotherhood Of The Wolf is made up of elite-forces types. These shapeshifters operated as Black Dragon Valsung in the Cantard. A mercenary commando group. Is there a connection from the war?" Then I floated the suspicion I'd had for some time. "Is there a connection to Glory Mooncalled?"


  Not that Genord knew of. That notion startled him momentarily. Then he nodded. "Yeah. Mooncalled's behind everything."


  "He's lying," Relway said.


  "He thinks he's lying. Thought he was when he said that. He's already wondering, though." You could almost hear Genord pondering the question of whether or not he'd been duped.


  He chose silence as the safest route. He hadn't been in charge. He had to have faith that his superiors knew what they were doing. That they would come to his rescue.


  Commandos are like Marines that way. They don't leave their own behind.


  I mentioned that to Block. He growled, "We're prepared!" like how stupid did I think he was.


  I might not have gotten names or a bloody knife but I was now satisfied that there was a connection between Genord's bunch and the shifters. I needed to go back to The Pipes to find out more.


  I said, "Hang on to him for a while yet, just so I can get a head start and drop his name a few places. Then go ahead and kick him out." Ty was a vindictive sort. He would find this kind of vengeance particularly satisfying. Provided, of course, Genord couldn't talk his way out of the deep shit.


  He hadn't shown much talent for that yet.


  

  


  


  Block left a man with Genord in the unlikely event Gerris opened his heart. We were headed for the relative sanity of Block's quarters. Relway had disappeared. Block asked, "You need to check on Crask and Sadler?"


  "I don't think so. Long as they're locked up tight I'm happy. They shown any signs of recovering?"


  "Unfortunately."


  "You be careful with them. And don't forget there's people outside who're worried about them."


  "I have some ideas about those two. Assuming somebody really does want them out. Or dead." He gave out a mock-evil laugh.


  I suggested, "You're gonna use them as bait in some stunt, don't forget brother Genord." Like he needed reminding again, already.


  "He's already moved, I expect." Block played with the evil laughter again. "We're going to get them, Garrett."


  "I don't doubt it. I just hope I have some friends alive when it happens."


  "They get to Hell before you, they can have the place all fixed up. A keg in every room. Platoons of panting females."


  "That's your idea of Hell?"


  "Oh. You won't get to touch."


  "I don't get to do that now."


  Block made like a man playing a funeral flute. "I've heard about your bad fortune."


  "My reputation is entirely the product of Mrs. Cardonlos' imagination."


  The name seemed to startle Block. He asked, "What's your next step?"


  "Back to North English's manor. I'm almost convinced that he isn't behind any of this. Though clever actors have fooled me before. Do you think he's a born-again believer in The Call's mission?"


  "I try not to judge the sincerity of his type. Nor that of people off the Hill. I keep an eye on what they actually do."


  "You said there was pressure from up there. . . ."


  "It'll slack off."


  "Thought a lot of Hill types support The Call."


  "Only if it's successful. They don't want to be caught out dangling in the wind if North English's gang goes batshit and fucks up completely."


  It was getting on toward the hour of the wolf, the coldest, cruelest time of night, when despair rises up and gnaws the bones of even the strong. And also the hour when the worst trolls and ogres are out. When it's plain common sense for a lone human investigator with too many enemies not to be wandering around alone. "You got a cell I can borrow for a couple hours? Just till the sun comes up?" I would nap my way into whichever future successfully conquered the city.


  "There's probably one around here with your name on it, reserved. But for now you can use the cot in mine. I won't bother you. I'm up, I might as well work. Maybe interview a few of our clients." Block understood the hour of the wolf, too. There was no better time to question somebody who was chained up in a mass of filthy straw, shivering in the cold, desperately outnumbered by the rats and lice.


  "Thanks. Get somebody to waken me at the crack of dawn." Before he could cut me down with a wisecrack, I said, "I ought to see the damned sun come up once before I die."


  I found the cot and stretched out. Wow! Two naps in the same night. This was pure luxury. And there wasn't one damned talking bird within miles.
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  The somebody who wakened me wasn't one of Block's regularly sanctioned gangsters. The somebody was Pular Singe. I almost whooped as I popped up, startled. "How the hell did you get in here?"


  I scared her. I had to calm her down before I could get any sense out of her. She lisped much worse when she was frightened and her hearing went north. In time I learned that she'd just walked into the Al-Khar, following my scent. There'd been nobody on guard. She hadn't thought anything of that.


  "Did you see any bodies?"


  "No."


  "Damn! I hope that means they were ready for an invasion and just ran away." Because that was what a lack of guards meant. Somebody unfriendly had gotten inside but hadn't found anybody to kill. Not right away. I suffered no overwhelming impulse to find out if Block and Relway were all right, though, "Why are you here?" I had myself together now. I started easing her toward the nearest street door. Seemed a stroke of strategic genius to get ourselves far away from whatever big trouble was afoot.


  "Reliance sent trackers after everyone following you, Garrett. He believed they would run to their masters as soon as they knew you had shaken the one with no scent. I teamed with two others to follow that thing. It can be done. I learned."


  We were at the door. I thought I heard Block's fake evil laughter from deep inside the jail. "How'd you manage that?"


  "By sight. This creature is not smart. It does not look back. It does not see those who are not people. That is why others were able to follow it. Even Fenibro is smart enough to look back sometimes. We took turns being closest. It is easy to track one another."


  "Hmm." The ratpeople were working real hard to put me in their debt. I had a bad feeling about that. People who do that sort of thing always want something back. Usually something that involves me having to work.


  There was enough light out to see. A modest fog had come in off the river. I understand that happens frequently but I'm seldom up early enough to see it.


  For some early is late. Singe was uncomfortable being out after daybreak but she stuck with me, valiantly trying to communicate everything Reliance's people had found out about my personal road show. I must say, I appreciated the unflagging interest of all the friends I'd made recently. Even though they were watching one another as much as making sure that they knew every little thing I found interesting.


  Only Max Weider wasn't watching me. But Relway was doing Max's share as well as his own. He had a whole crew on my backtrail.


  Where did he find them all?


  That fact that he could round up that many people fanatically devoted to law and order was as scary as the fact that our Marengo North Englishes and Bondurant Altoonas could find all the friends they wanted.


  Human folks were flooding the streets now, starting their day. Many were the sort who worshipped Marengo. They did not like what they saw when Singe and I strolled by.


  It constituted a little lesson on what it means to be a ratman.


  Singe's courage was not up to a prolonged test.


  Mine wasn't much less feeble.


  Singe told me, "I cannot remain with you."


  "I understand. Before you go, though, tell me, did your people track the scentless one to others like it?"


  "It went to a place where others of its kind waited."


  "Ah! And where might that have been? How many of them were there?"


  "Three and the one we followed. We did not understand the language they spoke. Nor could I get very close. They were alert. They were very troubled."


  "You did get close enough to listen?"


  Singe made a dramatic effort to respond with a nod. "We are often closer than you think."


  I hugged her with one arm. She barely came up to my brisket. Somehow, she seemed bigger when we were just walking, talking. "You are the bravest child I've ever met."


  Did you know rats purr? I'd heard cats and raccoons do it, but never. . . . Singe did.


  I tried to be stern. "You can't take risks like that. These creatures are extremely dangerous. They think nothing of murder. I'd hate myself if you got hurt."


  Singe's purr grew louder. I could hear Morley and Belinda mocking me now. I cautioned myself not to let Singe make too much of my praise.


  "Where're they hiding?"


  She had trouble explaining. Ratpeople don't think in terms of street names and addresses. Not that we have the latter anywhere but on the Hill. Mostly you locate yourself as being so many doors some direction from an outstanding landmark. Like, say, a tavern. Most of those draw their names from signs easily recognized by the illiterate. The Merry Mole. The Gold Seam, for dwarves. The Palms for people overburdened with wealth and self-opinion.


  She made me understand. "A lamp, is that it?" She got that across with finger speech when I proved too dense to get it verbally. "Down by the river? There aren't any taverns. . . . The Lamp brewery? That's been closed up and abandoned for twenty. . . ."


  What a wonderful place to squat. The Lamp brewery was no sprawling monster like the Weider place but in its day it was a leading producer of working-class lager. It went before my time but the old men remember it fondly. I suspect time improves the beer, as it will do. Had the Lamp product been superior, the brewery would still be in business.


  "That's interesting, Singe. Very interesting." I'd have to let Relway know. We could give the place a look when I got back from The Pipes.


  The shifters had themselves a brewery. But not a functional brewery. Nor one that could be made functional, probably. Anything of any use whatsoever would've been sold or stolen long ago.


  I told Singe, "I owe you." She purred some more. "But I really don't want to be indebted to Reliance. I feel like he's up to no good."


  The child wasn't completely smitten. Nor wholely thick-witted. I didn't lead her into any verbal ambush. She didn't volunteer anything.


  I chuckled. "You're the best. Look, I have to go out to the country. You go home and rest. You should stop taking risks for that old schemer."


  She stopped walking. For a moment she found the courage to look me directly in the eye, which ratpeople are almost constitutionally incapable of doing. Then she extended a paw. I extended my own. She gave me a light, nervous handshake. "Thank you for not being cruel."


  "Cruel? What. . . ? " Pular Singe vanished into an alley more quietly than one of the creatures from which her race had been wrought.
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  Headed toward the city gate I discovered that I was being tailed again. There were three of them, working as a team. They were good. But they didn't have the advantage of having tagged me with a spell. Somebody had to stay close to see me. Which meant I could see him if I paid attention.


  One was a Relway thug I'd seen in the background around the Weider place. So my pals at the Al-Khar did have time and manpower to watch me even when there was excitement going on right inside their own house.


  Who were the raiders? If the shifters were all holed up at the Lamp brewery, crying in their beer? Could I assume they were Genord's pals?


  Relway or Block would let me know. If the mood took them.


  Mine was not a comfortable journey, even with the Guard watching over me. I was without defensive resources again. And I was alone. My passage drew concerned or calculating looks everywhere. Already there was a general assumption that a man alone either had reason to be supremely confident or was a complete fool.


  I tried to maintain a confident swagger.


  I felt a puff of cool air. I hadn't paid much attention to the weather. Clouds were piled up to the south. We might be in for some thunderstorms. This time of year they usually hold off till late afternoon. If I really hustled, I could get back to town ahead of the showers.


  By the time I reached The Pipes the temperature had risen and the clouds had become less impressive. They would grow again when the temperature began to fall.


  Hey! I don't recall anybody ever paying much attention to that kind of thing. Well, maybe farmers. But you'd have a hell of a racket going if you could predict the weather. Stormwardens make a hell of a racket out of just creating small spots of weather. . . . But that's a tough way to make a living. The magic is harder on the magician than it is on the world around him.


  There was steady traffic on the road but I never worried. I didn't draw attention to myself. I was just one more vagabond drifting. Call uniforms and freecorps armbands were plentiful, suggesting a lot of messages moving between The Pipes and Marengo's satraps inside the city. I expected trouble getting past the gate but Marengo and Mr. Nagit had left word. The gate was well-defended now. Still not strongly enough to whip a troop of centaurs but, probably, enough to discourage that crew from attacking in the first place.


  What had become of them? Did Block and Relway mention them to their military contacts? Or Mr. Nagit or Colonel Theverly might have done so. It needed doing. We couldn't have random armed bands roving the countryside.


  A youngster who reminded me of me six or seven years ago went to the house with me. "You walked all the way out here?" Like he found that hard to believe.


  "You must've been cavalry."


  "Yeah."


  "Figures."


  "What's that mean?"


  "Nothing personal. I just don't like horses. Anything interesting happened since yesterday?" Probably better change the subject. Cavalry types are goofy about horses. You can't find an ounce of rational paranoia among ten thousand of them.


  "Been a campout. Bigwigs been busy, though. The Old Man got mad once he got over having his feelings hurt."


  North English let word of his pecadillo get out? I asked.


  "Nah, he ain't bragging. But other people know. Word gets around."


  Interesting. Marengo told me he was the only survivor of the ambush. I should've been the only one he told the real story. "Just out of curiosity, what story did you hear?"


  His story matched Marengo's.


  Interestinger and interestinger.


  Why would he want everyone to know? Most of us prefer to conceal our humiliations and screwups. Marengo North English struck me as very much that sort of man. What was the tactical advantage?


  Or had he confided in someone who hadn't kept his secret? Or. . . . Might one of his attackers have retailed the story?
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  My return must have been portentous for North English. Fifteen minutes after I entered his house I was alone with him in his dimly lighted sanctum. His expression suggested he was unnaturally interested in what I would have to say. Before he could ask me anything I inquired, "Are you aware that every man on the grounds knows what happened the other night? Not the official version but the version you told me?" If the men knew, then Tama must know. Might be a good time to find out if she had formed any opinions.


  A darkness stirred behind Marengo's eyes. Perhaps it was veiled anger. He growled, "I didn't tell anyone but you." He watched me intently. I don't know what he expected.


  "And I never told a soul," I lied. Then I mused, "You did say that the men who attacked you looked like they belonged to the movement."


  North English grunted. He must've thought about that more than he wanted to admit. He must've taken it to heart. The kid who had walked me to the house had told me Marengo was hiding out today, letting no one in to see him but Tama. There were no bodyguards around so maybe he was getting paranoid about everybody.


  I told him, "I saw Belinda. She swears she had nothing to do with the attack, nor was she responsible for that invitation. I believe her."


  North English's style was becoming plebian. He grunted again, evidently preoccupied with rearranging furniture inside his head. He didn't seem surprised by what I'd just said. Eventually he pulled himself together, and urged, "Tell me what you think."


  I offered some ideas that had occurred to me during the walk from town. Marengo continued more attentive than ever before. Somehow he must've come to the conclusion that I was a real person.


  "You're convinced there's a connection between Brotherhood Of The Wolf and this Black Dragon gang?"


  "There's no absolute proof but the circumstantial evidence looks strong to me."


  "And this's something you just came up with on the way out here?"


  "Oh, no. The Guard are looking at the possibilities from another angle. There may have been a previous connection during the war. And the shapeshifters may be associated with Glory Mooncalled somehow."


  It was obvious that was something Marengo didn't want to hear. "You have a plan?" The North English I wanted to believe in, the one who could contemplate mass extinctions without qualm, seemed about to emerge from behind the mask. Marengo sounded harder and more angry by the minute.


  I said, "I have some ideas. There'll be risks. Do you have any men you trust completely? Bearing in mind that the Brotherhood Of The Wolf was practically your bodyguard."


  Hard Marengo glared. He didn't like my plan already.


  "I can find men on my own. If you prefer." Like he was in whether or not he liked it.


  "Talk to me."


  I explained. He frowned a lot. He seemed confused by several points, like his memory was a little rocky. He muttered to himself, interrupted himself to ask, "Does this mean you've lost interest in the library?"


  "Pretty much." What the hell brought that on? I reviewed briefly, then continued.


  Marengo asked, "Will Weider cooperate?"


  "I think so." Putting words into the Old Man's mouth.


  "I'd guess so, too. He'll want to balance the books. How many men will you want?"


  "Say twenty? Enough to put up a fight even if a few aren't trustworthy."


  "Good. Good. When do you want to do it?" He seemed eager to cooperate now.


  Marengo North English seemed a different man when he wasn't "on" in front of his followers. No sense of conviction came off him at all.


  "As soon as we can. Which would be tomorrow night at the earliest, probably. There's a lot to pull together."


  "At this end, too. But I think we need to do it. Find Nagit. Don't tell him anything, just send him to me. I'll talk to him, then send him along with you to run messages. So you don't have to ride out here and back every few hours."


  "All right. But I wouldn't be riding, I'd be walking."


  As I started toward the door he demanded, "Why the hell don't you get a horse?"


  I thought he knew. "I need the exercise." They must've done some research on me. That was common sense.


  He smiled wickedly. "That's right." And now I got the feeling he did know all about me. I had the feeling that he was taunting me somehow. Or maybe he was just letting me know that I wasn't inside anything here yet and there was no way I was going to get inside. This was a marriage of convenience only.


  North English suggested, "Tell Nagit to dredge you up some decent clothing. It'd be a shame if everything went in the shitter because you got dumped into a vagrants' home."


  The shitter? Why would he, suddenly, start using language like that? It didn't fit the superior-race image.
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  I ran into Tama in the hallway outside. She was carrying tea and rolls for two. The tea smelled good. She seemed delighted to see me, yet infinitely suspicious. "Will you stay a little longer this time?" Her voice husked. My spine quivered. My knees jellied. Boy, could she suggest a lot without saying anything.


  Her smile broadened. It told me Tinnie wasn't here to save me this time. I gobbled, "I wish I could." She slithered closer. Long, dark fingers spidered up my chest to my hair, my cheek, then drifted down again. The woman was pure devil.


  "Some chances come once in a lifetime. Are you done in there?"


  "Uhm." I was done. I was crispy around the edges. "I need to find Mr. Nagit." I gulped. Seemed like I needed an awful lot of air suddenly.


  "He went out to the stables. Probably trying to stay out of Colonel Theverley's way. They don't get along. Do take advantage of the tea while it's hot."


  She stepped very close again. That demon hand. . . . Marengo North English was one lucky man. She never stopped smiling and never turned off the raw animal attraction. I took a cup and stared and tried to find my lost breath as she went on to serve Marengo.


  I don't know what Tinnie meant. Tama's behind didn't look bony at all. In fact. . . .


  

  


  


  I found Mr. Nagit out back. He couldn't have been more thrilled to see me if I'd been the old boy with the sickle. But he was a gentleman. He was polite. I told him what I thought he needed to know. "He's going to plug the leak? Wonderful. Then the attack did wake him up."


  "Do I detect a tremor of distrust of the high command's wisdom?"


  Weak smile. "You are a detective. Yes. I've had to stand around in the background, keeping my mouth shut, during an ongoing debate about how much it matters if somebody warns the Other Races that we're coming. I thought the boss had yielded to the majority opinion, that it doesn't."


  "The boss might be smarter and tougher than people think. He might be sandbagging."


  Nagit grunted. "The one thing they're all forgetting, or just don't want to remember, is that Glory Mooncalled is out there somewhere. Nobody wants to listen when I say he's dealt himself into the game."


  "I'll listen. Because you're right. I think he's in the game big. I just don't know how. Yet. But you're right. Marengo didn't like that idea at all when I brought it up."


  "He's been a little odd since the attack. More so today. Today he's staying locked up in there, not letting anyone in but the Montezuma woman. You'll want a change of clothes before we go. Right?"


  "So many people disapprove of my wardrobe, I just have to assume that that might be appropriate. And I wouldn't mind borrowing a few knives and whatnot, so I'll feel more comfortable while I'm roaming around."


  "I expect we can find you a nice outfit and a suite of cutlery." There was something sly about the way he said that. "Pick yourself a horse while you're out here."


  "Uh. . . ."


  "I'm giving up my time to help you, Garrett. You'll make a few accommodations for me, too."


  What was this? Did everybody in Karenta know I don't get along with horses?


  Probably everybody who's already fallen under the sway of those monsters did. They gossiped behind my back. Those strange people who actually like the beasts probably understand what they're saying, somehow.


  I grumbled, "Point me toward the old plodders."


  "If that's what you want. Personally, I'd rather have something that could get up some speed if we ran into those centaurs."


  "What?"


  "There's a large band of centaurs in the area. On the move. Just as you told us. The colonel has patrols out looking for them." Mr. Nagit sounded like he begrudged having to say anything positive about Theverly. "The patrols haven't been able to pin them down. They're doing better watching us than we're doing finding them."


  I made masculine noises. "As long as we know where they're not."


  "Luck won't love you forever, Garrett. Pick a good horse."


  Seemed to me luck wanted a trial separation already. "All right. I'll go to the library and wait when I'm done. Don't forget to see the boss."


  "I'd like to. I've got troubles enough without having to hold his hand and run his errands."


  Dang me. Sounded like there was disillusionment in paradise. "What's going on?"


  "Besides the centaurs? I've got another dead man. I've got a missing man. And I've got a man missing a limb. I've got livestock scattered everywhere. I've got berserk thunder-lizards staggering around biting everything that moves—including each other. And I've got a self-proclaimed hero-of-the-soldiers colonel who's completely indifferent to all those problems."


  I lifted an eyebrow high. That works differently when you show it to a man. "What happened?" In a tone hopefully dripping empathy.


  "The shitstorm started last night when Venable's pets went crazy. They spooked the cattle and sheep, went after each other, tore up Venable's other arm when he tried to get them under control, and killed somebody, apparently an outsider, who's torn up too badly to identify. Tollie was missing this morning but the corpse isn't him because the dead man was shorter, fatter, and older than the kid. I say the dead man must be a stranger because none of the other men are missing."


  "And Venable's pets only attack strangers."


  "Says Venable."


  "Even this morning?"


  "Even this morning. He claims they had to be poisoned or ensorcelled. Which is a troubling notion, too. And Theverly could care less about that, either. I'm not a man who swears much, Mr. Garrett, but I do wish this shit would come to an end and we could concentrate on our mission."


  I asked several professionally oriented questions, all of which had occurred to Mr. Nagit and none of which had yet generated conclusive answers. He grumbled, "None of that matters anymore because right now I've got no greater mission than to go get orders to join you in your adventures, probably mainly so I can bang you over the head if you manage to irritate the boss or his honey."


  "I detect a note of disaffection, perhaps complicated by a dollop of cynicism."


  "Not a note, Mr. Garrett. A whole damned opera. I'd leave if there was anywhere better to go. But where? Bondurant Altoona? Arnes Mingle? The sad part is, this, here, is as good as it gets. Parker! I need you."


  Mr. Nagit drafted Parker to help me with a mount, then stalked off. I started my search. I looked each beast directly in the eye, hunting for fast and strong but stupid enough to have no intellect left over for malice. Reluctantly, I made a choice and had her prepared.


  On my way I encountered Mr. Nagit's favorite colonel, Moches Theverly. Evidently Theverly didn't remember that we'd served together in the islands. At least he didn't seem inclined to drop everything and rehash old times. He didn't seem inclined to acknowledge my existence. And that was fine with me. There might come a moment when I didn't want him to recall who I was.


  I noticed that he still surrounded himself with the same cronies he'd had years ago. And still projected the same air of immense competence. And still bore the scars of the wounds that had gotten him pulled out just before the big Venageti hammer came down on those of us who stayed behind.


  I studied him while I had the chance and soon decided that he probably didn't signify in anything that was going on with me. He was just somebody who happened to be around, an actor who walked across the stage.


  I amused myself sorting books and snatching peeks at anything that sounded intriguing until, after a much longer delay than I expected, Mr. Nagit showed up with a selection of personal weaponry and a change of clothing I didn't find quite suitable. "A uniform?" I complained.


  "It's all that's available." That amused Nagit. No doubt he'd conspired to contrive a shortage of more normal apparel.


  "Don't get the idea that because I'm wearing the suit I'm one of the troops. Next time I enlist I plan to start my career as a general."


  "And work your way to the bottom, I suppose. Listen, Garrett. The Call wouldn't take you in if you did want to join. You're one big old tangle of unanswered questions and nobody wants to bother digging."


  And just a few days ago everybody in the rights racket wanted to sign me on, for the full nightmare. When I still had a nonhuman partner and friends of questionable ethnic purity. I must've stopped being the ideal recruit while I was looking the other way.


  Maybe Black Dragon Valsung still wanted me. Or Brotherhood Of The Wolf. We could let bygones be bygones. Couldn't we?


  As I dressed I chewed on the sour certainty that my position had been marginalized all along, by everyone. They'd all wanted me to poke hornets' nests somewhere else but hadn't wanted me getting intimate with their own schemes. I was a ball bouncing randomly off any number of walls. No more than what Morley would call a finagle or a confusion factor. A bee annoying everybody.


  "Not a bad fit," I said, checking over each shoulder. "The styling is a little too army but I do look almost dashing."


  "The ladies will swoon." Mr. Nagit fought a smile.


  I asked, "You ever see Glory Mooncalled?"


  "What?" I'd startled him with the sudden shift. "No, I don't know anybody who has. Why?"


  "I just wondered. I used to have a partner. He practically worshipped Glory Mooncalled. Because of his irreverent attitude." Though I couldn't imagine how someone could be more establishmentarian than a Loghyr gone sedentary. For folks like that revolution or change were not Good Things.


  "Used to be a lot of that going around. You don't hear much of it anymore. Suppose we get this circus rolling? The sooner we handle it the sooner I come back home."


  "I'm ready." I looked myself over again. I wasn't pleased. I looked like one of the boys. I hoped that didn't confuse me or anyone else.


  Tama Montezuma was in the hallway talking to somebody when we left the library. The guy scowled at us. Mr. Nagit glared back. I paid the man no mind because Tama turned on the heat and made herself the focus of my existence. "Garrett? Look at you. Why'd they ever let you out of uniform?" The guy she was with sidled off past Mr. Nagit, plainly unhappy that anyone else was getting Miss Montezuma's attention. Men are that way. We can't help it.


  Tama's eyes seemed twice as big as normal. What a case! Every woman I ran into seemed determined to fry my brain.


  Mr. Nagit said, "Garrett."


  "Uh. Yeah." He was Marengo's right hand. "Sorry, Miss Montezuma. Got to run. Work to do."


  She smiled a smile both promising and predatory, moved on down the hall.


  I just couldn't imagine where Tinnie got the idea that Tama was bony. "Whew!" I said.


  Mr. Nagit agreed. "Yeah. What was that all about?"


  When Tinnie was with me he'd seemed a normal, red-blooded Karentine sort of guy. "What?"


  "That woman doesn't take a deep breath unless it has something to do with her meal ticket. And she just took you over the jumps."


  "My ego can't handle it."


  "Huh?"


  "She wants to throw the boss over for me."


  "Exactly. I thought she seemed extremely nervous."


  Were we speaking the same language?


  When we stepped out of the house I checked to see what the clouds were doing. My earlier expectations wouldn't be disappointed. Rain was coming. A real disappointment stood closer to hand. The horse I'd chosen now looked terribly ferocious for a swaybacked mare almost my own age. And then there were the dozen guys in freecorps outfits all looking like they were headed for the parade ground. I did a quick, paranoid scan of armbands, making sure noboby was dumb enough to wear his Brotherhood Of The Wolf allegiance on his sleeve.


  "Is this necessary?"


  "Somebody has to run messages. And those unfriendly centaurs are still out there."


  Unfriendly to you, fellow.


  I felt vulnerable despite having acquired a cutlery sampler.


  Something slammed down on my shoulder. For an instant I thought an ogre had jumped me from behind, but when I turned my head I found myself beak to beak with the Goddamn Parrot. "Damn! I thought I lost you for good." I told Mr. Nagit, "You know, these things live a really long time. Someday you're going to want to have a family. Think how much fun your kids could have with their own talking bird."


  "I wouldn't deprive your own future scions of the opportunity to enjoy such a wonderful experience." He laughed.


  Him and his pals found my plight entertaining. Not one of them wanted his own talking shoulder ornament, no matter how dashing the look. I gathered my dignity and mounted up, getting it right way forward first try. I mouthed the notes of the trumpet call for charge and off we rode. A three-legged centaur would've had no trouble running me down.
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  Gilbey didn't like my idea even a little. "We don't want any more trouble here, Max."


  The Old Man turned the letter Mr. Nagit had given him, as though Marengo might have scribbled a secret postscript on its blank side. He saw only what I saw, which was the North English seal. "We'll do it, Manvil." He turned the letter again. Whatever North English's message, it made a difference; but it left his old friend Max puzzled. North English's word obviously was gold to Weider. "Clear the great hall again." Wan smile. "Let this young gentleman's friends help." That was a subtle dismissal of Nagit and Gilbey both.


  "Will this work, Garrett?"


  "I don't know. My record hasn't been outstanding lately."


  "No. It hasn't. On the other hand, most of our troubles could've been avoided if we'd listened to you in the first place. I understand that you're handicapped by the head start I allowed evil. But who could believe that such things might happen?" The latter he directed toward himself.


  "North English will send in freecorps people he trusts. I assume you trust him. But, even so, I intend to bring in friends of my own."


  "Whatever you think of the man, Garrett, he's my friend."


  I confessed, "I do see him through different eyes. I'll also bring in some Guards people that Colonel Block trusts. Everybody can watch everybody. It'll be like party night at the pickpockets' hall."


  Wan smile. "You missed the funerals."


  "You had them already?" Of course he had. It was summertime.


  "This morning. Early."


  "I'm sorry. Nobody told me. I would've been there."


  "No matter. You were doing the work of the Lord. I hope."


  Max wasn't demonstratively religious but he did belong to one of the old-time hellfire and brimstone, rip off an arm for a finger and a head for an eye type of cults. Because of Hannah's incapacity he'd gradually lost interest in the workaday details of brewing the world's best beers. He remained the grand lord of the brewery with the final say about everything but he had abandoned the detail management to Ty and the brewmasters. I feared Hannah's passing might cause him to turn away from the business altogether and possibly even from life.


  "Vengeance is mine."


  "Can you pull it together by tomorrow?"


  "I can." But I'd be one tired boy when I was done.


  "Good. You'd better get started."


  Now I was being dismissed.


  As I opened the study door, Max said, "Lose the uniform, Garrett. If you're going to be roaming around alone, you don't want to ask for more trouble."


  

  


  


  Max was right.


  The comings and goings of freecorps messengers got noticed. The news spread at the speed of rumor. Tension soon filled the streets. Tempers grew shorter fast.


  I had arrangements of my own to make. I couldn't use Nagit's men or brewery hands to complete them.


  My proud destrier and I put on the miles.


  I visited The Palms. Morley told me he could make it and he suspected that Puddle and Sarge and a few of the boys wouldn't mind a party, either. I left a message for Belinda, which Dotes promised to have delivered. Then I dropped in on Playmate, who not only was available and willing but saved me several hours by knowing where Saucerhead Tharpe was holed up. I then swooped down on Heaven's Gate where I talked to Trail and Storey and Miss Trim and, unfortunately, Medford Shale. Since I didn't have a keg under either arm or any treats for Shale any welcome was less than enthusiastic.


  Shale could just keep on wondering why nobody came to visit him.


  My weather-prediction skills proved acute. It was late afternoon when I went to see Saucerhead. It was raining. At times the downpour turned unseasonably ferocious.


  Through everything the Goddamn Parrot never made a sound. That critter had to be trying to spook me out. Not that I missed the old, foul-beaked Mr. Big. Not even a little.


  "Playmate's in. Morley's in," I told Tharpe, who wanted convincing. "The Dead Man might be in. If I can find him. And I particularly need you in. I don't think I can make it all happen without you." Of course I could. But everyone wants to be wanted, Saucerhead more so than most. And I had some special requests, each of which I explained carefully.


  The big guy grumbled, "Gonna be a major pain, Garrett. That's a lot of work."


  "You got something else going?" In the past he'd always had a good work ethic.


  "Not really. Winger had an idea about—"


  "You've got to get away from her, man. You ever notice how she never gets hurt in any of her schemes?"


  "Yeah. I know. It's not real nice but. . . . All right, Garrett! Don't start that shit. I really hate it when somebody reminds me that I owe him."


  I offered an evil chuckle reminiscent of the one I'd last heard from Colonel Block.


  The head Guardsman was next on my list. I hit the street once I finished twisting Saucerhead's . . . uh . . . giving Mr. Tharpe his instructions. With cold water drizzling down the back of my neck. I have to get myself one of those big-ass riding cloaks now that I'm a cavalier.


  "That a horse?" Saucerhead called after me, from the tenement doorway. "Are you riding a horse?" He didn't mention the condition of the monster. "I've seen everything now. It really must be important. I better get on this right away." He had a hat on his head already.


  How many times have I said he and Winger didn't have sense enough to get in out of the rain? Made me wonder. He did have sense enough to wear a hat while he was out in it.


  

  


  


  Pular Singe caught me leaving the Al-Khar, after I made arrangements with Block, who guaranteed Relway's cooperation. The good colonel was in a festive mood. An attempt to rescue Gerris Genord had been crushed without Guard casualties. One invader was dead. Two now shared Genord's cell. A couple of others, whose interest had been Crask and Sadler instead of their old pal Gerris, had gotten out again.


  Very interesting.


  I hated myself for thinking Singe looked like a drowned rat. But I couldn't help it. She did. A drowned rat in a wet shirt. "I hoped your people would notice me running around. . . . Where'd you get the shirt?" It used to be mine. It was Tad Weider's before that.


  "From the stuff you threw away. It would be a sin to let that go to waste."


  The shirt didn't flatter her. Ratpeople just aren't put together like human people. "You could get trouble from the shapechangers."


  She tried to smile. It was an obvious, conscious effort to ape the human expression. "They have been disappointed already. Many times."


  The clothes had gotten scattered amongst Reliance's dependents. And they didn't care if the shirts had been tagged.


  "I'm glad to hear it. What about my tools?"


  "Tools?" She didn't understand. I reminded me to keep it simple and slow. She might be a genius of her kind but she was still ratpeople.


  "The weapons I was carrying." That stuff wasn't cheap. Even when you took most of it away from the bad boys you ran into. Still, with a little creative billing amongst my various employers. . . . Heh-heh-heh.


  "I do not know."


  I tried to recall if any could be traced to me or the Weiders if they turned up at the scene of some major villainy. I didn't think so. "Would Reliance let you go out to a party tomorrow night?"


  I knew I'd picked the wrong words even before the Goddamn Parrot loosed the first noise to pass his beak in hours. Slow and simple, stupid. Before she leapt too far in her conclusions.


  I said, "I'll be working there. I want to hire you to unmask the creatures with no scent. Nobody is as good as you are." I couldn't restrain a grin, which seemed to help. But it was sure misplaced.


  What must people think of this rain-bedraggled crew, hatless me, a soggy parrot scrunched on my shoulder, leading a moth-eaten antique horse, practically hand in hand with a ratgirl who looked like she'd been drowned once then thrown back for good measure?


  The thought made me look around for witnesses. By chance I glimpsed another drowned rat. "Did you know Fenibro is following you?"


  Singe's immediate anger made it clear the wannabe boyfriend hadn't been invited. "I told him not to. . . ." I couldn't follow what she said.


  "It isn't important. Maybe Reliance sent him to watch out for you."


  "One day Reliance will learn that I am not a belonging." I caught that easily enough. She added, "It may take a very painful lesson. I will help you look for the shapechangers." In seconds her enunciation had become nearly flawless.


  "Speaking of whom. Are they still holed up in that old brewery?"


  "Yes." Singe looked over her shoulder. She showed her teeth in an unfeminine threat display. If I'd been Fenibro I'd have gotten the hell out of there fast.
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  Max waved me to a seat. "Lay it out."


  "This's only tentative. Subject to change as—"


  "Don't bullshit me, Garrett."


  The man had exhausted his store of patience. With everything.


  "All right. In temporal sequence. Gerris Genord was a plant. Part of a part of this that goes back a few years. And just one of a bunch of plants that put Wolf people inside rich families and businesses. They were after money, plain and simple. It was the Wolves who approached Ty. He or the brewmasters may recognize some of the prisoners.


  "Gerris would've known when Alyx decided to bring me in. He would've reported.


  "At some point some of the Wolves would've run into some of the Dragons. They'd remember each other from the Cantard. The Wolves asked for help. Or maybe hired the Dragons. But the Dragons had their own agenda. They started using the Wolves when the Wolves thought they were using the Dragons. For their own reasons the Dragons decided to make your family their main target.


  "When Genord reported that Alyx was trying to contact me the baddies did some research and decided I could cause trouble. They tried to distract me by involving me in the rights movement. The Dragon crew tried to recruit me. They were recruiting guys at the brewery already. When I showed up there one of those guys reported me and the shifters sent over a team from the Lamp brewery ruins. They failed to discourage me. Genord marked the clothing you gave me so I could be tracked. My part in events since then you know." More or less.


  Manvil Gilbey stirred the fire. Max needed a lot of heat to keep going. Weider mused, "Dragons and Wolves using each other. The Wolves after money. What did the changers want?"


  "A functional brewery. Don't ask me why. I still have to figure that out. Maybe changers came with a big thirst. But I've got a feeling, supported by not much more than intuition so far, that Glory Mooncalled is in all this right up to his mysterious neck." An implication in part dependent upon my interpretation of my partner's arcane nonbehavior. "I also think that whoever is managing the Wolves has been blackmailed into helping the Dragons. I keep picking up little whiffs of disharmony.


  "I have a hunch that that manager brought Crask and Sadler back to deal with the blackmailers. Belinda turning up complicated life. Belinda is dedicated to turning those two good old boys into fish food. So this mystery Wolf decided to uncomplicate life by getting rid of Belinda and me. He gave Crask and Sadler the go-ahead without consulting the allies he planned to ambush later."


  Oh what an elegant theorist am I. I was probably off the mark on half of this. But I didn't let a little thing like maybe being wrong slow me down. "After the excitement at the engagement bash Genord began to understand how badly he and his pals were being used. He sneaked away to raise hell about it. He got no satisfaction and, possibly pursued, was in a highly disturbed state when Lance and Ty surprised him at the front door. Since then things have been falling apart fast for the Wolves and Dragons both.


  "Meantime, not one person involved in this has dealt with me straight. Everybody, including you, has had an agenda they didn't want to abandon. Although everybody told me a little something here and there so I could have a tool or two to go make things uncomfortable for some other guy. I don't know what your problem was, boss. Maybe you just didn't want a guy with dirt under his nails making the guests nervous by tracking real life all over the place. I'm offended but I'll stipulate that it's your house, your party, your call."


  Max's gaze flicked to Gilbey for an instant. Ah. His idea, huh?


  Gilbey asked, "You have any idea who this mysterious manipulator is?"


  "Just a feeling. No evidence. But if this turns into the pressure situation I want it to become, somebody will point a finger, and say ‘He made me do it.' "


  Gilbey stirred the fire again. Max looked thoughtful. I said, "There's more but those are the assumptions I'm working with tonight. We'll see how things come together."
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  I stood at the head of the grand staircase, overlooking the Weider great hall. Tinnie wriggled in under my left arm. Morley had reminded me to add her to the guest list, possibly saving me several centuries in Purgatory. Or what she'd make seem like several centuries. Morley's thoughtful effort balanced off about one talon's worth of the Goddamn Parrot.


  Tinnie said, "If it wasn't in bad taste, I'd ask who died." There were a lot of people of various persuasions and allegiances below us, mostly gathered in sullen clumps. The main folks circulating, other than Mr. Gresser's serving crew, were hard-eyed men from Theverly's freecorps, the brewery, my friends, and even a few of Belinda's.


  "Some parties just never come to life. Damn!"


  "What?"


  "Saucerhead brought Winger." Winger might decide that being up to her eyeballs in toughs and lawmen represented a challenge. I glanced up. A gaudy glob remained perched on the main chandelier, gawking at the mob. The bird was vitally alert and his beak hadn't gushed an abomination in the past hour. He was way out of character. I was concerned. But even Morley hadn't noticed. If we could just keep it that way. . . .


  Manvil Gilbey came out of Max's study. "Going to be much longer?"


  "Still missing some key faces. . . . Speak of the devil. Here come Colonel Block and the secret police." More hard-eyed men, probably not Relway's undercover goons because he wouldn't want their faces this exposed, came in through the front door. Some pulled chains. A few of my guests wouldn't be willing participants. Examples hove into sight: Crask, Sadler, Gerris Genord and his captive friends. Genord seemed particularly unhappy about returning to the scene of his crime.


  Him and his buddies got dragged to a bench that was chained to a pillar. They wouldn't be lonely there. The bench already supported eight desolate Brothers Of The Wolf who hadn't scooted fast enough to avoid Lieutenant Nagit's roundup at The Pipes. Apparently Nagit even caught North English by surprise with that. He'd told me that Marengo had been put out in the extreme . . . according to Tama Montezuma, who continued doing most of his talking for him.


  Alyx joined us. "That's an awful lot of men who don't like each other crammed in nose-to-nose in one place." She'd dressed. Gorgeously. She looked like she wanted to go down and set the mob at one another's throats. "I'm surprised you got them all to come."


  "Hey. We serve the best beer in town. And it's on the house." My gaze drifted to Trail and Storey and Miss Trim. And Medford Shale. Shale had refused to be left at Heaven's Gate. All four were demonstrating an heroic dedication toward making sure they got a fair share of Weider's best.


  The real reason most of these people had come was that they were afraid not to. They might miss something critical. It was a tense time in the history of TunFaire. It was a time not to let yourself fall a step behind. It was a time when the future was rewriting itself from minute to minute and you wanted your hands and nose right in the middle of anything that might nudge the pen of destiny.


  "Manvil, tell. . . ." He was gone. "Oh, good. Better late than never." Saucerhead had completed his mission. Below, Ty had entered the hall from the family dining room. He was on crutches. Nicks was beside him, trying not to look like she was there to catch him if he fell. Ty was directing a crew from the brewery who were dragging one of those huge, thousand-gallon wooden settling tanks where beer sits briefly while the grossest sediments settle out. Later the holy nectar would migrate onward to occupy the kegs and barrels the customer sees. Questions about the tank stirred every little cluster but people were too wary of their neighbors to ask outside their own cliques. Ty gave me a thumbs-up. I blew him a kiss. We were getting along today. I told Alyx, "Go tell your pop. I just dealt myself another ace. Everything's set and we're just waiting for Relway."


  "Waiting for Relway. Right."


  "He'll understand."


  She went. Tinnie asked, "Think she'll remember all the way over there?"


  "You're vicious. And she's your friend."


  "You keep that in mind. All right. You've got everybody that you've ever met gathered in one place. What the devil do you plan to do with them?"


  "Oh, I'm going to make them all unhappy. Real unhappy. Unless I manage to make me real unhappy by making a complete fool of myself."


  "You think the bookies are giving odds? Is there a point spread?"


  "Lift your skirt."


  "Right here? I can be conned into a little adventure sometimes, Garrett, but. . . ."


  "Three inches will be far enough." Her hemline dragged the carpet. "Ha! I thought so."


  "What?"


  "You're wearing the green shoes. I don't know if they turn you wicked or you just wear them when you're feeling wicked, but—"


  "Somebody's here."


  Yes. Somebody was. The boys from the Lamp brewery had arrived. They looked sexy in their shiny new silver-plated chains. I'd expected the logistics to be a problem but Relway had been on the job already, having anticipated having to control shapeshifters again, and better.


  "Five . . . six of them. I thought there'd be more. There should be more. Hell, there're only five of them." The sixth was a ringer, Relway himself, in disguise and not really part of the coffle. He was pretending to be a little hunchbacked torturer's apprentice, jingling the ends of the chains. Probably no one but Singe and I recognized him.


  Singe showed more courage than I'd thought possible. Not only was she on the scene, she was out where people could see her. She stayed close to the walls, though.


  The rightsist types were surprised by her presence but it didn't distress them. Not nearly so much as did the presence of Morley Dotes and Belinda's swagging toughs. Ratpeople knew their place.


  Everyone I wanted there had arrived. Singe had not yet found any shapeshifters other than those Relway was delivering but she kept on looking. I was counting on surprise visitors of several kinds.


  Marengo North English wove his way through the crowd hurriedly, headed my way. He seemed to cringe from the touch of the crowd. He wanted out of the press, fast. His lovely niece trailed a step behind him. Tama seemed uncomfortable and deeply troubled. Maybe that was because there were so many really bad people around, though I couldn't picture her having much difficulty managing in even the direst circumstances. She'd already impressed me as a first-class survivor capable of cool thinking and quick decisions.


  While Marengo had been eyeing the Belindas and Tinnies and Wingers and developing an itch, she had been formulating plans of her own, I was sure. Whatever silverware Marengo still had lying around The Pipes might not be there much longer.


  Now Colonel Block was whispering with a fawning Relway. Both kept glancing my way. He nodded several times, started toward the stair himself.


  Marengo arrived first. He asked, "Are you ready to start?" Oddly, Tama seemed more interested in my answer than he did.


  I was, though I hadn't achieved the perfect and optimal mix I'd hoped for. But the crowd was better than the one I'd expected. The front door had been locked. Sarge and Puddle stood between it and the room, looking like some pudgy guardian temple trolls. Them dressed up formal was a vision to behold. Out of a bad dream. Unfortunately, I'd never get joy out of having seen them looking pretty. I was outfitted in Ty Weider's second best get-up. I looked like some limp-wristed, lilac-scented lordlet bent on embarrassing his family publicly. "Yes."


  Singe moved around the edge of the room. Marengo glanced down at her frequently, unhappily. Playmate, Saucerhead, and Winger were never far from the ratgirl. Winger cleaned up astonishly well. Marengo's gaze brushed her a time or three. I wouldn't interfere if they decided they were made for each other. They deserved one another. And I had a parrot that would make a wonderful engagement present.


  A glance showed me that the future nuptial knickknack was still paying attention.


  Singe drifted off to check Mr. Gresser's crew and Neersa Bintor's kitchen gang.


  Block puffed his way to the head of the stair. He clung to the rail, sucked in a bunch of air, gasped out, "You've got to stall, Garrett."


  "But—"


  "Got a good reason?" Max demanded from behind me, as I made a small gesture that brought a colorful lightning bolt down to strike my shoulder. I guess Alyx had gotten all the way there with the message. Her old man sounded darkly suspicious. Which is probably the healthiest attitude if you're dealing with minions of the Crown.


  "I think so," Block said. "Though you're free to disagree, of course."


  "What?" I asked. I knew it would be ugly. The Goddamn Parrot cocked his head, the better to hear.


  "An acquaintance took the liberty of inviting himself down." Slight weight on the last word. I understood perfectly but Max didn't catch it. Block's way-so-mysterious chum from the Hill had decided to stick his nose in. That was wonderful. That was more than I'd hoped for. That made my evening nearly faultless. That was one snake I hadn't really expected to lure in out of the weeds. Now if just one more old shit-disturber, lately of the Cantard republic, couldn't control his curiosity and chose to become a surprise guest, I would've contrived a flawless machination.


  Block continued, "He can't make it for a while yet. And I'll tell you, you'll feel more comfortable once he is here." He winked, a very unBlocklike action. "I think." Meaning Block was going to feel more comfortable. His mystery guest must have been riding him hard.


  Max clucked his tongue, irked. Max's opinions of folk from the Hill were blacker than mine.


  Marengo didn't seem to be disappointed. In fact, he seemed more relaxed. Then I realized he wasn't listening to us, just to the crowd on the floor below.


  I asked, "Is your buddy's identity a secret?"


  "He's the Stormwarden Perilous Spite."


  Never heard of him, I didn't say because Max got in the first word. "Why?" He seemed distinctly unfriendly now. Could this be somebody he knew and disliked? Did everybody know Spite but me? I'm supposed to know things. It's what I do. Know where to make connections. But I couldn't connect this glorified witch doctor to anything.


  "Because the Stormwarden is extremely knowledgeable in matters having to do with ranger, commando, special forces, and covert operations inside the Cantard. He was involved. He has unfinished business. He's been following this since he heard about the dragon tattoos."


  How did he hear? I wondered. Would Colonel Westman Block be saddled with standing orders to report certain discoveries to certain interested parties? Might such reports be a condition of his appointment? Why, Garrett, how could you be so cynical? You developing a case of creeping realism?


  Block surged onward, ingenuously. "I don't know why, Garrett, but that got his attention in a big way. He's been nagging me like the proverbial fishwife. And seems to know more about what's going on than Deal does. . . ." Block decided he was talking too much, which is a liability in his trade. He finished, "Him joining us was his idea."


  "But he keeps Hill time, of course," I grumbled. Meaning I figured the Stormwarden couldn't be bothered catering to the schedules of us lesser creatures. But that was all right. I wanted this devil out in the open where I could see him. "Tell me, old buddy, how did this guy hear about my party in the first place?"


  Block shrugged. "I don't know. Not from me. I told you. He's well informed."


  "Hmm." I glanced at Marengo, there with his old pal Max Weider, being mousy quiet. The very man who was grumbling and muttering about the caprice of sorcerers the other day. "I see."


  North English lacked the grace to be embarrassed.


  "I see," Max said, too. "So we'll wait, Garrett. Use the delay to build the pressure till these fools blow smoke out their ears. Then let the Stormwarden land in their midst like a cat in a mouse nest."


  I said, "You're the boss." A little time sweating might indeed make somebody a tad more amenable. "Excuse me." Block had retreated halfway down the stair, then had stopped, looking my way. He had something on his mind.


  I went to find out. The colonel whispered, "Relway says to tell you you have to come visit the Lamp brewery."


  "He find something interesting?"


  "Apparently so. He wouldn't explain. He did say that he didn't understand it but that you might and you probably ought to see it before you go ahead with what you're doing here."


  Now? "Maybe he didn't notice but here is just a wee bit busy. And every time he wants me to see something that turns out to be dead bodies. I've seen enough dead people. . . . Oh, shit!" Medford Shale and his Heaven's Gate cronies had been admiring the settling tank like it might be the doorway to paradise. I'd been keeping an eye on them in case they decided to try tapping it, the results of which were sure to amaze and distress almost everyone. "Bird, go down there and get those drunks headed in another direction. Go on. Shoo."


  The arrival of the talking bird had the desired effect. The old folks retreated toward the kegs already tapped. But their bickering orbit around the settling tank brought them face-to-face with the arriving prisoners.


  Storey went berserk. He flailed away at one of the shapeshifters with his walking stick. I murmured, "Apparently it can be the same Carter Stockwell who was involved in the Myzhod campaigns."


  "What?"


  "Long story. Those old men were soldiers a long time ago. Some shapeshifter mercenaries sold them out to the Venageti. It was a big disaster for our side. Looks like these could be the same shapeshifters. Storey—that's the guy being so stylish with the walking stick—mentioned the one he's whipping by name."


  "I do believe I'm beginning to get an idea of why the stormwarden is interested."


  Me, too, if Perilous Spite was what I suspected. "Let's go calm them down."


  "Let's have a whisper with Deal."


  


  


  


  100


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Storey settled down only after, for a moment, it looked like Trail had suffered a stroke. Several shifters bled liberally. The silver fetters took the strength right out of them. Trace whimpered like a whipped puppy. The voice of the guy who'd been in the stable and on the stair to Tom's room said, "We should've killed the sonofabitch when we had the chance." I couldn't tell if he meant me or Storey.


  The boys from Brotherhood Of The Wolf were chained to the next pillar over. Several seemed stricken. They saw faces they recognized. Faces that belonged to people who weren't even human. People who had been manipulating them. . . . A glance at Gerris Genord told me he'd figured that out already. Maybe while he was in the Al-Khar, maybe even the night he killed Lancelyn Mac. Maybe he knew the key answer, too.


  Who.


  I had an idea, name of Mooncalled. Only I couldn't make him fit. Going strictly by the available evidence, Marengo North English seemed more likely.


  There was no coolness toward Genord on the part of the other Wolves. Block and Relway hadn't sold them a thing. They trusted their buddy. Kind of touching, that. These days trust is moribund and fading fast.


  It did mean I had guessed wrong about Genord not being the commando type. It takes going through hell with a man to develop that kind of trust. I asked Genord, "You want to put somebody on the spot?"


  He looked through me. He wasn't going to tell me jack. If there was any settlement due, his pals would handle it. We couldn't hold them forever.


  That attitude came out of the going through hell together, too. I remember that attitude. I miss it. But all the guys I shared it with are gone. I'm left with just the pale ghost of it in my friendships with Morley and a few others.


  An uproar loud enough for all the guests to hear erupted out in the kitchen. Neersa Bintor bellowed like an angry she-elephant. Before I finished making sure everybody didn't rush that way and thereby leave the rest of the mansion unwatched the big woman stormed into the great hall. She had a body over her shoulder, a shifter caught in mid-change, flopping like a crippled snake. In her offhand she carried a kitchen maul that looked like it could be used to drive the stakes that hold up circus tents. She searched the gawking crowd, spotted me, flung the shifter from thirty feet away. It left some skin on the uncarpeted floor.


  "I an' I, I be tryin' to manage de kitchen, you Garrett, you. You be gettin' me better help dan dat t'ief, you. You be keepin' you rat out a dere, too, you." Behind her Pular Singe managed to look sheepish and proud at the same time. She'd winkled out the interloper.


  It occurred to me that we'd neglected our obligation to inform Neersa Bintor of our full plans. Not an oversight the goddess of the cast iron would easily forgive. In the heirarchy of the Weider mansion Neersa Bintor ranked right behind Max and, just possibly, Manvil Gilbey.


  I apologized profusely in front of the mob. A certain gaudily constumed woodpecker had a grand laugh at my expense. "Lend me your cane there, Storey." I whacked the side of the settling tank three or four times. The bird said "Gleep!" and flew back to his perch on the chandelier.


  "You listen, you bird-boy, you. I an' I got no room in my kitchen for vermin, be dey talk or no. You unnerstan', you? I will catch my own t'iefs, I an' I." The shifter at my feet stirred. Neersa Bintor raised a prodigious sensible shoe, brought it down hard, then exorcised her venom through a hearty application of her maul. She kept her foot in place while a couple of Guards got the changer fitted with chains.


  I whispered to Singe, as though she hadn't understood what had been said, "Maybe you'd better stay out of the kitchen."


  She whispered back, "You tink so, you?"


  Singe the wonder child. She was being sarcastic. "Yeah. Scoot." When I turned back to the crowd I saw the Bintor phenomenon withdrawing.


  I told the Guards, "You guys better get this thing shackled to its friends before it remembers what kingdom it's in." I suspected the passivity shown by the changers was partly due to their psychic connection, which must be charged with a communal sense of despair. Block, near Relway, beckoned impatiently.
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  Relway is predictable some ways. For example, you can count on him to bring out the melodrama in any situation. He did that at the Lamp brewery, where he had guys with torches creeping around the interior ruins generating wonderfully creepy, dancing, slithering shadows. "It's in worse shape than I thought it would be," I told the little guy. The brick exterior remained sound but the inside walls and floors were falling down and caving in.


  "Smells odd, too," Morley said. He drifted over and through rubble and ruin without attracting a speck of dust.


  Relway grumbled, "The smell comes from what we're here to see." He wasn't pleased with his pal Garrett. Garrett had let Morley Dotes and Pular Singe tag along. Deal Relway wasn't dim. He knew Morley would try to memorize some identifying detail about him and that Singe, without even realizing it, would accumulate a battery of olfactory clues. I hoped he didn't feel threatened enough to consider some unpleasant form of rectification later.


  "Through here." Relway ducked under a sagging floor joist. I had to duckwalk in order to follow him. The dust showed that there had been a lot of traffic before us. "What a glamorous life they lead."


  Relway grunted. Block made a small speech about evil always seeming glamorous from a distance but being squalid and ugly when you saw it up close. It was hard to argue with that. I saw proof every day.


  On the other hand, the wicked do prosper while the upright perform hopelessly in the theater of their own despair.


  "Kind of like my shoulder ornament, you mean?"


  The Goddamn Parrot, who hadn't wanted to miss this adventure, made a sneering noise—really! And Morley announced, "I resent that. That avian gem was a gift from me."


  "For which you'll never be forgiven. Yech!" The smell was getting stronger fast. Though repellent it had a familiar edge, a malty—


  "Here," Relway said, indicating a couple of old copper fermenting kettles that should've been stolen for their scrap value ages ago. "Take a torch and climb up there." He indicated a crude platform fashioned from old crates. "You too, Wes."


  I borrowed a torch from a Guard. Colonel Block snagged another. We accomplished the climb with a minimum of injuries, though the wonder buzzard also lost some tailfeathers to a waving torch.


  The kettles were full of stuff. A big bubble broached the surface of the one nearest me. "Oh! That's foul. Some people shouldn't be allowed to brew their own." That's what they were doing. Badly. That's why the stench seemed familiar.


  Relway said, "That's right. Take that paddle and push the scum out of the way."


  A six-foot pole with a wide, square end lay across the top of the pot. I followed instructions.


  "Shit!" Block exclaimed. "What the hell is that?"


  I had to keep pushing the surface gunk aside to see it. It was a slug olive drab thing four feet long and human-shaped. No. Monkey-shaped caught it better. Its limbs were long and skinny and it had a tail. It had a round head with large round lidless lemurlike eyes. And no ears.


  There was another in the other kettle, not as completely developed. "What do you think?" Relway asked. "Think what's in them pots maybe's got something to do with why they'd want to grab control of TunFaire's biggest brewery?"


  "They're cooking up baby changers. Damn! Makes you understand their behavior. Some. Makes you kind of sympathize—if that's how they have to reproduce." I smelled ancient sorcery of the same sort that had created Singe's people. "But they're still dangerous monsters from where we stand. I wonder if it'd make any difference to Max that his family didn't die just because of somebody's greed."


  "Grief ain't big on caring about why," Block observed.


  Singe suddenly squeaked, "Garrett! Danger!" and scooted into the darkness like. . . . Well, like a scared rat. Something stirred back the way we'd come. Somebody barked something. Relway started to drag out a black knife. That started everybody else grabbing for weapons.


  "Deal!" Block snapped. "Relax." Relway froze instead.


  A wicked vision seemed to materialize slowly from the uncanny shadows, like that mythical breed of vampire that spends part of its unlife as a mist capable of passing through the finest fissure. As it moved into the torchlight I saw that it was someone in black robes with golden lightning bolts embroidered on, his face concealed behind a silver mask. Clearly the aforementioned Stormwarden Perilous Spite, clinging to the traditions of his kind, which have spooky behavior and bad clothes as their foundations.


  But people off the Hill dress like they're expected to dress. I sometimes wonder where they find their tailors. I also wondered if I really wanted this guy to turn up after all. Already he felt like clabbered bad humor.


  The Goddamn Parrot decided he wanted to go for a fly with Pular Singe. Probably a good idea. I didn't want him attracting attention.


  Block caught my eye. He jerked his head. I stepped down. He followed. His pal the wizard took our place. He stirred the kettles and examined their contents.


  I call him he for convenience. There was a one in three chance that a woman lurked behind that mask. Not that sex made much difference. Those people are all misery on the hoof.


  Block tugged my sleeve, gestured with his head. It was time us grunts made ourselves scarce.


  I departed still reflecting upon whether or not it was a good thing to have the stormwarden join us. His presence might be enough to guarantee the continued sinister shyness of the specter general from the Cantard, whose appearance would be much preferable to me.


  

  


  


  As we strode toward the Weider mansion Relway asked, "You gotten anywhere finding out anything for me, Garrett?"


  "Nope. And I'm not going to, either. They've flat out told me I'm not getting inside anything, nor am I getting anywhere near any information they don't already want the whole world to share."


  "But you're the perfect recruit."


  "I think I was the perfect recruit until I started talking to you."


  "Hmm?"


  "Just a hunch. But if I was you and Block, I'd keep an eye out for one of your guys who maybe feels as strong about human rights as he does about law and order."


  The ugly little man's face turned to cold iron.


  Thou shall have no other gods before me.
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  Max stared the length of the hall at the stormwarden. The sorcerer had come inside just far enough to be seen and cause a stir. He'd made himself shadowy and nine feet tall. Teensy lightning bolts slithered through the nimbus surrounding him. He was accompanied by two apparently ordinary men-at-arms who, on closer inspection, showed a slight golden shimmer. Sarge and Puddle were pleased to abandon their posts to the newcomers.


  The hall had become a tomb with Spite's advent. Everyone anticipated the moment when he no longer just stood there. The shapeshifters seemed particularly unhappy, which suggested they recognized the sorcerer and knew him well enough to believe they had reason to be unhappy. And Marengo North English seemed to have faded into the very woodwork.


  Weider listened closely while I explained what we'd found in the ruined brewery. He nodded occasionally, then observed, "They might've created themselves a small army if they'd gotten hold of my place, then."


  "Which was probably their plan."


  "But why would they get help from a faction of The Call?"


  "We still need to dig that out. But I'm pretty sure the Wolves thought the help was going the other way. We know these shifters are old, now. We saw that when Storey had his fit." Trail and Storey and the Heaven's Gate contingent remained dutifully attentive to the keg they had staked out. "They've had lifetimes to practice telling Karentines what they want to hear and showing them what they want to see."


  "Hadn't you better get on with the digging? That spook-wrangler gives me the creeps. He's got a bad feel to him. Try to get him out of here before he starts something I'll regret."


  "You heard of him before, boss?"


  "Perilous Spite? No. But I don't cross paths with those people much. I'm in trade. A brewer. A brewer doesn't have much contact with anybody but people who buy beer. Even during the worst days of the war the brewery had no intercourse with the war's managers and manipulators. I want to keep it that way. Go to work, Garrett."


  "Quit swearing." I surveyed the mob and grimaced. I'm not big on getting up in front of crowds. Not when I have to share the spotlight with a lord from the Hill—especially when that lord is a complete unknown. Block seemed impressed by him, though, and now-invisible Marengo hadn't too far from being petrified.


  "Quiet down!" I bellowed. Immediately every thug from The Call and the brewery and the Guard redoubled the racket by trying to shush everybody else. I would've done better just standing there letting them come to the notion that things were about to ripen. Though tardily, silence did find its way among us.


  A sea of ugly faces turned my way. Not a one looked happy. I wasn't overflowing with joy, myself.


  I hadn't thought this part through. Get them all together, let it turn into a pressure cooker. Slip a couple cards up my sleeve that nobody but Ty knew about. See what the situation produced. That was the plan.


  Should I explain? Some of these people had no idea why they'd been summoned. The rest probably had the wrong idea.


  I decided to let the thing unfold.


  "Mr Trail. Mr. Storey. You gentlemen became exercised a while ago. Please explain why to everyone else." I could imagine the rumors that had begun to go around already.


  Trail couldn't get a word out while surrounded by so many people who outranked him socially. Storey didn't have that problem, though. He had bolstered his courage mightily at Weider Brewing's expense. He repeated the tale of the Myzhod campaign. I let him ramble and editorialize but he didn't embellish much. The stormwarden demonstrated an intimidating willingness to bestow cruel attention on any member of the audience inclined to become restless. I suspected that a lot of my guests knew more about Spite than I did. I suppose if I'd had one of those posh army sinecures instead of a real job as a Marine, I might have heard something about him, too.


  Storey made it clear that he and Trail believed these shifters right here, right now, in this very room, were the same damned treacherous shifters who'd led an entire Karentine army to its destruction fifty years ago.


  Once Storey depleted his store of vitriol I announced, "Miss Quipo Trim, lately of His Majesty's Royal Army Medical Corps, is going to tell us whatever she recalls that might be germane."


  Quipo told the crowd what she'd told me, adding details she'd remembered since then. Then, in succession, I got statements from everyone else who'd had contact with the shifters. I revealed my own history. I exempted only Relway, who wasn't present anyway, according to official information. Almost everyone had to see that this assembly wasn't about me and the Weiders, as many might have expected. Ultimately, it was about the security of the Karentine Crown.


  The stormwarden weighed on my mind when I said, "That establishes the picture. These creatures have pretended to serve the Crown for ages but everywhere they go disaster follows. Rather like Glory Mooncalled. I haven't dug out much more about them. They're a big secret. Their commander in modern times was a Colonel Norton Valsung. Miss Trim tells me Valsung was Karentine but she's the only person I've found who ever met the man. I consider his existence problematical. He may have been a particularly clever shapeshifter."


  I was fishing. But somebody might remember something and volunteer it. Heck, somebody might even volunteer to tell me who was behind the Brotherhood Of The Wolf and all The Call's embarrassments. Somebody might, but I wasn't going to bet the family silver that someone would.


  The stormwarden moved ever so slightly, over by the front door. A sourceless whisper sounded beside my left ear. Years of practice with the Dead Man kept me from jumping. "Valsung existed. His continued survival is, however, indeed improbable. He was of use to them no longer."


  I nodded slightly, letting him know I'd heard. I guessed I was supposed to use the information somehow. I didn't see what use it might be, though. I glanced up at the Goddamn Parrot. The old hen was observing alertly from the chandelier while taking care not to draw attention. Excellent. Remarkable. Bizarre. But excellent. Because if the stormwarden figured out how the wonder dodo was being used, I was going to have one very irritated sorcerer on my hands.


  It wasn't possible that anyone would get the blame for me. That's Garrett's law.


  I murmured, "I hope you stay very, very quiet and let the wizard carry the load."


  The pressure hadn't yet had the effect I'd hoped. Nobody had lost control and started spouting secrets.


  I turned to Brotherhood Of The Wolf. With them my footing was speculative and personally dangerous: They remained an enigma despite being subject to human motives. They were in bad odor with The Call but I couldn't question the purity of their politics. Those remained rigorously correct by the strictest standards espoused by the most fanatic of rightsists.


  The silence in the hall continued but the overall restlessness quotient kept rising. To hold the crowd's attention I began moving down the stair. As I did so, I said, "There's a circumstantial but evident connection between the Black Dragon creatures and Brotherhood Of The Wolf." The fact that your dialectic might be impeccable and your treason accidental would not impress some true believers, lack of imagination and compassion being leading marks of the beast.


  I made no direct accusations. I wanted Genord's friends to come to the light on their own, to decide that they owed amends. Genord himself was hopeless. He had decided to protect somebody.


  I hollered back up to the balcony, "Boss, you want to weasel your goofball pal back out of your den?"


  Max grunted, nodded to Gilbey. Manvil went. He returned leading a Marengo North English still trying to avoid being noticed by the stormwarden.


  I had no mercy. "Tell us about the Wolves. Where did they come from? Why did they go away?"


  Marengo didn't want to talk. That sorcerer really had him spooked. North English must have pulled some truly stupid stunt. He spoke only with the greatest reluctance, hastily, stumbling, obviously not always certain of his facts.


  Morley materialized beside me. He whispered, "Why do you keep talking? Cut their throats and be done with it." City elves are direct folk. They'll chuck out the baby with the bathwater counting on the gods to look out for the tad if he deserves it.


  "Because if I go slicing shifters up, I'll probably piss off about half the people in this zoo. Look around. Every one of these clowns is looking for an angle and trying to figure out how to use this. If they can sneak around the stormwarden—beforehand. Anyway, we need to find out how widespread this changers cancer really is. Which we can't do using dead men. That being a stormwarden over there, not a necromancer." And I, for my part, being obsessively curious, wanted to ferret out a few whys as well as the whos and whats. And that took getting people's minds into the right frame by asking the right questions so the right answers would float to the surface.


  Marengo didn't say much interesting about Brotherhood Of The Wolf. They'd been his first effort to give The Call real muscle, a band of unimpeachable war heroes, accomplished, skilled, and dedicated. But having grown accustomed to deal with the King's enemies unsupervised, for weeks or months at a time, they tended to act without consulting their superiors. When they tried to drive the Inner Council to adopt policies they favored, by means of an unspecified intervention that left the council no other option, said council ordered them disbanded. They would be replaced by less elite, more pliable believers. The new groups grew haphazardly till Colonel Theverly came along. Most of the Wolves joined the new freecorps. A few, like Gerris Genord, dropped out and went elsewhere.


  Marengo insisted that the Wolves, disaffected or not, would never knowingly ally themselves with Karenta's enemies.


  Only the thickest-witted witness would have failed to understand that just from observing the captive Wolves.


  Devotion to the Crown is a foundation stone of the freecorps ethic. We had plenty of evidence that shapeshifters did not share that dedication.


  North English said his piece and retreated as fast as he could. His courage was extremely inconstant tonight. Perilous Spite really worried him.


  I got the impression that the reverse wasn't true. The sorcerer was indifferent to everyone but the shapeshifters.
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  I studied face after face while others spoke. Those not anticipating punishment were growing impatient. Only the stormwarden's presence held them in check.


  I went down to Genord, tried one more time. "You meant well but you were conned. And not just by these things." I indicated the shifters. "That's not really your fault. You didn't know they weren't human even though you'd worked with them in the Cantard."


  Genord showed me the same blank face he'd worn since he'd come through the door.


  I got down on one knee. "Look, guy, I'm trying to give you something to work with. They don't hang you for stupid. But they sure will for stubborn. Who got the Wolves back together? Who got you into this? Who are you covering for? You think maybe he knew about the Dragons? Eh?"


  Genord and I both knew that Brotherhood Of The Wolf never disbanded. But we could pretend.


  "Who decided to target the Weider family? And why them?"


  Genord wouldn't talk but his buddies weren't as single-minded. They'd gotten a grip on the notion that they didn't have to throw themselves on their swords. There might be a way out of their fix. If they'd been tricked into serving evil. . . .


  "You guys haven't killed anybody, have you? Except Lance?" There wouldn't be any getting out of that for Genord.


  Gerris remained donkey stubborn. He believed he was a good man fighting the good fight. Too bad his determination was wasted.


  One of the Wolves volunteered, "We haven't killed anyone." The restlessness around us lessened immediately. People jockeyed for vantage points. They might hear something interesting.


  Genord gave the talker a black look. His attitude was shared by none of the other Wolves. The man speaking looked like he was used to being in charge. "We're guilty of nothing but striving to serve the movement and the Crown." He glared at the balcony, at the unseen North English, angry, clearly feeling betrayed.


  "Suppose you explain that." I surveyed the audience. I leaned back to check the chandelier. The ugliest bird of the century stared back. Still alert. Good. I glanced at the settling tank. I had hold of a thread, now. Finally. Things might start to unravel. Which could mean some real excitement. "Get away from that tank!" I yelled. Trail, Storey, and Shale were back trying to figure out how to get beer out of the vat. Quipo Trim, though, had established herself permanently beside an active keg of Reserve Dark. She muttered with Winger as she sucked it down. Winger was putting her share away, too, instead of looking out for Singe. No beer disappears faster than free beer. With my luck the women were swapping Garrett stories. I growled. I did not want Winger getting drunk. She loses all sense of caution once she's had a few.


  The Goddamn Parrot launched himself off the chandelier, swooped around the room. People ducked. People cursed. The bird landed on Winger's wrist just as she started to take a drink. Beer flew. She glared up at me. I indicated Morley. "Remember, the jungle chicken was his fault." The bird roosted on the chandelier again. I glared at Winger's mug. She began to get the idea. But how long could it stick?


  Upstairs, Belinda and Nicks joined Alyx and Tinnie. They must've gotten a cue from Max or Manvil. They had North English surrounded and were keeping him out where he could be seen. If they added Tama Montezuma, they'd create a coven of heart-wreckers of diabolic magnitude.


  Where was Marengo's favorite niece? I couldn't see her for the surrounding crowd. Hadn't seen her for a while now, come to think.


  The Wolf continued his story. "Privately we were told that we weren't disbanding. That the announcement that we were would get that asshole Theverly down off his high horse." The Wolf spokesman seemed determined to stare a hole right through North English. Weider and Gilbey had joined the ladies, now, compelling Marengo to face his critic. Max was extremely unhappy with his friend. "We were told we were going underground to do the stuff we'd trained for. Some of us should take positions in the private world. Openings would be arranged. Some should join Theverly's command and monitor it from inside, taking as much control as we could. Some of us should move over to other rights groups so we could keep track of what they were doing. These were all things we were convinced we should've been doing already."


  I gave North English the fisheye myself. That was exactly the sort of stuff a guy like him would pull. But he called down, "That's not true. I told the Brotherhood to disband because I wanted it disbanded. I agreed with Theverly. They wouldn't be managed. Obviously, time has sustained the wisdom of our decision." Nevertheless, he remained shifty-eyed and kept his face averted from the stormwarden.


  The man in chains didn't buy North English's protests. "We got orders from you every day. The last couple of months you've sent word three or four times a day. It got to where you were practically controlling every breath we took."


  The man believed what he said. I didn't doubt that a bit.


  The Wolf had said, ". . . sent word. . . ." And it hadn't been that long since I'd mentioned the changers' talent for telling Karentines exactly what they wanted to hear. This Wolf had been fed a story exactly suited to his emotional need.


  North English looked baffled. Maybe he believed what he said, too.


  The Wolf plowed on, "The Call was going broke. They wanted to get ahold of a lot of wealth fast. Two, two and a half weeks ago, not long after we started working with Black Dragon, we got word that the Weider brewing empire would be taken over. We'd worked on that project for a long time. Just in case. The Dragons tried to recruit brewery workers in our name. That was hard for us; you kept us tied up in meetings all the time." The man's conviction began to waver in the face of North English's steadfast headshaking. North English was getting angry enough to ignore the presence of the sorcerer.


  Marengo said, "I haven't spoken to you three times in the last year, fellow."


  "You couldn't, could you? Colonel Theverly would throw one of his tantrums. You—"


  Pular Singe squealed. Saucerhead Tharpe bellowed. Playmate boomed something. Sarge roared. The Goddamn Parrot shrieked. A sorcerous voice whispered "Beware!" in my ear just as Look Out! rumbled inside my head. A woody crash came from the direction of the dining room. Shrieks followed that. Something was headed my way.


  That something was a whirlwind of horror that looked like a troll with a bad case of the uglies. It had claws like scimitars. It had fangs like a saber-tithed tooger, top and bottom. It was preceded by breath foul enough to gag a maggot. It bulled straight toward me. Bodies flew and people screamed.


  There wasn't a hero in the place. Whatever direction the thing looked it saw flying heels. My first impulse was to show it one more pair. So was my second. I listened to that one.


  "Down!" said the little voice in my ear. Down! insisted the big voice inside my head. I'm a bright boy. I can take a hint. I flung myself down and clung to cold stone like the gods had announced that they were going to do away with gravity.


  Came a sound like somebody slapping a brick wall with the flat side of a big wet board. The sound of big bacon frying followed instantly. The ugly apparition shrieked louder than all the shrieking around it put together. It collapsed upon itself, passing through repeated twisting changes before it assumed the shape like those in the Lamp ruin tanks.


  A huge, sourceless voice filled the hall. "Stand back. It's stunned, not dead." The thing began to assume human shape. Evidently young shifters adopt some base form to which they'll revert automatically if they can't maintain a shape they've chosen.


  The shifters bound in chains made unhappy noises. Their despair was so strong I felt it—maybe because I'd been exposed to the Dead Man for so long.


  Stunned didn't last. An arm grew to an impossible length. One incredibly nasty, sicklelike claw tipped it. That claw slashed at me. I was just fast enough to dodge or the shifter was just slow enough to miss.


  A waterlogged blanket slapped a stone floor. Big bacon crackled. The shifter leapt into the air, shrieked, then flopped around like its back was broken. I told Morley, "I think I'll back off a ways."


  "Clever fellow. Sign me on as your assistant."


  I noted that he wasn't watching the shifter. "Whatcha looking for?"


  "Just keeping an eye out." He used his "I've got an idea but I'm not ready to talk about it" tone. I looked around, too.


  Block and Relway were busy making sure men kept guarding every entrance. I looked up at Tinnie and the girls. They hadn't fled. But they had let Marengo get away again. Two large gentlemen from the shipping dock had joined the ladies. Max, Manvil, and Ty now formed a glowering knot at the foot of the grand staircase, evidently concerned that my new playmate might develop a taste for toothsome wench. A taste I can't say I begrudge almost anyone.


  I limped over to Genord. I'd banged my hip good getting down onto the floor. "Here we go again. Want to tell me anything now?"


  Gerris still wasn't talking.


  "Live a fool, die a fool—Now what?"


  Another racket from the kitchen, that's what. Neersa Bintor was very upset about something. Had Singe. . . ? No, Singe was there by the dining-room door, just steps away from Relway, shaking like a last autumn leaf, looking at me, in a stance that begged forgiveness for failing to expose the changer in time.


  Still looking around, Morley asked, "You want some bad news?"


  "No. I'd cherish some good news, though. Just for the novelty. What?"


  "Crask and Sadler went missing during that excitement."


  Gah! "You're shitting me."


  Sure enough, their fetters were empty. How the hell. . . ? They'd been out of the way and everybody had been distracted, but. . . . I stormed toward Relway. "You want to tell me how Crask and Sadler could do a disappearing act in the middle of a hundred people?"


  "What? They couldn't. I've got the only key. . . ." A twisted hand came out of a pocket empty. "Hunh?" He was flabbergasted. It's a memory I'll cherish. Relway is seldom at a loss. "Somebody picked my pocket." He started growling at his own people, forgetting, for the moment, that he didn't want to reveal himself.


  I went to Pular Singe, told her, "You did just fine. You couldn't be everywhere at once. Once the shifters understood that you could identify them they just stayed out of your way. Are you all right? You think you can work? I might need you to track those bad men again."


  "Never mind the bad men," Morley said from behind me. "She turned them loose strictly for their diversion value."


  Slap and bacon crackle happened again. People who should've been concentrating on that last shifter had let themselves be distracted by trying to keep track of me. That changer was off the floor again. It lurched toward its brethren, sprouting scissorlike claws capable of snipping silver. It seemed to be developing an immunity to the stormwarden's sorcery. A double application was needed to put it down this time.


  "Someone would have to know me pretty good to think I'd drop everything if they. . . ." Of course. Somebody who controlled the resources of Brotherhood Of The Wolf and Black Dragon Valsung could find out all about me. Somebody who'd had me dogged since before I knew I was getting into this mess. Somebody who. . . . Who? I could look around me and see everybody involved in the case except Crask and Sadler. But they were pawns. Of the rest only Marengo remotely fit. Like the lead Wolf said.


  North English might be one hell of an actor. But he had been behaving strangely ever since he'd gotten hurt. A fact which left me squinty-eyed with suspicion.
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  Wait! What about the redoubtable Lieutenant Nagit? Mr. Nagit was an excellent candidate. He probably felt underappreciated. . . . Then I recalled something he'd said. Something I hadn't taken the trouble to hear at the time.


  An evil globule of bright feathers hit my shoulder hard. "Goddammit!. . . ."


  "Do not be willfully stupid, Garrett. Do not be willfully blind."


  People stared. Only Morley Dotes grasped the full significance right away. He turned, stared at the settling tank briefly, said, "You're one sneaky bastard, Garrett." He showed about a hundred pointy teeth in a grin. "I've taught you well, my disciple."


  I ignored him. I told the bird, "No. I'm not being blind on purpose. I really just got it. Block! Colonel Block." He was close enough that I didn't really need to yell. "Find the woman. The mistress. Montezuma. It's her that ties everything together." Stupid, Garrett. Stupid. It was right there in front of you all the time. But she was gorgeous so you just didn't think she could be anything else. If she'd gotten lucky with you, you might have ended up as thick as Gerris Genord. Or well nicked by a meat cleaver.


  How did she know Crask and Sadler? From her old days, before she got her hooks into Marengo?


  We didn't know much about her. Nobody bothered to find out, no matter what we'd discussed. Why back-check a whore, however remarkable she might be?


  She might have grown up with the nightmare twins.


  Above, Marengo had found nerve enough to show himself. His mouth was open but nothing came out.


  Mr. Nagit had told me the woman never did anything that didn't relate to her meal ticket. That explained why she had hooked up with Marengo in the first place. It explained why she'd work all the angles against the day Marengo lost interest. She'd started that as soon as she'd arrived at The Pipes, already old enough and wise enough to know that the ride couldn't possibly last.


  Tama Montezuma would be one more reason Marengo North English couldn't finance his bigoted revolution. Tama would have found a hundred ways to suck herself a comfortable retirement out of Marengo's and The Call's cash flows.


  It was amazing what vistas opened once I embraced the possibility that the luscious Miss Montezuma might be a villain. The probability of a connection with Glory Mooncalled laid itself out as though announced by trumpeters. I already believed that Mooncalled was behind the shapeshifters somewhere. I had hoped tonight's festivities would somehow lure him to the Weider mansion, too, probably in deep disguise. But no disguise would help as long as he came within a hundred feet of that settling tank.


  Mooncalled would've gotten his claws into Tama the instant the Brotherhood Of The Wolf included Black Dragon Valsung in their plans. How she'd manipulated the Wolves was clear enough, based on the testimony of our witnesses. She'd pretended to be Marengo's go-between. Which the Wolf acknowledged when asked directly.


  Tama wanted to be rich. She had only one thing to sell. The shifters wanted a brewery. They had nothing to market but their talent for infiltration. Glory Mooncalled wanted . . . what? Where Mooncalled came from and where he was going never had been clear. Even my partner, who made a hobby of studying the man, no longer understood what he was about. And the rest of the world knew only that Mooncalled traveled his own road and was a real pain in the ass about letting himself get pushed off of it.


  The vistas stretched but I still had questions. Lots of questions. How did Tama get them to attack Marengo that night? Why try to eliminate all the main leaders of the rights movement? Or was that all staging? Where was Glory Mooncalled now? Why hadn't I pulled him in? Because of Perilous Spite? Or had he sensed the trap? And where was Tama Montezuma? Had she worked her magic on Mooncalled? That would be a real marvel, those two getting all tangled up in each other.


  And: Where were Crask and Sadler?


  The noise volume rose as everybody decided to do something. They teach that in leadership school. Do something, even if it's wrong. Karenta might have been a lot better off for a little more inertia in recent decades.


  I have to confess some admiration and sympathy for Tama. She might not have lost me if people hadn't died. I understood what moved her. But she was too selfish and too sloppy.


  All the despair now haunting the Weider mansion could be laid directly at her feet.


  Mooncalled is in the area, Garrett, said the voice inside my head. He is upset. I sense that he had plans for tonight, too, but nothing has gone his way. There may be trouble.


  We didn't have trouble already?


  "Let's don't just stand around, Garrett," Block said. "We've got people on the run."


  Morley chuckled. "I don't think anybody will get very far. Right, Garrett?"


  "I'm not that optimistic, old buddy. Something will go wrong. It always does. Singe!" I couldn't mention Mooncalled. That would spark too many questions. I waved but Pular Singe didn't have courage enough to risk the center of the floor. Which wasn't a good idea, anyway. Almost everybody not in chains was now headed somewhere else in a hurry, many with their eyes closed in fear or in sheer determination not to become a witness to anything.


  The gang from Heaven's Gate, however, remained preoccupied with their personal hobbies so didn't contribute to the general uproar. Trail and Storey remained determined to tap the settling tank. They wouldn't enjoy that particular vintage if they succeeded, though. It was particularly bitter, well beyond skunky. I headed that way. "Will you two leave that damned tank alone?" Shale, at least, had had the grace to pass out. Or just fall asleep. "There's all the goddamn beer you can possibly suck down over there by Quipo. Miss Trim! You're supposed to keep these antique idiots under control." But Quipo had reached a point where she was having trouble managing herself.


  "Garrett. Heard 'bout you from your fren'. Winger." Quipo was speaking fluent drunkenese. "Where'd she go? Winger. Where'd-jou go?"


  "Garrett." Max wanted me.


  "What?"


  "Must these people destroy my home?"


  "Block!" I bellowed. "North English! Get your people under control!" Speaking of control, bigger trouble was on its way. Nobody was managing the shifters, especially that last one. It still wasn't yet properly shackled in silver.


  The stormwarden descended into the chaos. He went among the handful of shapeshifters like a Venageti triage sorcerer, specialists who had used their talents to decide which wounded should go to the surgeons and which should be put out of their misery. Those guys hadn't saved many Karentines.


  This guy ended two lives just like that, suddenly, viley, noisily. Shifters never went easily, it seemed.


  The survivors evidently tendered an offer of submission. The stormwarden's golden buttboys got them up and moving. They went docilely, chains tinkling. I wondered what would happen if the sorcerer turned his back. I asked Max, "You want I should do something about that?"


  "What?" Weider demanded.


  "It's your house." I kept my outrage well hidden. Karentines learn to do that when our lords from the Hill are out. People who won't control their emotions will suffer severe humiliations—at the least.


  "Let him have them. They deserve him. Tell Marengo to shut up and get his ass down here. He's been acting like a fool."


  North English was harassing his own people from the balcony, apparently convinced that by yelling insults he could make them catch Tama sooner. I didn't yield to my urge to give him a swift kick. Nor would I give in to my inclination to let Tama get away.


  While I got North English rounded up so Max could calm him down Morley assembled his friends and mine. He beckoned me. "You've got to get Singe on Montezuma's trail, Garrett. If she gets a big lead, we'll never catch her. She was ready for this."


  "Why do you care?"


  "Ooh, he's thick," Winger observed. "Dumb as a stump, we'd say back home." She had a strong beer flavor even from six feet away.


  "I've got a notion I don't want an explanation if you're interested in it." I noted the not-yet-departed stormwarden watching us from near the front door. I shivered.


  Morley said, "Garrett, even Saucerhead figured out that Montezuma has to have a cash stash. Possibly a very large one. She's been milking North English for several years."


  "Oh." Exactly what I'd expect of the whole gang, barring Playmate and—maybe—Pular Singe. Hustle out there and disappear the stolen riches before the rightful owner could reclaim them. Then look innocent. I'd seen Morley do it before. The problem was, Winger was the sort of accomplice who wouldn't have enough sense not to start spending like a sailor before the sun came up. Dumb luck and brute strength keep that girl alive.


  I don't think Saucerhead understood that. Someday he'll be genuinely unhappy about letting her talk him into things.


  I glanced up at Marengo. He still didn't want to mix with us peasants on the main floor. All right. Go, Tama. I didn't mind him losing his money. And him being broke wouldn't hurt Max. Or any of those gorgeous ladies up there. In fact, it'd be a better world if Marengo North English couldn't afford to be a shithead. "What do you think, latrine-beak?" I asked my shoulder ornament.


  The Goddamn Parrot was out of words again. Which was just as well. He'd given too many people too much to think about already.


  I had a few of my own left, though. "Crask and Sadler are out there somewhere."


  Morley replied, "Your pal the secret policeman can handle them. If he hasn't caught them already."


  Relway had vanished while I was blinking. Many of his people were missing as well. I asked Singe, "You want to be part of this?"


  "Double share," Dotes offered generously, which made Winger sputter. "You wouldn't have to kowtow to Reliance anymore." He knew his ratfolk. Or this ratgirl, anyway. But this ratgirl was smart enough to know when somebody was blowing fairy dust, too. She did a credible job of lifting an eyebrow when she looked to me for my opinion. A double share of what, Garrett?


  I said, "I can't go. I've got work to do here. You guys catch her, you bring her back to me." I tried warning them with sudden shifts of my eyes toward the sorcerer. But the fire of the hunt was upon them.


  "Winger, stuff it. Bring her back here. I know it sounds improbable but there're issues in this world as important as your greed."


  "Ohh!" Saucerhead purred. "Listen to the man growl. Shut up, Winger. He's probably right."


  "Be careful," I told Singe and she understood that I meant she shouldn't ever trust her present companions completely.


  Their expedition never hit the street.


  Garrett. Beware. We are about to enjoy a badly misjudged and mistimed rescue effort.


  "A what?"


  A racket broke out up front. A centaur galloped in through the front door, a javelin in each hand. It bowled over the stormwarden's glitzy henchmen while seeming utterly amazed to find them there. Another minute and the collision would have taken place outside. The stormwarden had just given up staring at me suspiciously.


  "What's this?" Morley asked.


  "Glory Mooncalled's been watching," I said. But evidently not closely enough to have seen the truth because that centaur had come inside with no idea whatsoever what he was charging into. He was astounded by the mob looking his way. After toppling the guards he tried to stop suddenly but shod hooves just won't do that on polished stone. He skidded. He howled. He tumbled. He whooped. He reached floor level traveling chin first. His language was enough to make the Goddamn Parrot cover his ears. It wasn't Karentine but every man in the place had been to the land where that language was spoken.


  More centaurs arrived. Each was as surprised as the first. Their faces revealed their determination to free Mooncalled's allies and an equal intent to stifle the man's enemies. But they faced big problems achieving their ends, not the least of which was that they hadn't come prepared to deal with so many enemies. I got the feeling that they'd expected to just prance in and prance back out. I guessed the first wave of people rushing out had lulled them.


  None of the later arrivals suffered the full ignominy endured by the first. That fellow started getting thumped before he stopped sliding. Funny, though. At first only my friends and Colonel Block's showed much enthusiasm for the sport. You'd have thought the guys from The Call would be particularly unfond of centaurs. Centaurs are the most treacherous natives of the Cantard.


  In a moment the stormwarden had a nebula of slithering lights clutched to his stomach. The ball persisted less than an eyeblink. There was another splat of waterlogged board against stone. The latecomer centaurs got a mighty assist in their efforts to get back out of the house. Sadly, none collided with the doorframe along the way. What must have been sold as an easy massacre had turned into a rout of the killers before they ever got started letting blood.


  I looked around. I didn't need outside help to realize that the centaurs had expected to get support from allies already on the ballroom floor. But nobody raised a hand to help. Which suggested that Mooncalled had staged his rescue in near-ignorance, trusting too much in unreliable allies. Which didn't fit his reputation at all.


  Did I smell desperation?


  Love is blind stupid.


  "Oh, no!"


  Oh, yes, I fear. Your craziest speculation was correct.


  There were more centaurs outside. The uproar out there made that clear. It sounded like a pitched battle. I grinned. My more noteworthy guests must have brought extra help. Just in case.


  It's getting to be a sad old world. People just don't trust each other the way they used to.
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  The excitement had ended. The centaurs had fled. The rescue attempt had failed without ever having become clearly identifiable as such to some people. Colonel Block and a badly shaken, poorly focused Marengo North English soon worked out a tentative, fragile alliance. They would work together to catch Tama Montezuma. I suspected that alliance would collapse about as soon as somebody actually caught sight of Tama. Both men had plans.


  Both were counting on me, too. If I couldn't get Pular Singe to track Tama, she might never be caught. She might not be anyway. She was a survivor. She'd had a long time to get ready for the inevitable. I figured there was a very good chance we'd find no trace of her.


  I told Max, "It didn't go the way I planned. . . ."


  "Does anything?"


  "Yes. Sometimes. Sort of. We did get to the bottom of it, didn't we? Sort of." And some good might come of it. Suspicion would attach to The Call for a long time. Plenty of people would believe Marengo was behind everything and had sacrificed his mistress to cover his ass. I planned to keep a foot in that camp myself until Tama offered a public confession, no matter what my sidekick claimed. I had a need to demonize North English, to see him as slicker and slimier than he could possibly be.


  Perilous Spite departed, leaving echoes of sorcery fading in the street. With him went the surviving Dragons and the Wolves. Brief, feeble protests from the rightsists had had no effect. Being a cynic, I suspected the stormwarden's captives might not enjoy the full rigors of justice. A tame shapeshifter would be a handy tool if you were in the sorcery and dark master rackets. Guys like Spite have no interest in justice, anyway. Most are incapable of grasping the concept.


  "Why didn't you do something?" I asked the Goddamn Parrot.


  Perhaps because I had no inclination to become a part of the stormwarden's booty, Garrett.


  I knew that but it still seemed he should have done something.


  I am doing something. Rather more interesting than what you would have me waste myself doing. Spite will reap no benefit from those he has taken into his possession. His conscription was far too public.


  That sounded a lot like one of those circuitous mollifications he always claims I'd misunderstood when things went to hell later. I couldn't recall why I'd been worried about him the past few days.


  My friends stuck around, still hoping I'd give them the chance to beat everybody else to the bad girl. Miss Trim and the crew from Heaven's Gate wouldn't leave. There was still some beer left. I told Saucerhead, "You and Winger and Playmate take the old guys home. Make sure Winger's pockets are clean before she leaves. After you deliver them come back here and help get rid of that settling tank."


  Garrett!


  "Remove the tank, then."


  Kindly get on with your chores. I am expecting company. It will go much easier if the crowd is smaller.


  I threw up my hands in exasperation. That told me that he had managed his end not so he could be a card up my sleeve but in order to hook a fish of his own.


  "Am I going with you?" Morley asked.


  "I'm not going anywhere."


  "Bullshit, Garrett. I know you. You want to duck out with your furry girlfriend so you can get to Montezuma first. Not so you can grab some money but because you don't want the pretty lady to get hurt."


  I'm not as squishy as Morley thinks. I'd done some thinking about that night at The Pipes, about the would-be visitor and the knife or cleaver I might have seen. I wanted to think I'd seen a changer in Montezuma shape. But I was keeping an open mind. My failing to survive that night might have solved several problems for Tama. Particularly if she knew what was supposed to happen to her uncle Marengo up on the edge of Elf Town.


  I was sure she'd known, now.


  She almost certainly did. Will you quit dawdling?


  "What do you mean, almost certainly? You had plenty of time to dig around inside her head."


  Easier said than done, Garrett. Her thoughts were terribly murky. She had some sort of protection.


  "Well, of course." Was he lying? His motives aren't often clear.


  Hell with it.


  I turned to Morley. I don't mind him thinking I'm soft. It's an edge. "You figured me out." I turned away again. "I talk to the wind." That left him looking puzzled. "After all this excitement tonight I thought you'd want to run back to your place and snuggle up with your favorite squash. Unless you're romancing an eggplant these days."


  Winger was leaving with Saucerhead, shooing the old-timers and Quipo, but she wasn't happy or moving fast. She snarled at Block as she passed him where he was hanging around hoping I'd help him. Marengo North English lurked on the balcony above, nursing the same foolish hope. I'd have to ditch them both without being obvious.


  Morley and I had been whispering so Singe hissed, "What do you want me to do?"


  Morley offered a show of teeth, amused. I told Singe, "This's your choice. You want to be independent. To do that you have to make your own decisions." That would be tough. Ratwomen are more oppressed than most human women. They never learn to think in terms of self-determination.


  A smirking Morley Dotes drifted off to send his henchmen home.


  "Do you want me to do it?" Singe asked.


  "Of course I want you to do it. That's why I asked you. What I don't want is for you to decide to do it just because I want it. I want you to make a choice that's your own, made in your own interest." Gah! That sounded like one of Tinnie's serpentine evolutions.


  It's certainly easier being the kind of guy who just uses people.


  A stir at the door saved me any more skiprope. A man who appeared to be in his seventies paused to survey the hall before descending to its floor. The guard who should've kept him out seemed not to notice him. Maybe the old fellow was a ghost. He stood stiffly erect, partially supporting himself with a walking stick carved to resemble a fat black cobra. His skin was dusky but not dark like Playmate's or Tama's. His eyes were gray. He seemed to be going blind. He came downstairs slowly, with a marionette's jerkiness, feeling his way with his stick. He looked nothing like the image I'd carried in my head across the years since he'd started acting up in the Cantard. Dammit, this guy was just too old!


  Manvil Gilbey, directing a crew already starting to clean up, asked, "Friend of yours?"


  "Not hardly. Friend of a friend. Maybe. He should be harmless and he shouldn't be here long." I said that directly to the Goddamn Parrot. "Try to work around him. Don't bother him unless he misbehaves." Which didn't seem likely. I could recall no instance when that old man hadn't had somebody else do his dirty work for him.


  Glory Mooncalled walked stiffly to the beer keg. Jerkily, he drew a drink in a mug formerly used by Trail or Storey. A glimmer of fear burned in the backs of his eyes.


  I was sure that a lot of calculation and clever manipulation had gone into making this moment possible. No doubt I'd been played like a cheap fiddle for days just so my pal in the tank could manage a sitdown with his hero. With none of that having any real impact on everything else that I was doing.


  He was good, Old Bones was. Or I was getting too cynical and suspicious.


  It's an occupational disease.


  "That who I think it is?" Morley whispered.


  "I expect so. But nobody's ever seen him. What do you think, bird? Was the mystery man plooking Tama Montezuma?"


  The Goddamn Parrot said, "Pretty boy." With a sneer in his voice.


  "That does it. Into the pot. Singe?"


  "I will help. Not because you want my help but because by doing so I can help myself."


  "Excellent. Makes you just like the rest of the team. Morley!" Damned if he wasn't flirting with Alyx. Or maybe Nicks. Oblivious to the fact that the Weiders, father and son, were looking at him in a way more often seen in rightsists observing nonhuman behavior. "Don't do this to me, Morley."


  He grasped the situation instantly. "You're right. Not smart. But it'll be torture holding back."


  "Tell me something I haven't had to live with for half of forever." I collected Block and joined North English, who still refused to come down from the second floor. "Singe says she might help track Tama. But she refuses to help either one of you." I doubted that she knew who either man was, really, but neither was beloved of ratpeople and a refusal would be no surprise to them.


  "Why is that old man here?" North English asked. I noted he kept his back to the visitor. Did he know the man? Was he afraid he might be recognized?


  The old-timer took his mug and settled into a chair he dragged over beside the settling tank. There was a quiver in his drinking hand. I had a distinct feeling that it would be a long time before Glory Mooncalled was again a major factor in Karentine affairs. After this interview it would take him an age to reclaim his confidence and build a new underground, the secrets of which were known only to his friends. He would have no secrets after this interview. And he looked too old to start from scratch.


  I hoped the bag of bones inside that damned tank had the gods-given good sense to do like I'd asked and rifle the minds of Marengo North English, Bondurant Altoona, and their like tonight. If we robbed them of all their secrets, we could disarm them, too. In fact, if he hadn't been just too damned lazy, he might've spared a mind to sneak a peek at what was going on inside the heads of Block and Relway and maybe even that scab of clabbered misery off the Hill, Perilous Spite. But I doubted he had the nerve to try the latter. Too much personal risk involved.


  "Nobody. Friend of a friend." I went back down to Singe. "Do you have a scent?"


  "Yes."


  She was a marvel, picking it out of the mess that had to be in that hall.


  I was surprised immediately. Instead of heading for any door Tama had marched right into the kitchen, past a flabbergasted Neersa Bintor, into the pantry, and from there had descended to the cellars below the house. Which, I shouldn't have been surprised, connected to the caverns beneath the brewery.


  "This woman definitely had everything worked out ahead of time," Morley said.


  Absolutely. I hadn't known about this way out. Or in, maybe, if you had connections at the brewery end. Had Tama been through there occasionally, say to visit Gerris Genord? Having someone special to protect certainly would explain his stubborn silence. And Tama knew how to get her hooks into a man.


  I wondered what she would've done if Mooncalled's rescue gang had shown up on time. Would she have pretended there was no connection and have tried to stick with Marengo?


  As we dithered trying to get lights for my feeble human eyes the Goddamn Parrot squawked, then abandoned me.


  Garrett. Do not overlook the chance that a great many watchers will be prepared to follow you.


  "A possibility very much on my mind." I ignored the odd looks that remark earned me.
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  Morley cursed softly. Somehow, cobwebs had gotten onto the lace of one of his cuffs. Soil was supposed to avoid him. "This isn't the fun it used to be, Garrett."


  "Fun? Fun doesn't have anything to do with it. We're the last righteous men, standing with jaws firm in the face of the chaos."


  Pular Singe giggled.


  Morley cursed again, but conceded, "It is a great way to meet interesting women."


  "Can't disagree with that." Strange ones, too. "What is it?" Singe had stopped. She sniffed. I couldn't see a thing. The one lantern I'd come up with hadn't lasted all the way through the underground passage.


  We were in the wagon lot behind the brewery loading docks, having exited the brewery through the storage caves. I hadn't been able to stop and share a tankard with Mr. Burkel, who'd been disappointed. But he'd told us we were only minutes behind Tama, who hadn't been able to negotiate the tunnels with our ease.


  "She got aboard a wagon," Singe told me.


  There were at least twenty of those crowded into the lot, waiting for sunrise. Morley grumped something about have to search them all. Singe said, "No, the wagon left."


  I glanced back at the dock. There were two dock wallopers on duty, snoozing on stools under a single feeble lantern. Nights, of course, they only loaded independent haulers.


  I woke them up. With sullen cheer they admitted having loaded a small wagon a short time earlier. "One driver," one told me. "Out of Dwarf Fort. They're fixin' to celebrate one of their holidays."


  "She's on a cart out of Dwarf Fort," I told Morley.


  "Then we'd better move fast." Dwarf Fort wasn't far away.


  "She won't be headed there herself. She knows about Singe and she's improvising. She'll get off before the wagon goes inside."


  Embarrassed, Singe informed me, "I cannot trail her well if she is riding."


  "So how about you follow the wagon? Or the horses, if you can stand the stink? You knew she got into a wagon and there's only been one go out of here lately, seems like you could."


  Singe brightened instantly. That hadn't occurred to her. Yet. It would have. She sniff-sniff-sniffed, then headed out.


  "Not only brilliant and talented and beautiful but fast as well," Morley whispered. "You don't want to let this one get away."


  "Did Marengo North English and Bondurant Altoona rub off on you?" He was ragging me at Singe's expense.


  "Whoa!" He started to argue but decided against. "All right. Let's abuse the parrot." Who, conveniently, wasn't around to defend himself. He'd chosen to stay behind. Apparently. I was always the last to know what that overdressed crow was up to. Or even what that critter who figured everything out for him was up to, for that matter. We were in for some headbutting after this mess settled out.


  "Wish you'd decided that a year ago. Then maybe held him underwater to see how long he could go without breathing." Singe flinched. She still wasn't used to our banter. It always took her a moment to realize we weren't really about to skin each other. "I'm thinking about spiking your goulash with catnip. Then you'd wake up married to Winger."


  "Couldn't. She's already got a husband somewhere. And I'm engaged."


  "Really? When did that happen?"


  "Oh, back before I was born. I just don't talk about it much. My grandparents arranged it. They were immigrants. They stuck to the old ways. They still try to."


  "I'll bet you're a major disappointment."


  "They weep human tears at every family gathering."


  "When are you supposed to start making this poor woman miserable?"


  "Oh, a long time ago. But she never showed up for the ceremony."


  "Smart woman."


  "She just hadn't met me. If she had. . . . I don't know if I could've talked my way out of that. The old folks are stubborn as rocks. They still carry on like it was my fault. They can't blame it on Indalir's family. They have royal blood. As if every elf who ever walked doesn't, the way those people tumble anybody who can't outrun them."


  "I'm glad you aren't the kind of lowlife who finds women interesting."


  "Definitely one weakness you can't pin on me."


  Pular Singe stopped. She turned slowly, nostrils flaring. Morley shut up and began searching the night, too. He loosened his swordcane. I said, "I hoped they'd lose us because of those tunnels."


  Singe said, "No. Not watchers. It is the two evil men who escaped. They met the wagon here." She dropped to all fours, circled, sniffed.


  I muttered, "Coincidence? Or prearrangement?"


  Morley asked the important question. "How could they know where she'd be? She didn't know. She was just running."


  "If she thought tonight might be the end of her run, she might've had somebody waiting outside. Who's going to pay any attention to a dwarf making a beer run?"


  "There is the smell of fear," Singe said. "Mostly from the driver but also from the woman. I think she did not expect to encounter the evil men."


  "She wouldn't want to run into them," Morley said. "After what they've been through they'd have a few bones to crack with her."


  "If they got this far, I'll bet it was because they were allowed to," I said. "There'll be somebody else on this trail real soon, Singe. Probably the little man who tries so hard to hide who he is."


  Morley tested his cane again. "You carrying anything?"


  "I'm not military but I'm fixed." I did wish that I had my head-knocker. I needed to have some more of those made up.


  "Notice the streets are empty."


  "They're never busy down here. And there were centaurs around. Maybe there still are." It was unusually quiet, though.


  Singe squeaked. "Blood. The direction changes. That way."


  "I'm blind here," I reminded them. "I'm cursed with human eyes."


  "Over there," Singe said.


  I went. Morley followed. He confessed, "Her eyes are better than mine, too."


  The treasure at the end of this dark rainbow was a broken dwarf. He wasn't dead but that was only because Crask and Sadler hadn't felt any urgent need to kill him. They'd only wanted his wagon. We left him for Master Relway. Singe picked up the trail again. She wasted no time getting on with the hunt.


  The cynic in me, or maybe the practical businessman, told me I had to get in good with her now because she was going to be a phenomenon later. All she needed was a little more confidence, a little more experience, and a little more force of personality.


  I kept up, puffing. I gasped, "I'm worn-out. These last few days just never made much sense. Everybody I know was mixed up in it, all of them banging off each other and getting in each other's way. . . ."


  "Sometimes the world works that way, Garrett," Morley replied. "When everybody heads a different direction nobody gets anywhere."


  I understood that but it didn't satisfy my sense of propriety. Everybody jumped into the mud. They all clawed and slashed in squalid pettiness, all the while espousing grand ideals.


  I grunted. Morley chuckled, then said, "Here you go launching another clipper of despair because all the humans you know act like human beings."


  We really are a tribe of sleazeballs but I don't like being reminded of it. It would be nice to believe that at least some of us are climbing toward the light without pursuing a hidden agenda.


  Singe slowed. I took the opportunity to recapture my breath before it got away completely. The ratgirl whispered, "The wagon is just ahead." I knew that. I heard its iron-rimmed wheels banging the cobblestones. "It is a small one drawn by two ponies." Which was no surprise, dwarves not being inclined toward big wagons and plowhorses. "I smell fresh blood."


  The coldness that always comes when I think about Crask and Sadler began to engulf me. I was almost superstitious about those guys. I wasn't, strictly speaking, scared of them but I dreaded a confrontation because facing them was like challenging forces of nature.


  Morley observed, "They'll still be in bad shape. Their jail time couldn't have been any holiday." In tone more than word he sounded like he wanted to convince himself. So maybe he had his own reservations.


  The villians had set a course headed north. Soon they'd leave this quiet neighborhood for one where the night people thronged. Nobody likes to work with strangers looking over their shoulders. We had to do something soon.


  "You go along the right side and grab the driver," Morley said. "I'll take the left."


  "Me?"


  "You're taller and heavier. You'll have more leverage."


  No point arguing with the obvious. "Now?"


  "Without all that stomping. You don't want them to know you're coming."


  Stomping? I wasn't making a sound. All I could hear was the whisper of Singe's nails on the paving stones.


  Now there was enough diffuse light that I could make out vague shapes and keep from crashing into walls and watering troughs. Soon I made out the dwarf wagon. Morley loped beside me, in step. I murmured, "I see it."


  "Do it."


  My heartbeat increased rapidly. This confrontation had haunted me for years.


  From somewhere came a loud, "Awk!" in distinct parrotese. It didn't sound like a warning so it must have been only to let me know there was a friendly witness. Which wasn't much comfort since it was hardly possible for reinforcements to arrive in time if I screwed up.


  Singe must've been more scared than she let on. She began to fall behind.


  Any noise I made got covered by the curses of the man driving. He couldn't get those stubborn ponies to move faster than a walk. Dwarf ponies have one speed. Slow. The only alternative gait is dead stop, inevitably exercised in the event of excessive brutality.


  Funny. Dwarf ponies are a whole lot like dwarves.


  I grabbed the driver's right arm, used my momentum to pull him down. I couldn't tell which man I'd grabbed but that didn't really matter. Crask and Sadler might as well have been twins. I didn't see the other one. He had to be inside the wagon, probably in worse shape.


  I glimpsed a surprised face as my victim hit the cobblestones. Foul air blew out of him. He groaned, then lay still. I moved in warily.


  There was no need. The anticlimax was real. Sadler had bashed the stuffing out of the street with the back of his head. Shaking with the letdown I tried to decide how to tie him up so he'd still be there when Relway's crew arrived. "I got mine!" I said.


  The Goddamn Parrot offered a pleased squawk from somewhere overhead.


  The wagon stopped. Morley said, "Crask's inside. He's unconscious."


  "Another anticlimax."


  "What're you talking about?"


  "For years I've expected this. It was going to be an epic battle. Bodies flying around, knocking down houses, busting holes in the street. Going on for hours. Everybody'd have to bring a lunch. Instead we butt heads with them three times in the last few days and hardly got a scratch for our trouble."


  "So we caught them when they were weak. That's the smart way to do it. Hang on. This one's bleeding. Hell. He's got a knife stuck in him! I'm not so sure I want to snuggle up with Tama Montezuma after all."


  I used strips torn from Sadler's jail smock to bind his wrists behind him. He made vague gurgling sounds. I asked, "Where is she? She in there?"


  "Bad news, Garrett. More bad news. There's nobody in here but me and Crask and ten kegs of Weider's cheapest beer. And the dwarves will come looking for that before long."


  "Awk!" Eight pounds of outrage in a three-pound package slammed down onto my shoulder. I lurched toward the wagon.


  Morley was right. There was no beautiful woman in there at all, let alone the marvelous Miss Montezuma. "Where did she go? How could we lose her? Singe? Singe, where are you?"


  Singe didn't answer me. I scurried around calling her name. Morley started laughing. He gasped, "We've been had, Garrett. You realize that? We've been snookered by a ratgirl."


  "Yuck it up, you glorified greengrocer."


  He kept laughing. "We can't go anywhere without Pular Singe. Not if we want to get there ahead of Relway or North English or Belinda. Only question left is, did the kid do it on her own or did Reliance put her up to it?"


  "You really think it's that hilarious?"


  "Well, no, actually. I don't enjoy getting slicked, either. I'd rather it was me doing the slicking. But you and I don't really need the money. We just think it'd be nice to keep North English from getting it back. And you want Montezuma for what she did to the Weiders."


  I grunted, grumped. "I think I'll just go home and go to bed now."


  "Why?"


  "I should've expected this. Nothing in this whole damned mess had gone the way you'd expect it to or made any sense while it was going to hell. So I think I'll just wish Singe good luck, drop out now, and let the loose ends tie themselves up on their own."


  "Garrett, there's sure to be a fortune involved."


  "You just told me you don't need the money."


  "I didn't say it wouldn't be nice to have it."


  "Tinnie is still back at the Weider place." So was my sometime partner. But he could look out for himself. I was little peeved with him.


  "You want Winger to score on this one?"


  "You think she'd ditch the old guys?"


  "I think Saucerhead will actually have a thought somewhere along the way, will say it out loud, will get no answer, and will discover that he no longer has one of his companions."


  "Playmate. . . ."


  "Is so honest he's easier to flummox than Saucerhead is. He won't suspect a thing if she tells him she had to step into an alley to get rid of some of that beer. Tharpe would be suspicious, though. He's dim but his light isn't all the way out. And he's had experience with Winger."


  Relway's troops began filtering out of the darkness. That put an end to all speculation.


  The Goddamn Parrot began swearing his black heart out. Maybe my partner took Singe's coup personally even though it didn't really have much to do with him.
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  That really should've been the end of it, I thought. Most of the guilty had been exposed as villains. The whys and some of the wherefores of their crimes had been dragged sniveling into the sunlight. Clever exposure of truths dredged from evil minds and a judicious stimulation of wicked rumor by my sedentary sidekick, mainly behind my back, resulted in an indefinite postponement of the Cleansing. It particularly disarmed Glory Mooncalled by laying waste to his beloved rebel image. The more exciting rumors even stirred a Royal Inquest into the behaviors of Perilous Spite when some of his peers began to wonder if those rumors had substance and Spite might plan to use captured shapeshifters in some wicked scheme of his own.


  The Dean Man hadn't dared touch the stormwarden's mind at Weider's but four centuries of observing human misbehavior closely had allowed him to manufacture rumors that got the Hill churning like an overturned anthill. Spite's enemies soon resurrected old questions about his management of the secret and special services during the war. Even his friends began to wonder aloud about several mysteries surrounding his tenure.


  Working with Ty Weider, whom he liked for some reason, His Nibs even helped fashion a face-saving formula whereby Ty Weider and gorgeous Giorgi Nicholas could honorably evade an alliance not even their parents found particularly desirable anymore. That mostly took exposure of the truth that only inertia was keeping any of the principals committed and quiet revelation of the "fact" that Ty would be unable to father an heir.


  Life was good for Garrett. I had plenty of time to do what I do best, which is nothing.


  But Tama Montezuma was still on the run. And Pular Singe hadn't been seen since she'd deserted me, though Reliance and Fenibro both accused me of having squirreled her away in my harem. Neither Belinda nor Relway eased up on their machinations and malfeasances. Neither gave a rat's whisker if the Dead Man did know what they were doing. The Dead Man, of course, didn't make their mischief public, as he did with The Call, Perilous Spite, and his own personal fallen angel, Glory Mooncalled.


  The stormwarden was particularly not happy but didn't get a chance to look for the source of his embarrassment. Odds were he never would. He had to devote all his genius to the manufacture of plausible explanations of how a man with his talents could blunder so often and so egregiously while Karenta's chief spymaster and still have grown filthy rich. Rumor began to speculate about possible past connections with the Dragons.


  The day had been saved. I think.


  At times I wonder, though, if TunFaire really deserves saving—whether the threat is from our own homegrown monsters or those from outside our experience.


  If we didn't have a thousand religions already, I'd get me a black outfit and a big black book, grow a scraggly beard and start squawking about salvation and redemption. I know where I can get a black goat.


  

  


  


  Grudgingly, of course, I admit that the Dead Man's efforts had made it possible for life to return to normal at the Garrett homestead. Or as nearly normal as a place can be while infested by a menagerie. It was a good week. Not one wannabe client came pounding on my door.


  Dean had the place looking respectable again. Saucerhead and Winger had gotten the Dead Man back onto his wooden throne, not obviously the worse for his adventure. He looked like he'd never left home but certainly didn't think like it. He remained way too excited to fall asleep. Strategically, it would've been a great time to take on another tough case. Old Bones was up for anything that would let him show off. The only downside was that he just would not leave off complaining about having been stuffed into that settling tank. And never mind the fact that the ruse had been his own brainchild entirely. I'd nothing to do with the planning or execution of his scheme. I'd had only the shortest and most ambiguous warning that he intended to come to the party.


  Dean complained more than the Dead Man did. He hadn't enjoyed having to move out, even for just a few days, never mind that it had been for appearance's sake. He refused to accept that explanation. He was going to make sure I shared his unhappiness.


  Fortunately, Tinnie came around several times to help him clean and to cheer him up and to make him feel guilty about being alive. Her visits offered me blessed respites from both cranksters.


  I caught up on my gossip with Eleanor. I scandalized Mrs. Cardonlos by telling her that I knew she was a police spy but I didn't mind that. I'm now convinced that she is Relway's creature. But I don't care. Me telling her I know she is a police spy has her backing off. It's clear she doesn't want such ideas to afflict her less tolerant neighbors.


  To my complete and eternal astonishment everyone who had hired me paid all the fees and expenses I claimed. I was boggled because there were so few quibbles. Marengo North English astonished me by not holding a wake for each copper he had to let go. I got the distinct impression that he was in a huge hurry to get me the hell out of his life.


  Despite all the good news my life was not very satisfying. A lot of people had gotten hurt and not many of the ones who did had deserved it. I couldn't help feeling there must've been more I could've done to keep evil at bay. Something I should probably be doing still.


  Sometimes life may make no sense but you can't give up on it. You've got to soldier on. You probably can't win but if you abandon the struggle the darkness rushes in and swallows everything. But, on the other hand, you do get tired fighting the good fight. Me, Block, even Relway sometimes, we all feel faded, like the steel has gone, leaving no heat.
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  I was relaxed. I was comfortable. It was time to go review with old Chuckles. He had to be over his worst grump about how unfair it was that everybody had done things exactly the way he'd told them to.


  I strolled across the hallway. Up for'ard Cap'n Beaky rehearsed his lines for his next effort to incite mutiny or mayhem. Once I entered his room I found that His Nibs still hadn't started snoring. "Can we talk now? You've had a week. That's time enough to get over it."


  He didn't say no.


  "That old man at Weider's the other night. That really was Glory Mooncalled, wasn't it?"


  Yes.


  "He was a big disappointment, eh?"


  Indeed. Time, as ever, is a villain.


  I waited. He added nothing, though, so I had to ask, "What wicked trick did time play you?"


  Time caused change. The fiery idealist of yesteryear has become a cold blooded, cynical, power-seeking opportunist indistinguishable from those he wanted to displace when he was younger. My illusions are dead. My innocence is gone.


  "Pardon me," I gasped once I regained control. My stomach muscles ached, I'd laughed so hard. "That's the best story I've heard since the one about the blind nun and the snake with no teeth. And I was just about convinced that you didn't have a sense of humor."


  Your sophmoric jocularity provides striking evidence in condemnation of that entire concept. Which is an entirely human conceit, I might note, and highly overrated.


  "Humor, you mean? Hell, even ratpeople have a sense of humor, Old Bones." In fact, fewer humans have a good sense of humor than do members of almost any other race.


  Speak of the humorless. Dean interrupted before we got going good. He was carrying two chairs. He dropped them and left. He was back a minute later with a sawhorse, then left again. Next time he lugged in a couple of planks.


  I asked, "What the devil are you doing?"


  "Making a table."


  "Why?"


  "For a dinner party. This's the only room that's big enough."


  "Dinner party? What dinner party?"


  I invited several friends in for the evening.


  "You invited several friends? Without bothering to consult your landlord?" Or even bothering to invite him? "I want to talk about my friends. You had a couple of hours to burgle brains. What did you learn? Give!"


  Nothing of significance which you do not already know.


  He seemed unusually reticent. That suggested his ego was involved. Which meant his productivity had disappointed him. "You didn't get anything? What were you doing? Helping Trail and Storey suck down the beer?"


  Dean brought two more chairs. I hadn't seen them before. He must've borrowed them somewhere. He reported, "Both Mr. Weiders send their regrets but Mr. Gilbey will attend. Miss Alyx and Miss Giorgi will accompany him."


  The proximity of the stormwarden made extreme caution necessary. And a great deal of attention had to be invested in tracking and, in time, controlling Glory Mooncalled. Likewise, the parrot. I had little attention left for mental espionage. He wasn't usually so defensive. His testiness was a clue to his mental state. He couldn't brag about his efforts that night. Which suggested he had done very little that I might find useful. Normally, he can discover something self-aggrandizing in almost anything.


  "But you already gave me enough to wreck the stormwarden and cripple The Call. So what was going on inside North English's head? Did he put Tama up to running the Wolves?"


  I do not know. I was not able to penetrate the man's mind.


  What? "Uh. . . . Not able or didn't try?"


  Some of each. Mainly the latter as it appeared it would be a difficult task. He appeared to possess the same protection that the Montezuma woman did.


  But he had had time to shop through the heads of Nicks and Ty and Max and discover that nobody really wanted the wedding to go on.


  Many is the time I have had to remind myself that he isn't human, that his priorities aren't human, and, especially, that what might seem important to me will be trivial to him. "You did dig into Bondurant Altoona's head, didn't you? And Belinda's? And those of other principals?"


  I attended that confabulation, humiliating myself by allowing this once proud flesh to be embalmed within a demeaning, noxious cask, only because by doing so I could at last come face-to-face with Glory Mooncalled. I invested a great deal of effort in making that meeting possible. Anything I did on your behalf was incidental. The appearance of the stormwarden, which I did not anticipate because I had been out of touch with your researches, complicated matters immensely. In any event, you brought the matter to a successful conclusion.


  "But not a satisfying one. And now I have to deal with yet another dark suspicion."


  Old Bones simply wasn't interested in my problems. He shifted his attention to Dean, who was back with more lumber and another report. "Mr. Relway won't come. However, Colonel Block has indicated that he will be present. Lieutenant Nagit will attend." The old man never glanced at me. This was between him and the Dead Man and my opinion was irrelevant.


  And it was my fault alone that both these vipers resided in my house. Not to mention that bundle of colorful snake snack camped out up front. Though that I could blame on Morley. . . .


  He did say Lieutenant Nagit? The Dead Man shouldn't know Nagit from a hitching post. Nor did he know Manvil Gilbey, for that matter. What the hell was he up to?


  Lieutenant Nagit, though? We might could have become friends if he wasn't so bigoted. His taste in redheads was impeccable.


  I might want to keep an eye on him in that area. Unless a redhead with malicious intent to make me sweat was behind his having received an invitation.


  Dean continued, "Marengo North English won't be here."


  Now there was a surprise. Would Marengo dine with the hired help? Who, coincidentally, had become far too familiar with his affairs and who had a tame Loghyr on staff? Not likely. Particularly in light of my sudden new suspicion, which shouldn't have been that new, come to think of it.


  I had to take a few minutes to settle and reflect upon our interactions.


  "Miss Tate will be here." Well, of course she would. Would she ever be far off if Alyx or Nicks were close enough to cause palpitations? Again, not likely.


  "What's the point?" I asked. "We can't learn anything new from any of those people."


  The Goddamn Parrot's laughter echoed down the hall. The little monster launched a rant almost certainly stimulated from outside.


  Occasionally I have an agenda of my own, Garrett.


  Only occasionally?


  "Miss Contague will come as well."


  What? Why get Belinda in here amongst the gentler lovelies? She was in one of her manic, deadly phases these days. People who had challenged her rule or who had just irritated her lately were finding themselves dead in alleys or turning up missing all over town—though, to Belinda's credit, she did restrict the mayhem to the realm of business. But when she got into one of these moods where she heard murderous commands in her father's voice inside her head I preferred to avoid tickling her interest in me. I had hopes that interest would fade into complete indifference eventually.


  "You left out Shale and his pals?"


  Mr. Tharpe and Miss Winger, too. This is neither a reunion nor a rogue's ball.


  What was it, then? "Is Morley coming?"


  I believe Mr. Dotes is arriving now.


  Somebody banged on the door. Dean responded. Evidently he was so excited by the challenge of managing a real dinner that he was willing to assume his other duties without quarrel.


  "Why?" I asked. I wanted the Dead Man's plan. He was up to something.


  "Not much to do around The Palms," Morley said from the doorway. "Things are slow. Nobody wants to come out while that's going on." He inclined his head toward the street. The racket raised by a really bad marching band was winkling rotten mortar out of old masonry for half a mile around.


  The less disciplined and crazier rightsist gangs were attempting to cash in on recent embarrassments suffered by Marengo North English and The Call. They were everywhere, day and night, often armed, usually in the biggest crowds they could muster, trying to appeal to the disenchantment swamping North English's troops.


  In the short run the rightsist movement was on a roll. As the faintest of heart of the Other Races hit the road their stronger cousins became more cautious. Fringe rightsists were making themselves ever more menacing by riding the crest of a wave of fear not ameliorated by the relative restraint characteristic of The Call. But they were just more public, not more numerous. I thought the absence of The Call from the streets would hasten the collapse of the more marginal, radical, crazy factions. Without the image of The Call they couldn't maintain a credible camouflage of respectability, rationality, and patriotism. I was sure their popular support would evaporate.


  I expected the whole rightsist mess to collapse within a few months. And I hoped recent emotional shocks were enough to keep Marengo North English from pulling himself together before it was too late to keep his curdle-brained brother idealists from stumbling over the precipice of chaos.


  It amazed me that nobody agreed with me. Even the Dead Man seemed convinced that the madness could only feed upon itself and grow worse—instead of eating itself up.


  The Other Races—those who hadn't yet run for the boondocks—contributed to the misapprehension with their bickering and finger-pointing. I'd bet Bondurant Altoona and his cronies were feeling pretty cocky about their chances of replacing The Call as the flagship goof troop. But all that would change. If I was right.


  Strange thing is, the streets are actually safer today then ever before during my lifetime. Bizarre but true. Only the stupidest, craziest, most desperate crooks try anything with dedicated rightsists everywhere, making sure the rest of us humans live up to their righteous standards.
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  "Anybody remember to invite Pular Singe?" Morley asked. He couldn't resist a smirk. Like it was all my fault that the ratgirl had outsmarted us.


  "I didn't invite anybody to anything," I grumped. "I don't have anything to do with this. Whatever this might be. It's the chubby guy's shindig. I just live here. I just own the place. I'm going to go up and take a nap while you all party."


  Miss Pular has been invited.


  "That must've been some trick." He was chairbound and could get word to her when I couldn't dig up anybody even willing to admit knowing her name during my infrequent outings? "She wouldn't come here."


  "She'll be here," Morley crowed. "Count on it."


  Which meant he was in on the Dead Man's scheme. Whatever that was. "She isn't your average rat, Morley. You couldn't trick her that easily. Anyway, we don't know that she had any luck robbing Tama Montezuma." And outstanding luck that would've had to be. Tama Montezuma was older, smarter, stronger, more experienced, harder and deadlier than the baddest ratperson around.


  The hunt for the missing mistress was one undertaking The Call had not deferred. Marengo's snoops were everywhere. He had told them Tama had been the spy responsible for the failure of the Cleansing. And I would be amazed in the extreme to learn that he was wrong. Although sabotaging the Cleansing might not have been her primary purpose, she would've had to keep her changer allies posted and they would've jumped at the chance to embarrass The Call.


  Morley showed me more pointy teeth than might one of Venable's babies after deciding that I'd make a nice snack. I knew Dotes meant to mention how disappointed Tinnie and Dean would be once I revealed my new infatuation with Singe. But he restrained himself. So I would owe a moment of charity when I got even for the Goddamn Parrot.


  Dotes said, "She is smart, Garrett. You're right. And she's as cunning as a rat. But we've both had ample opportunity to discover that brilliance alone won't protect you from what you don't know. And what Pular Singe doesn't know is that the rumors she's been hearing are pure fairy dust."


  "What rumors? How's she going to hear any rumors if she's hiding from Reliance?"


  "Oh, we're counting on her being underground. If she is, she can't check out the stories."


  "What makes me think something has been going on behind my back?"


  Intuition tempered by experience?


  "You're behind this? What're you trying to do to me, Old Bones?"


  Make you rich? Right after we save you from your dread, terminal disease, of course.


  "Ask a foolish question. What disease? I'm healthy as a horse—No, healthy as something decent and sane. A randy thunder-lizard, maybe."


  No one outside this house knows that. You have not been seen since the day you bearded Mistress Cardonlos.


  "She'll come because she worships you, Garrett," Morley said, still wrestling with inner mirth. "She'll come because she won't be able to miss the opportunity to say good-bye. She'll come because, despite what she's heard, she doesn't really believe in this glob of carrion you call a partner."


  "I don't call him a partner. He does. Far as I'm concerned, he's just—"


  In the meantime Morley said, "Gleep!" and leapt into the air, goosed by the glob of carrion. He didn't come down. The glob was not amused.


  I grinned some, enjoying his predicament. I wondered if I could get him to take the Goddamn Parrot back in return for my good offices in getting his feet turned back around below his head and maybe even on the ground. "Chuckles, I don't have a clue what you expect to accomplish tonight. Sounds like you've been spreading rumors that I'm dying. If I'm that sick, why do I want a bunch of people cluttering up the place?"


  "You want to say good-bye," Morley said. Hanging bottom up from the ceiling like some kind of pretty-boy bat evidently didn't bother him much. "So you've asked some of the important people in your life to come visit one last time."


  "The pain and despair must be overwhelming me. I can't remember why I'd invite Marengo North English and Lieutenant Nagit but not Saucerhead and Winger and Playmate."


  All my minds will be employed fully. I will have no attention left to monitor and prevent Miss Winger's miscreances. Nor did it seem likely that invitations to your real friends would attract nearly so much attention.


  "Which maybe tells you something about the crowd you hang with, Garrett."


  "A crowd that includes you, old buddy. Speaking of hanging around. Keep him up there, Chuckles. Dean, see if you can find a stick. We'll let Morley be the piñata for this soiree."


  Dean had just come in with a disreputable-looking pair of chairs he must have found in an alley. He considered Morley. "I believe I saw something suitable in the cellar while I was recovering these chairs." For once in his cranky old life he agreed with me.


  Dean, our other guests will begin arriving shortly. Garrett, play along for the time being.


  Morley turned over and drifted to the floor. "You should've let him have an extra gallon of beer last night. A hangover might help. Even in this light he doesn't look like he's dying. Though any honest tailor would be overcome by grief after just one glance."


  "What will I be going along with if I don't go upstairs? What do you hope to accomplish, anyway?"


  I wish to locate Miss Montezuma. I believe she is still in the city. And I suspect that Pular Singe knows where she is hiding. I believe that because she has broken her ties with Reliance, Miss Pular has been unable to take advantage of her knowledge. I believe we can form an alliance beneficial to all of us if we can draw her close enough for me to initiate negotiations.


  Now I knew just enough to feel completely at sea. And I got to ask no more questions because the Dead Man's guests began to arrive, very nearly in a rush. When Lieutenant Nagit came in, as starched as a parade-ground martinet, he was in animated conversation with the redheaded despair of my life. Tinnie scarcely spared me a glance and a feeble wave. Which was no way to treat a dying man.


  Of course, she'd be in on the gag, somehow. She'd been to the house enough to know that my health crisis must be somewhat exaggerated. And since they weren't loading me into a hearse, I was fair game for torment. Which explained Lieutenant Nagit.


  Manvil Gilbey managed a timely arrival, accompanied by the expected brace of lovelies. Alyx looked as tasty as ever. But Nicks . . . Miss Giorgi Nicholas had made an effort. Miss Giorgi Nicholas must have left a trail of broken hearts all the way to my humble shanty. Miss Giorgi Nicholas looked like what the devil was dreaming about when he invented Temptation. And she'd thrown an extra log on the flirtation fire.


  Tinnie ditched Lieutenant Nagit so fast his hair streamed in the breeze as she headed my way.


  I suggest this as an opportune time to exercise extreme caution, Garrett.


  "Go teach granny to suck eggs, Old Bones." Tinnie arrived. "You look lovely tonight," I managed to croak with one of my last few hundred dying breaths.


  "I don't want to see you even looking at that tramp."


  "Which tramp would that be, my sweet? The lothario with the epaulets on his shoulders and the board strapped to his back?"


  Exercise extreme caution, Garrett.


  He did have a point. "Nicks does clean up surprisingly nice. But you'll still outshine her on your worst day."


  Much better.


  "I knew I should've worn my hip boots." Peace had been declared. For the moment. "What's this all about, anyway?"


  "You'll have to take that up with the resident haunt. I just found out I'm dying and you all are here to help me through it."


  "You look pretty healthy to me," Alyx said, striking a little pose meant to test her hypothesis. To my destruction.


  "Ladies, please. I've only got a few thousand heartbeats left. Don't make me use them up in the next three minutes."


  Tinnie scowled at Alyx. Alyx remained oblivious. Maybe that was how she was getting by these days, by just not seeing anything she didn't want to see.


  Belinda made her appearance. She, too, had taken some trouble, though all that black still made her seem a gorgeous beast of prey. After a somewhat cool greeting for me she fell into conversation with Lieutenant Nagit, who had been worshipping Nicks from across the room. . . . Where had she gotten to?


  Gilbey edged close enough to observe, "You don't appear to be in any immediate danger."


  "I'm having one of my good spells. Check me again after the ladies go home and I have nothing more to live for."


  That earned me a nail in the ribs from the handiest lady.


  Once again I had to explain that I had no idea what was going on. Gilbey nodded but didn't understand. "Should you go into remission Max wants you to oversee our interviews for replacement staff."


  "Huh?"


  "He decided to fire everyone who had anything to do with the conspiracy. He wants to pick up some trustworthy replacements. To do that we're going to have to go outside and take on people we don't know. Max doesn't want to get stung again. You'll interview and you'll background some of the candidates."


  All that time cruising on retainer was back to haunt me again. "How'd Skibber Kessel take it?" His nephew had been one of the villains in the stable, back at the start of it all.


  "Thinks we let the boy off easy. Skibber is loyal and he hates politics. He hates anything that might interfere with his art."


  "Good for Skibber." Most people should understand that brewmasters are genuine artists. The best brewmasters, anyway.


  Dean showed Colonel Block into the room. At that point I discovered Morley missing. That made two of them, one of each persuasion, one of whom was a rake and a rogue and a ruffian. "Not in my house, you tailor's dummy!"


  "What?" Block had come over to offer his greetings. "If you're as weak as rumor says, you shouldn't be getting excited."


  I didn't need to, anyway. Nicks came through the doorway lugging the Goddamn Parrot. Morley was right behind her but seemed chagrined. Was it possible his charm had failed him? I need to live forever because the wonders never cease.


  Nicks had the oversize magpie perched on her left wrist. The bird basked in her attention. He didn't say a thing. Was his behavior one of those projects that would preoccupy the Dead Man tonight?


  I told Gilbey, "You tell Max to say when, I'll be there. I don't have anything else on my calendar."


  Gilbey glanced at Tinnie, sighed a little sigh to tell me I was hopeless, turned to accept a glass of wine from Dean.


  Colonel Block told me, "We could always use your talents. Should you recover."


  "Righteousness don't put food on the table. How're my two favorite professional killers?"


  "Not real good. They were in such bad shape we had to put them in the Bledsoe. Sadler died from his wounds. Crask passed, too, but he might have had some help." Block looked Belinda's way as he said that. "An interesting family. I'd like to get to know them better."


  "No, you wouldn't."


  Miss Contague and Lieutenant Nagit seemed to be hitting it off.


  The Dead Man, I noted, was not a participant in anything. He seemed to be sleeping. But I'd been around him long enough to sense that he was anything but. Right now he was totally focused.


  I said, "I'll be upstairs if anyone needs me. A dying man has to get his rest."


  Once I reached my room I lay down on my back, tucked my hands behind my head, and began systematically reviewing every encounter I'd ever had with Marengo North English. And my memory is very good.
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  There are ratpeople in the neighborhood.


  I jumped. I must have dozed off. I listened. His dinner party certainly hadn't gotten rowdy. Too many people with too many agendas for everybody to relax and have fun—especially since everybody down there assumed that I'd had some sinister purpose for inviting them here. I was confident that not even Morley really believed that the whole thing wasn't my idea.


  I am unable to penetrate a rat mind with sufficient finesse to remain undetected but I do sense at least three such minds out there, all interested in this house. I assume them to belong to Pular Singe and her confederates in defying the ratkind Uncle.


  Some ratfolk call bosses like Reliance Uncle, presumably because the bosses treat everyone like favorite nephews and nieces as long as they behave.


  I did not ask the Dead Man why he figured Singe would have accomplices. That seemed self-evident. Somebody had to be helping her stay hidden, had to be bringing her food and news and warnings. Fenibro would head my initial list of suspects. But I suppose he would receive the same honor from Reliance and thus would never be trusted by anyone as smart as Singe.


  It is time for you to stop sulking and rejoin our guests.


  "Whose guests? This ain't my shindig, Chuckles."


  Come down here, Garrett. Your presence is required.


  Well, if he was going to get nasty about it.


  I drifted into the Dead Man's room as unobtrusively as a servant who didn't consider himself one of the family. Things seemed to be going fine without me though the merrymaking hadn't turned into a rowdy kegger. On the way I had tested my office door and found it locked. Dean could do good work when he wanted. Following the meal Dean had broken down his makeshift table and left folks free to circulate around the ground floor.


  The Dead Man must be a better entertainer than I thought. Nobody had pulled out. Yet.


  I stood back and observed, not without company for long. Tinnie wriggled herself in under her arm. "You all right now?"


  "I needed to figure something out."


  "Did you?"


  "No. But that's probably because of my personal prejudices."


  Soon afterward Manvil Gilbey developed a strong need to get back to the Weider mansion, dragging two unhappy young women with him. Alyx and Nicks had flourished under the gallantries of Lieutenant Nagit and Morley Dotes. They weren't quite ready for the game to stop. Even Belinda had received some intriguing attention, cautiously from Colonel Block and, much less cautiously, from the amazing Mr. Gilbey, whose inhibitions may have gotten a little assistance looking the other way. So the evening was not a complete disaster despite poor sick old Garrett not having come floating belly up. It could've gone on indefinitely had not the Dead Man lost interest.


  Next day the whole lot would be wondering what the hell it had been all about. And their confusion would be all my fault. Of course.


  I offered Nicks another opportunity to take the wonder buzzard home but she passed. Again. "But you can bring him over to visit," she suggested with husking voice and smouldering eye and just a hint of a mocking smile because the good ship Tinnie Tate, away momentarily refreshing her teacup, was closing fast, under full-dress sail, cutlasses flashing like lightning.


  Morley overheard the part where I offered the Goddamn Parrot. He took the opportunity to remind me that parrots often live longer than human beings do, a fact which amused him greatly.


  "I can see it now," I said. "Me and the crow in the clown suit still together fifty years from now, living it up in Heaven's Gate." By then the bird and my so-called friends ought to have made me crankier than Medford Shale on his blackest day. "And a certain contentious old woman would come around every day to bang on the bars of the gate just in case I started to get comfortable or showed signs of beginning to enjoy myself."


  "You'd better not be talking about me, Garrett," Tinnie declared. "I'm twenty-six, I like that just fine, and I'm never going to get any older."


  I was surprised she confessed she was that long in the tooth. Generally she admitted only to a half decade less. And pulled it off pretty well. "I'm glad to hear it. Maybe you'll keep me young, too. Manvil, I need you to do something. Ask Max if he noticed anything unusual about North English when we saw him. Think about it yourself. Let me know right away if you think of anything."


  "What. . . ? " Gilbey frowned suspiciously.


  "It's probably nothing. I've got a bee in my bonnet that's driving me crazy. I'm eighty percent sure I'm wrong. But I'm just as sure that I shouldn't be. I think that answer is in North English's behavior, but the most unusual thing I can come up with myself is that he paid my fees without complaining. Ever."


  Still frowning, Gilbey nodded and resumed the difficult task of herding Alyx and Nicks toward the front door.


  I turned to say good night to Lieutenant Nagit. "You overheard what I said. You're around your boss all the time. You notice anything unusual about him lately?"


  "I know where you're going. And you're way wrong." But he frowned, a long way from convinced. There was something bothering him. He confessed, "He does seem to have developed a strong spiritual streak since he dodged the reaper."


  "I can see how that might happen. Is he more social now that he doesn't have Montezuma to talk for him?"


  "No. But I do see more of him because I have to."


  "Did you find Tollie? Did you identify that dead man?"


  "No. And no. And good night." Nagit went away not happy at all.


  Then there was just Morley and Tinnie and Belinda. Belinda was surprised to find herself on the front stoop with me as her coach rolled up, almost as though someone had been reading minds. She offered me a darkly suspicious look.


  I turned on the boyish charm. "You knew it would be dangerous when you came here. When you didn't have to come."


  That touched her sense of humor. She flashed a quick smile, then swamped me in a brief, impulsive hug that left Tinnie tapping her toe.


  "They go off together?" Morley asked as I closed the door.


  "No. Nagit might be just smart enough not to swim with the sharks. I wouldn't be surprised if he didn't volunteer to make sure Gilbey gets home safely, though."


  Garrett, it is time we moved to the final phase. To do so I must have Colonel Block removed from the premises.


  "Damn! I almost forgot he was here." The good Guardsman had been making himself small, perhaps hoping to find out what everyone was up to now. And my brilliant associate would be interested in what the Guard was up to. What Block himself might not know directly he could infer from experience and reference to other sources.


  A modicum of respect at last. The colonel?


  "I'm on it. What about Morley and Tinnie?"


  Mr. Dotes' special skills may prove useful. Pular Singe will not be the only observer in place though I have yet to detect any obvious watchers.


  Of course. Brother Relway would have his eyes anywhere any pair of my guests crossed paths.


  "Surely there'll be no need for excitement."


  That will hinge upon how badly the interested parties wish to gain control of Pular Singe or Tama Montezuma. Ah. The ratgirl has summoned her courage and is approaching. I suggest you see her in the kitchen. I will ask Miss Tate and Mr. Dotes to remain out of sight here with me.


  "What about Dean?"


  He will have to answer the door. Singe might bolt if you do and she sees that your ill health has been exaggerated.


  "You set this whole thing up just to pull her in?"


  Not just. It was a tapestry. A work in progress. Pular Singe's arrival is the final thread.


  "You learn anything while you were slithering around inside their heads?" I can figure things out. I'm a skilled detective.


  Enough.


  "Meaning you're not going to share."


  Not unless it becomes necessary. Singe is standing in front of the stoop. She will find enough nerve to knock. Establish yourself in the kitchen.


  "How about the other watchers? Her showing up will excite them."


  Pular Singe is invisible. Go to the kitchen. Try to look sick. Dean! Answer the door.


  Singe knocked as Dean and I passed one another in the hall, me wondering how much of that exchange Morley and Tinnie would recall later.


  Not a word. They are enjoying a visit with Mister Big. Go to the kitchen.
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  I did my best to hunch over and look miserable as the sound of claws on wooden flooring rasped toward me. Dean was talking but the words coming out of his mouth definitely were not Deanish. Damn! That meant I would have to listen for a week while the old man pissed and moaned about the Dead Man taking control without asking.


  I suggest you muster what charm you can, Garrett. This child is more difficult than I anticipated. I cannot examine her thoughts without alerting her to my interest.


  I muttered, "I'm beginning to wonder just how much good you are. Seems everybody's opaque to you lately."


  The kitchen door swung toward me. I sipped tea but thought about getting together with some beer. Dean said, "Here's Mr. Garrett. Mr. Garrett, it's long past time I retired. I'll see you in the morning. Please remember to lock up."


  I grumbled something uncharitable, turned my head to look at Singe.


  I did not see Singe. Not immediately. I saw a bent old woman bundled in layer upon layer of rags the way some street folk do. A huge, ugly hat that could only be of dwarfish provenance cast a shadow deep enough to leave her face indefinite. She must have bound her tail up behind her somehow because it wasn't out where it could be seen. She leaned on a heavy cane, which went a long way toward disguising the strange way ratpeople walk.


  "Very good. You amaze me yet again. You're going to conquer the world. Tea? Something else? There's beer."


  "You were expecting me?"


  "I wasn't. Until a few minutes ago. Take a seat." Ratpeople can sit on their behinds although they find human furniture difficult. "Associates of mine wanted you to come see me."


  "You're not dying? This is a trap?" Her Karentine seemed to be improving by the hour. She didn't have much more accent than Winger now, though her sibilants still gave her difficulty.


  "I'm not dying. Sorry to disappoint you. On the other hand, this isn't a trap. You have my personal guarantee on that. Whatever anyone else might have had planned. That was a clever trick you pulled on us last week."


  "Maybe. But foolish." Her "L" sounds still gave her trouble, too. "I did not think through the consequences. A common failing of my people."


  "A common failing of everybody's people. Go ahead. Sit."


  She sat. I patted her hand, then poured her a cup of tea, pushed across the pot of honey. She showed manners enough not to gobble the stuff straight from the container. Her hand was unsteady as she drank her tea, which she found difficult with a human cup.


  I felt a little guilty even though this encounter was not of my manufacture. She was smart enough to understand that her emotions had been manipulated, which meant that they were no secret to those who had manipulated her. Which, of course, she would find embarrassing. "Why did you want me here?"


  I reminded her that this was not of my doing but then admitted, "Tama Montezuma. My associates believe you know where she's hiding."


  Singe sighed. "Of course."


  I whispered, "Montezuma's money means nothing to me. Except that I don't want it to get back to the kind of people who would use it to finance cruelty toward those they hate."


  "I am afraid, you know. Very much afraid. I did not foresee the interest others would show in finding that woman. I thought that once she disappeared they would forget about her."


  "Human people have very long memories, Singe. Particularly in regard to grudges. Which is a thought to keep in mind if you're ever about to cross someone."


  "That is a thought to keep in mind even if you are going to cross a nonhuman. Reliance, I am told, has been very bitter about my show of independence."


  "I'll warn him not to be unreasonable. Do you know where Tama Montezuma is hiding?"


  She had to think about her answer. It took her several minutes to decide to trust me and nod. I didn't become restless, waiting. Unlike other members of the household, I was willing to accept whatever decision Singe made.


  I found it both amusing and a tad disturbing that the Dead Man couldn't snoop around inside her head—at least not subtly, undetected. Maybe she could teach me the trick.


  "Yes. I know where she is, Garrett."


  "Will you show me?"


  "Am I wrong about you? Are you just after the money, too? Like your dark-elf friend up front?" She tapped her nose to tell me how she knew.


  "Morley? He's my friend. But you're right. You have to keep an eye on him. He has his own agendas. He's interested in Tama mainly because of the money. I'm interested because the things she did caused a lot of people to die. Some of them were people I was supposed to protect. I can't let that go. Not even if I wanted to. Not even though I understand what made her do what she did."


  "She is very unhappy. She has not moved since she entered the place where she is hiding now. It was prepared ahead. She can stay there a long time. She cries a lot."


  "She sure can't wander the streets. Somebody would recognize her before she walked two blocks." I had trouble imagining Tama Montezuma in tears. They must be on her own behalf.


  "She has disguises. But she is waiting for a time when she is mostly forgotten." My look caused her to add, "She talks to herself. Out loud. I found a way to get close enough to listen. That is where I have been hiding most of the time."


  "Fenibro and Reliance himself came here looking for you. Several times. They've been at The Palms nagging Morley, too."


  "Uncle will have to accept what he cannot change." She shuddered. "Yes. I will take you there."


  "I want Morley to go along. I'll keep his greed under control."


  "He will be disappointed, anyway. And the copper-haired woman?"


  "Hunh?"


  "She is in that room with the dark-elf and the bird and something else with an odor like death buried deep. She was at the mansion where the shapeshifters were caught. What is her part?"


  A very neutral response was in order, I suspected. "A friend of long standing who heard the rumors you had and came here the same as the others tonight. She won't join us." I hoped. Tinnie made some strange choices when the mood took her and she was hard to dissuade. "She just hadn't left yet when you came to the door."


  No telling what was going on inside Singe's head. She accepted my explanation. For the moment.


  I suggest you be on your way before she changes her mind. Do not dawdle exiting the neighborhood. I will bewilder and confuse any watchers but I can manage that only for a few seconds. Certainly less than a minute.


  I grunted grumpily. Any watchers would want to follow me, not the ragged crone.


  Singe made an unhappy noise, too.


  "What's the matter?"


  "I was dizzy for a second. It was like there was a buzzing inside my head."


  "Hunh." She had some slight psychic sense, too? Amazing.
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  "Quite a comedown from a manor in the country," Morley observed. The structure before us wasn't abandoned but certainly deserved to be. There was no charitable way to consider it fit for human occupation.


  We stood in shadow, waiting while Singe shed her disguise. I mused, "But it's probably the kind of place she lived before she found out what she could do with what nature gave her and went to work on TunFaire."


  "Where the streets are paved with gold."


  Everyone comes to TunFaire to find their fortune. Mostly the survivors find despair. But there are just enough success stories to keep the gullible coming. "Fool's gold."


  "Ready," Singe whispered. "Follow me." She darted from cover to cover, her true nature guiding her. The Goddamn Parrot fluttered across, high enough to be heard only, not seen, scouting from above. Morley and I followed the ratgirl. Dotes continued grumbling about not being allowed to bring along any of his friends from The Palms. I stopped listening.


  We practically stumbled over a trio of ogre teenagers, one of each sex, who were way out of their territory and almost certainly up to no good themselves. They never saw Singe. They turned tail quickly once they glimpsed the equipment Morley and I were carrying. I decided I had yet another reason for wringing the Goddamn Parrot's neck. What the hell kind of scouting was he doing? He should've warned us.


  The encounter did shut Morley up. Which would've happened anyway. He shows no lack of concentration when the situation gets tight.


  We took the rat route inside. No front door. We wriggled through a huge gap in a broken foundation That placed us inside a cluttered, stinking cellar so dark even Morley couldn't see and had to be guided to a rickety stair by Singe. She murmured, "Stay close to the wall. Especially you, Garrett. It might not take your weight otherwise." Sounded like she was trying to crack wise. She needed practice. Maybe I'd let her work with the Goddamn Parrot.


  The stairs groaned in protest. I sneezed despite a struggle to avoid that. Morley was having trouble with the musty air, too. I wondered why we hadn't just come in using the people route. Maybe I'd ask later. Maybe the simple thing hadn't occurred to Singe. We're all creatures of habit.


  Tama Montezuma was multitalented but being a light sleeper didn't appear to be amongst her skills. Moreover, she snored like a drunken boatswain. That seemed way out of character.


  The memory of a cloying, sweetish odor hung on the air. As Singe struck a spark to light a lamp for my benefit, I recognized that smell. Burnt opium. Opium smoking is an uncommon vice in TunFaire. It's an expensive, dangerous indulgence in an area where far cheaper, safer substitutes will whack your brain just as far around sideways and leave you drooling and acting even more stupid.


  I had seen nothing to suggest she was an addict. But many addicts do function quite well much of the time, if they have money.


  The light revealed a woman who had fallen apart, not at all the Tama Montezuma I had encountered at The Pipes. This Tama had fled all the way back to her roots, and beyond, in almost no time. This wasn't the Tama everybody wanted to find. This was a Tama overcome by despair, a Tama who had no more reason to live. This was a Tama who couldn't possibly have a stolen fortune hidden.


  "You could have taken her," Morley murmured to Singe. "You didn't need our help." He looked at me. I could see the same thoughts flaring behind his eyes as were exploding behind mine.


  "Yes. But it did not seem there was anything to be gained."


  Our talk roused Tama. She struggled to sit up. She hadn't been eating well or keeping herself clean. She managed to look up at me. "You finally got here."


  "I'm a little slow. Singe had to come fetch me." I didn't tell her I hadn't been looking.


  She reached for her pipe. Morley pushed it out of reach. If she was addicted, she would cooperate more fully if he kept that carrot dangling just out of reach.


  Morley said, "Get a ring on Singe's finger before she gets any older or cleverer, Garrett. She played not just you but the Dead Man this time."


  "Wouldn't have a coin on you, would you?"


  "She's wearing a silver wristlet. So is the woman."


  So was the woman. They weren't shapechangers. "Tama. You want to tell me something?"


  "The fortune everyone thinks I got. I didn't. They knew. They found it. It wasn't where it was supposed to be when I got there." Tama's eyes wouldn't focus but her brain seemed sharp enough. "They only left the silver I took and the opium I bought as an investment. They expect me to destroy myself for them."


  I had a mind like a razor tonight. I saw the answer she'd give me before I asked but I asked anyway. "And who might ‘they' be?"


  "The shapeshifters. The Dragons."


  Maybe. But I didn't think so. More likely the Wolves hoping Tama would think Dragons and point a finger that way when she got caught.


  Why would the Dragons leave opium behind? It has value even if it's not popular. It can be exported. There's a good market in Venageta.


  "But you got all of the shifters, didn't you?" Morley asked me, in as close to a whine as I'd ever heard pass his lips.


  "No. We missed at least one. For a while I thought that one might be North English. I figured he really did die the night he was attacked." It had taken only a slight adjustment of viewpoint, coupled with recollections of odd behavior, particularly at the Weider place when Marengo steadfastly avoided joining the rest of us on the main floor, to make me intensely suspicious. I'd decided he must've wanted to avoid running into Singe and her marvelous nose. There'd been other indicators, too, but once I cleared my head, lay back, considered nothing else, I'd been forced to conclude that the Marengo who had returned to The Pipes the morning after the aborted Cleansing could not have been a shapeshifter—much as I might want to stick him with something. But I was just as sure that he was supposed to have been killed. That he was supposed to have been replaced after he was attacked, that he was supposed to return home apparently badly injured as a means of covering and explaining the differences betrayed by the replacement as he took control of The Call. I had a feeling he might have gone into seclusion temporarily while Tama Montezuma relayed his orders to everyone exactly as she had done with the Brotherhood Of The Wolf. I had a strong suspicion that Marengo's bacon really did get saved by marauding dwarves, contemplation of which irony, ranged alongside various betrayals by supposed true believers, explained North English's newfound spirituality. Only I couldn't quite buy that, either. Maybe because it didn't satisfy my prejudices. Maybe because there were still loose ends.


  I kept telling myself that there are always loose ends. Where there are people involved nothing ever wraps up neatly. Truth becomes more elusive than leprechauns. Hell, I've downed a few beers with leprechauns. Truth, when I run into it, often is dressed up in a cunning disguise.


  "This is new," I told Tama, gesturing at her opium paraphernalia, pushing her pipe a little farther when she reached for it again. "Was Marengo supposed to be replaced the night he was attacked? You knew about the shapeshifters, didn't you? You were already working for Glory Mooncalled by then."


  She tried to ignore my questions by focusing on her addiction. She continued to try for the pipe. I could almost hear it talking to her. She whined, "They forced me. They knew what I was planning. Gerris must have told them." She showed no contrition as she confirmed my suspicions by adding, "Gerris thought he was going to go with me when I went away."


  "It was you outside the Weider front door the night Genord killed Lancelyn Mac." It struck me like a lightning bolt. Of course.


  Tama nodded. "Gerris figured it out. He was extremely upset. We were arguing. Then the cripple and the other one appeared and Gerris made up a stupid story to cover himself but the one who came to the door saw me. . . . I didn't take them seriously enough. They did this to me. To get even."


  "By ‘they' you mean Genord's friends, right? The Brotherhood Of The Wolf?" I intended to take her confession with a twelve-pound grain of salt. The woman was a professional liar and now at that stage where she would try to lay the blame on anyone she could make fit.


  "Marengo made up with them after he almost got killed. They were thrilled. They were ready to do anything—"


  "Tama, don't bother. Your head's not clear enough. You can't make up believable stories. Marengo couldn't have made up with the Wolves. He was far too angry with them. What they'd done could destroy all his work. It could destroy The Call. He didn't know anything for sure until that last night at the Weider mansion but I'll bet he had some strong suspicions. Not exactly on the mark, because he was terrified by Perilous Spite, but close enough to worry you. When did Glory Mooncalled recruit you? I'm sure you didn't fight hard. Then you got your talons into him exactly the way you had Marengo and Gerris and your other accomplices. Didn't you?"


  A spark of honesty. "Men are such idiots, Garrett. Especially older men."


  A point. A good point. I propose the thesis that the span of time during which a man can be manipulated via his appreciation of a woman shrinks as he ages, because eventually—when he's been through it a few times—reality sets in ever more swiftly after the initial rush. "You say the Wolves did this to you?"


  "Yes." Of course there were Wolves out there who hadn't been captured, who hadn't been sought, and more who had been released when the rest of the Hill turned on Perilous Spite.


  "Just minutes ago you said the Dragons took everything."


  "They did. Before things fell apart. The Wolves found me and did this to me and then hid me here so Marengo wouldn't find me until it was too late."


  Could I believe this any more than her claim that North English and the Wolves had gotten back into bed?


  Singe touched my arm lightly. "The opium is their revenge."


  Tama began to weep. Her hands wouldn't stay still. "I made a mistake once. Long ago. When life was very cruel. I told Gerris about how'd I'd broken the habit afterward but I still craved it almost every day. When the Wolves came they knew. They forced me. In Gerris' name. It took them very little time to get me going again. But they left me only this much opium. And only this much money. So when the opium runs out and craving gets so bad I start throwing up and suffering cramps and screaming about things coming after me out of my memories, I'll have to go out looking for an opium seller. That time isn't far off now. And I don't know any opium sellers. It will take me a while to find one. It will take Marengo less time to find me. I don't expect him to be in a forgiving mood."


  That rang true. But a lot of people were looking for Tama Montezuma, not just Marengo North English. And Tama Montezuma stood out. Somebody would get her.


  Avengers try to be as cruel as their imaginations allow. Not many soft-hearted men survive to become the breed who make up groups like the Wolves.


  "What about Glory Mooncalled and his friends?"


  "I don't know. He must have run away. The Wolves. They're going to destroy Marengo. Because they think he betrayed them. Because the lying weasel really did keep them together and did send them underground. Then he never did anything with them. I was using them when I gave them orders. Singe thought you should know. I don't care anymore. TunFaire can burn to the ground. The world will end when I die anyway."


  Morley muttered, "A solipsist in despair. Interesting."


  "I still care," Singe told her.


  I wondered how much of this the Dead Man knew or had reasoned out without bothering to tell me. I also wondered why so many people had been able to dodge around His Nibs. Was he starting to fail? Or was it just the way the dice had come up? The unlikely does happen.


  My life is a testament to that possibility.


  "How many of those changers were there?" Morley asked. "Do you have any idea how many are still running around loose?"


  Tama shrugged. Her hands remained busy, crawling all over her, but her eyes had glazed over. We weren't going to get anything more from her until she'd smoked a pipe and then had had time to ease back out from behind a veil of dreams that were sweeter than life.


  Dotes muttered, "We'll end up all having to wear silver amulets if this doesn't get wrapped up soon."


  He had a point. I didn't have to invest much imagination to foresee a future in which—if the shifters reproduced successfully—a silver test would be part of every transaction. Every home that could afford them would have silver and spells worked into its doorways. The price of silver would soar. "We'll find out. I know who'll know." The Dead Man had been inside Glory Mooncalled's head. Mooncalled would've known exactly how many shapeshifters had come to TunFaire. We could work it out from there.


  "What shall we do with her?" Morley asked. Singe watched me with big eyes, as though this was some kind of test. I had a feeling I would disappoint her.


  "I still owe Max Weider. She chose the targets. She sent the killers."


  I considered my first night at The Pines. That night visitor with the knife might have been Carter Stockwell thinking about settling up. Might have been. But it might have been Tama Montezuma with a special surprise for the troublesome fellow who turned up just as she was about to take over The Call completely.


  Separate bedrooms, eh? I owed that little sneak Tinnie an extra kiss. No telling what I'd have gotten myself into if she hadn't been there.


  Right now Miss Montezuma looked like the ideal gift for a friend in the secret policeman racket. Nor did Morley demur, she no longer having any fiscal capacity for arousing his sympathy. Singe did feel for her, as for a sister in despair, but even she wasn't prepared to excuse the evils Tama had wrought—of which those known to us were likely to be only a fraction.
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  I sent a note asking Lieutenant Nagit to visit me when next his duties brought him into the city. I received a polite, formal reply to the effect that he was under instructions to have nothing further to do with me. Insofar as Marengo North English and The Call were concerned we had nothing to say to one another anymore.


  I didn't try again. I took it up with Max while I was helping interview prospective employees. Morley tagged along and stood around looking bored. Probably because what I was doing was as dull as watching rocks mate.


  Nicks sent Lieutenant Nagit an invitation to dine with the Weiders. To no one's surprise but hers Nagit not only showed up, he arrived early, polished till he shone, reeking of rosewater, a bouquet of posies in hand. He was less than thrilled to discover that he'd share the dinner table with me and my feathered haunt but chose to endure the bad with the good.


  The Goddamn Parrot attached himself to Nicks as soon as I went over to the mansion, early in the afternoon. They were made for each other, those two. Why couldn't they see it themselves?


  Nagit never scowled once at Tinnie or Alyx. He didn't know what to make of Morley since they'd never been introduced. Morley paid him no attention. Dotes was charming to Alyx and all her male relatives. Nagit had no trouble with Max or Gilbey or Ty, either, so it had to be the way I parted my hair. Or something. But he was coldly courteous to me at best.


  The servants brought dinner all at once, instead of in courses, then withdrew, except for Neersa Bintor, who made sure the kitchen door stayed closed. She kept her giant maul in hand.


  There was little conversation while we ate, though the lovely ladies all tried to get something going, each in her own unique way.


  Max growled, "Get on with it, Garrett." He'd barely nibbled his venison and had touched nothing else at all.


  I made a small gesture. Morley excused himself from the table. He and Neersa Bintor left the room. With no apology for tricking him I said, "Mr. Nagit, we have one final problem. One more shapeshifter to expose." Now that he had demonstrated that he could eat using real silverware, off real silver plates. "Process of elimination says it's inside The Call now. For a while I thought it had replaced your boss. Then I decided it hadn't. You've just demonstrated that it couldn't be you. . . . Yes, boss." Max had begun to glower. He wanted me to get on with it.


  I said, "If it wasn't Marengo, I wouldn't much care—except that having a shapechanger inside The Call means Glory Mooncalled still has a foothold there. A reliable witness tells me that Mooncalled has become an evil old man with terrible plans. This shifter could help Mooncalled do truly wicked things to TunFaire. Then I realized that even though Marengo hadn't been replaced by a shifter, the way I'd worked it out at first, back when he was attacked, he still could've been later, at The Pipes, in the last week or so. But why should I care? Marengo is Mr. Weider's friend. They went through the Cantard together. And Max is my friend. So I arranged to get you here so I could fill your head with my suspicions. You can deal with the threat to the friend of my friend. You can find the last shapeshifter. The one who left us wondering what happened to Tollie and the one-mitted thunder-lizard lover."


  "Venable."


  Morley and Neersa ushered Tama and Singe and a short, incredibly ugly little woman into the room. Montezuma was more frightened than the ratgirl was. She had been in the clutches of the Guard for twenty hours, with nary a whiff of opium. The short woman pretended to be a terrified servant of some sort. Nobody bothered to explain her presence. I stifled a grin.


  Relway made one truly repulsive woman. But he'd insisted that he couldn't loan out his prisoner if he couldn't come along himself. I hadn't had the nerve to disappoint the head of the secret police—particularly when I had no good reason to shut him out.


  I do believe he nurtured some idea of making a connection and being invited to The Pipes with Lieutenant Nagit.


  Nagit never noticed Relway. He blurted, "You found Montezuma. How? We never caught a trace."


  "Somebody out your way sure did, Ed. Some of the Wolves. Who'd gotten a word or two from Gerris Genord. Remember, they weren't wiped out, either." Nobody had a big enough grudge. Hell, the Wolves were heroes to a lot of men whose minds followed the same paths theirs did. Good old Bondurant Altoona was publicly very vocal about the treachery of The Call. Altoona might have profited more had he not been blessed with the personality of a toad.


  I told Nagit the whole story, the way I saw it now, and added, "Tama says she'll cooperate. Reluctantly." She was a survivor. The only way she might get out of the pit she was in now would be to help save a man who might then hunt her for the rest of his days. I asked Nagit, "How's your status with North English?"


  "It's weak. I know too much. He's reminded of that every time he sees me. But he does still talk to me. He doesn't have a choice—until he finds somebody dumb enough to want my job. I don't believe he's been replaced."


  "Figure out how we could be alone with him long enough to check his reaction to silver, if we have to. Meantime, tell him whatever he wants to know. And you could isolate your senior officers and check them one at a time. That shouldn't be difficult. The real trick will be dealing with the shifter if you find him."


  Nagit shook his head. He didn't want to hear it.


  "There is one out there, Ed. Has to be. Otherwise, Tollie would still be chasing sheep and Mr. Venable would only be short the one hand."


  Nagit rose. He made appropriate remarks concerning his invitation and the quality of the meal. He bowed in Neersa's direction to let her know he knew who was responsible for the latter. Then he asked, "Can I take Montezuma?"


  Weider said, "No." Like it was his call. He was grim. In his heart Max had convicted Marengo of being a changeling already. The wounded Max within was looking for somebody to share his pain.


  Nagit didn't argue. He did remark, "The boss will be disappointed."


  Max observed, "Mr. Nagit, should you find that your employment with Marengo has become too honorous for your conscience, don't hesitate to contact Manvil. We can find a place for a man of your caliber. Don't you think, Garrett?"


  "I can't see any objection to that." Well, except for a sudden sparkle in Alyx's eye and a little smile Nicks failed to keep corralled. And a dig in the ribs, in the same old sore spot, that I got for noticing those responses and maybe turning just the faintest bit dour.


  Nagit headed for the street door.


  Relway went after him. I didn't hear anything he said, but I assumed he was selling himself somehow, while Nagit was distracted by a headful of horrible possibilities.


  "Satisfactory?" I asked Weider.


  "Satisfactory. I'm going to turn in now."


  As Gilbey rose to help Max, he said, "We'll be continuing those interviews tomorrow, Garrett. You and Ty will need to make yourselves available directly after sunrise." He smirked. He knew well my feelings about that godsforsaken chunk of the day forced in before the sun is sensibly standing directly overhead.


  The Goddamn Parrot laughed and laughed.


  I just sighed. Nobody promised me the world would be fair. Or even a little sane.
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  I thought that would be the end of it, as dramatically unsatisfactory as it seemed. I judged Nagit to be the sort who would save me the trouble I'd set myself up for, just to keep everything inside The Call's goofball family. But life—mine, anyway—doesn't come stocked with a surplus of dramatic unity. I resigned myself to the boredom of posing trick questions to men interested in replacing workers dismissed from the brewery. Everybody in town wanted to work for Max Weider. But halfway through the third day of tedium following that dinner the gloom parted when Giorgi Nicholas stepped forth for no better reason than wanting to see me.


  Or maybe just to visit my stylish shoulder accessory, I concluded, when her killer smile and sparking eyes seemed to be aimed off center of what I considered the appropriate target. She extended her hand. I started to take it.


  "This came hidden inside a note I got from Ed Nagit. It's addressed to you. It might be important."


  The Goddamn Parrot began charming her as she started scratching his head. I made a growling noise. She was getting letters from Nagit now? Brother Ed wasn't wasting any time.


  Lieutenant Nagit wanted to meet. He offered suggestions as to how we could manage that without distressing Colonel Theverly, whose influence in The Call had swollen substantially lately. Theverly had strong ideas about how a freecorps should be run. Those included excluding contacts with outsiders as questionable as me, be those business or social. I might be dressed in human flesh but the True Believers could smell the Other hidden inside me.


  "I assume you'll be answering your own mail. Tell him I'll meet him there."


  

  


  


  It was a nice autumn day. Big hunks of cotton cruised around a deep blue sky. The birds and bees were extravagantly cheerful and the temperature was almost perfectly comfortable. It was almost possible to forget this was morning, that half of the day the gods laid on us as punishment for original sin.


  Lieutenant Nagit awaited me in that same pasture where Tinnie and I had hidden from the centaurs—who had been, only yesterday, finally discovered by cavalry supported by several sorcerers off the Hill. Official TunFaire had a big hunt on for the Dead Man's onetime role model, Glory Mooncalled, too. I was sure nothing would come of it. That old man had been running his enemies in circles for decades.


  "Thanks for coming," Nagit told me.


  "How could I resist?" His note insisted he had identified the last shapeshifter but claimed he couldn't do anything about it without help. And he wouldn't name names. "Why not handle this in-house?" I had an overdressed dwarf turkey riding one shoulder and a full-grown shrike of paranoia nesting on the other.


  "Colonel Theverly insists the matter is closed. Very pointedly. There's no one else I can ask for help. Out here they all want to believe it's over. They want to get on with the mission. And they especially don't want to catch Theverly's eye by doing something he's forbidden."


  "What about you?"


  "He's a pain in the ass, not a god." A declarative statement which seemed somehow evasive. Lieutenant Nagit had something on his mind. And didn't want to share.


  Gee. I never ran into that phenomenon before. "Why me?"


  "Because you could bring her." He indicated Tama Montezuma, whom I had borrowed back from the Guard by sweet-talking Colonel Block and making several promises I have no intention of keeping. "And with her along we can get to the changer before anybody reacts."


  He was right about that. He definitely held back on me.


  

  


  


  Nobody challenged us at the gateway to The Pipes even though an increase in security had been mounted. Nor did anyone prevent us from entering the house. There was a lot of gawking and whispering and finger pointing because of Tama, though.


  Montezuma looked worse than she had when I found her. Winger would've said she looked like death on a stick, well warmed over. Her will had collapsed in the cruel torment of withdrawal. She had little reason to go on. But she'd been lucky, in a way. Relway hadn't been around to abuse her.


  I didn't go in there with nerves of steel. I had only Tama and Nagit to count on and no faith that either would stand behind me. I was betting to an inside straight. And Moms Garrett had taught me better over twenty years ago.


  Was Lieutenant Nagit conning me? Or worse? The man was a true believer in the raging lunacies of The Call. He shared a domicile with numerous gentlemen who bore me huge grudges. I'd seen several familiar Wolf faces already.


  Then came a shock that flipped the old pump. We ran into the ugly little woman who looked so much like Deal Relway's twin sister, scrub scrub scrubbing the hallway floor.


  Lieutenant Nagit considered her beneath notice even though it was his fault she was haunting the manor. Apparent inconsequence is Relway's great and frightening strength.


  The man guarding Marengo's sanctum didn't quite know what to do when Lieutenant Nagit stomped past without bothering to ask to see North English. The fellow must have been a soldier in his earlier days. Marines are taught to think on their feet.


  We were through the doorway before he reacted.


  As Lieutenant Nagit had promised as we walked, there were several men cozied up with North English. One was my old skipper, Colonel Theverly, who still didn't remember me. Another was the gent who had spoken for the Wolves at Weider's. What was his name? Tilde? Evidently he was back in good odor. There were others, all elderly. Great. I didn't see a spry bodyguard anywhere around.


  Our advent interrupted a heated discussion. A frustrated Theverly wanted North English to approve something operational. North English seemed unable or unwilling to grasp the fact that this was the perfect moment for whatever the colonel had in mind. I did catch the Weider name, though.


  There was a lot of anger in the air. It blistered in North English's eyes. He surged out of his chair, about to vent that rage on whatever idiot had dared to enter his sanctum uninvited.


  He saw Tama. He froze. There couldn't have been anyone he less expected to see.


  We kept moving. Lieutenant Nagit said, "See what Mr. Garrett caught. I was sure you'd want to see her right away."


  "Uh. . . . Yes." Confused and puzzled as well as angry, North English finished rising. And fear began to drive earlier emotions off his face. That seemed to shimmer momentarily as he gawked at Tama. Maybe that was a trick of flickering bad candlelight. Or of my imagination.


  Theverly, Tilde, and the old men gawked, too. They hadn't expected to see Tama Montezuma again. Which effect was exactly what Lieutenant Nagit wanted her to produce. Tilde seemed almost distraught. Was it possible that Tama's hoard hadn't found its way back into the loving embrace of the chieftain who had denied the Wolves repeatedly?


  I shoved Tama forward. She fell at North English's feet. He would be target the first. Tama played her role flawlessly. She was a superb actress, her skills honed in a harsh school. I couldn't have pushed her around if she hadn't been willing to cooperate.


  Tama lunged into Marengo's legs. He squawked, flung himself backward. Colonel Theverly had an impulse to help North English but he couldn't manage much on one leg. He would be target two, chosen so because of his handicap. I kept an eye on him because, the way I'd worked it out, he was more likely a villain than North English, despite my prejudicial preferences.


  Lieutenant Nagit surprised me by slipping a silver-chain noose over Marengo's head. He got behind North English. I grabbed Marengo's right arm. Tama caught his left and held on for dear life, which was about all she could expect to get out of this.


  Nagit had scammed me mildly. I hadn't thought he believed his boss was the shifter. But he had started murmuring a mantra of a prayer that he'd figured this correctly. If he hadn't, he was going to wish he was doing his time in Hell already. With me right across the dining pit saying, "Please pass the brimstone." When this was over I was going to kick his scruffy butt. He could've given me a little more to go on if I needed to change my mind again.


  As Nagit had hoped North English's companions remained so stunned they did nothing for the vital few seconds it took him to get Marengo under control. A long moan escaped North English. He shimmered, began to get soft, spongy, loose, and I knew for sure now that Max Weider had yet another loss to mourn. And I had to go back and tell him. And I had to go back and think all the evidence through yet again because I'd been ready to give North English a pass despite his odd behavior.


  When did his replacement occur?


  The old men began to babble in confusion as it became obvious that their boss not only wasn't Mama North English's beloved son, he was one of them. One of the Other Races.


  North English gave one violent surge, then just lost control. He strained to change but couldn't manage it in any useful way. Silver poisoning caused his body to grow more and more limp. By the time Tilde managed a lame effort to pull Tama away the arm she held had stretched two feet. Marengo's face had wax-melted into something not human at all. It looked like a giant slug's head.


  I used a foot to push Tilde away, said, "Find more silver, soldier. Anything silver." Theverly kept hopping and I kept watching him closely. A glare was enough to control the old men. The paranoia I'd brought with me began to whisper of the possibility that there were still more shifters to be found. I was developing the suspicion that I might spend the remainder of my life as worried about changelings as I was about horses. In a few strange years I could be one of those street prophets who screech doom and despair and weird conspiracy at the most embarrassing times. . . .


  The Marengo changer didn't fight with the ferocity and vigor we'd seen from others earlier. Maybe he was young, not yet at his full strength and wickedness. Maybe he'd worn himself out passing as Marengo. Maybe it was because he was alone, the last of his kind, lacking the psychic support of fellow changers. He had sunk to the floor before Tilde and the old men began to jabber about the implications this had for The Call. I held on, shaking, wondering what insanity had put me here. I couldn't imagine myself committing deliberate murder even though that was the custom in these situations. I felt the changer weakening, losing its plasticity. Soon it just lay there shivering.


  I kept that eye on Colonel Theverly every second. His gaze locked with mine. I let go the shifter with one hand, plucked my own silver chain from inside my shirt. I'd brought it just in case. I hadn't wanted to reveal it. Theverly's face changed, but only into a slight frown. "I should know you from somewhere, shouldn't I?"


  "Yeah. You should. The islands campaign." I couldn't find a "sir" inside me anywhere.


  "Ah. I was there only a few—Three Force. Black Pete's bunch. Sergeant Peters. You were the kid who could find a girl anywhere, even in the middle of an uninhabited swamp. Garrith? Garrett." Shucks. He was embarrassing me. "Did I pass, Garrett?"


  No changer could've learned all that. I nodded. The door opened. A butler type with a refreshments tray invited himself into the room. "Damn my eyes!" I muttered. What a clever pose for a mastermind.


  "The tea you requested, sir. . . ." Mooncalled's eyes bugged as he took in the scene. The tea service crashed and splashed.


  Through clenched teeth I told anyone who cared to listen, "Grab him! That's Glory Mooncalled. He's the one behind everything that's gone wrong." Theverly responded instantly. Unfortunately, the race seldom goes to the one-legged man.


  The old man was spry. He was out of there before anyone else made up his mind that I might be right. They were just getting their minds around the fact that Marengo North English wasn't Marengo North English anymore. And Tilde was handicapped by his opinion of Colonel Theverly, who tried to order him to get after Mooncalled.


  That old man hit the hallway and vanished into thin air, never to be seen again. Even now I don't quite accept Relway's assurances that the man didn't change shape as soon as he was out of our sight. Relway isn't what I call an unimpeachable witness. But the Dead Man also insists Mooncalled was no shapechanger. However, it hasn't exactly been that long since the world proved that His Nibs can be fooled, too.


  No matter. Like Tama Montezuma, Glory Mooncalled is a survivor. But he's definitely out of business now.


  We didn't finish strangling the shapeshifter. Once Lieutenant Nagit got a good, controlling choke on the thing and had breath of his own left to gasp out a few words he started lobbying Tilde and Theverly alike. His chatter became a constant in the background, like a ringing in the ear. Eventually, he won his point. His mutiny was excused. But Theverly and the Wolf, having formed an alliance without a word being spoken, insisted on taking possession of the changer.


  Both men looked like they had a score or two to settle. Both were wondering just how long this thing had been managing and manipulating the movement. I didn't tell them it couldn't have been more than a few days. Already it was their messiah of misfortune, assuming the blame for every screwup in the last three millennia.


  Damn! If they were clever enough, they could gain back everything The Call had lost—and more—by playing the existence of the changer off against rightsist prejudice.


  You could see Theverly and Tilde evolving, the way humans do when huge changes in their power ecology occur. I made a small sign to Tama. I let go of the shifter's now-rubbery, flaccid limb. "It's all yours now, Ed."


  I grabbed Tama's hand. "Time we made ourselves scarce, darling. Let this family clean its own house. Next time you're in town, Ed, if you've got nothing better to do, come by the house. We'll round up Tinnie and Nicks and go out to this romantic little ethnic place I know." Maybe I could find a place that served stuffed, roast parrot.


  "I'll look forward to it."


  Tama and I hit the hallway. I pushed hard getting out of the house. Heading across that big pasture out front, I whispered, "Keep moving, woman. Get as big a head start as you can. Nobody else promised you anything." Actually, Nagit had but we'd all known that he was lying.


  "You going to keep your promise?"


  "I always try to, no matter what. Even if I'd rather not. Because my word is really the only thing I've got to sell." We were moving fast, headed toward the gate. All I'd ever really offered her was a running start. If our paths crossed again, I'd pick up my grudge on behalf of the Weiders instantly. I wouldn't have any overriding obligation to society, as the Dead Man had argued in our discussions of Marengo.


  "I'm not much on remorse, Garrett. But I do regret that what happened happened. It wasn't planned. For what that's worth."


  "It's not worth much. But I do understand. I'm going to have a regret or six when I look back on all this myself."


  "Maybe we'll have better luck in the next life."


  "Maybe. See you there."


  Tama turned south after we left the estate, broke into a longlegged, ground-eating lope. I turned north. Never the twain to meet. But meet something I did, in just a quarter mile. It looked a whole lot like Deal Relway in drag. He must have been planning a party because he had a whole lot of friends with him. I observed, "I take it you've given up the day job." How had he gotten out here with all these secret police thugs? I hoped he didn't have some dumb idea about trying to raid The Pipes. Those people up there were confused, but they wouldn't be shy about burying a few nosy Guardsmen in the back pasture.


  Then my paranoia returned. There were lots of secret policemen and only one Garrett. And I was handicapped by the weight of the world's premier talking chicken. But Relway just wanted to chat.


  "Soon as you exposed North English as a changer I knew there wasn't much future in scrubbing his floors. Nobody else in The Call can hold that mob together. I got out and waited out here."


  "I never did see what his followers saw."


  "That's because you're a cynic and a pessimist functionally incapable of believing in anything bigger than yourself."


  The Goddamn Parrot began to snicker like he'd just heard a potent off-color joke.


  "Bird, you and me and a roasting pan got a three-way date when we get home."


  Relway mused, "Now that it's happened I'm not so sure I'm happy with the outcome. Spared their racial theories The Call would've been good for TunFaire."


  He would appreciate their interest in law and order and proper behavior. "Here's a challenge you still need to meet. Glory Mooncalled. He's weak now but he's still out there somewhere. If you don't get him now he'll try to put something back together someday. He can't help himself."


  "It's still a great day for TunFaire, Garrett. One of pure triumph."


  I don't know if he meant that or was being sarcastic. You never quite know anything with Relway. And he wants it that way.


  "I liked the way you put it, Garrett. Faded steel heat." I'd mentioned that to him the night he'd discovered the tanks in the old Lamp brewery.


  "But the war goes on."


  "The war never ends. Tell you what. Send me a note when you do decide to roast that pigeon. I've got dibs on a drumstick."


  "Ha! You hear that, bird? Your time's almost up."


  "Help! Please don't hurt me anymore. . . ."


  Chuckling, Relway said, "Don't forget to pick up your rat friend on your way home."


  "Huh?"


  "The guys say she's hanging around in those trees over there. Lurking and skulking. General rodent stuff. Probably worrying about you. Would've been amazing to see her try to rescue you from all those thunder-lizards and rat-haters."


  The Goddamn Parrot had a good laugh at that. I couldn't think of a thing to say, then or when I did see Singe.


  Life's a bitch. But it does go on.
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  Mom was too embarrassed to tell the truth. She never said a word. But I'm not entirely stupid. I figured it out on my own.


  I was born under an evil star. Maybe an evil galaxy. With zigging mad lights quarreling all over angry lead skies.


  The planets had to've been so cruelly misaligned that no equally malignant conjunction will be possible for another hundred lifetimes.


  I have a feeling, though, that my partner will be there to gloat when those celestial maladroits again foregather to conspire.


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


  The air shivered with amusement that only rendered me more glum.


  Anything my partner found entertaining was bound to be unpleasant for me.


  In the small front room the Goddamn Parrot harangued himself in his sleep, his language fit to pinken the cheeks of amazons.


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


  I peeked through the peephole.


  I cussed some. Which always makes me feel better when that old devil sixth sense tells me that things are about to stop going my way.


  Nowhere in sight, for as far as my eagle eye could see, was there even one tasty morsel of femininity.


  I was so disappointed I grumbled, "But it always starts with a girl." My seventh and eighth senses started perking. They couldn't find a girl, either.


  Then my natural optimism kicked in. There wasn't a girl around! There wasn't a girl around! There wasn't anybody out there but my old pal Playmate and a skinny gink who had to be a foreigner because there was no way a Karentine of his type could have survived the war in the Cantard.


  No girl meant no trouble. No girl meant nothing starting. No girl meant not having to go to work. All was right with the world after all. I could deal with this in about ten minutes, then draw a beer and get back to plotting my revenge on Morley Dotes for having stuck me with the Goddamn Parrot.


  Another ghost of amusement tinkled through the stale air. It reminded me that the impossible is only barely less likely than the normal around here.


  It was time to air the place out.


  Then I made my big mistake.


  I opened the door.
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  Playmate isn't really nine feet tall. He just seems to fill up that much space. Though he did stoop getting through the doorway. And his shoulders were almost too wide to make it. And there wasn't an ounce of fat on the not really nine feet of him.


  Playmate owns a stable. He does the work himself, including all the blacksmithery and most of the pitchfork management. He looks scary but he's a sweetheart. His great dream is to get into the ministry racket. His great sorrow is the fact that TunFaire is a city already hagridden by a backbreaking oversupply of priests and religions.


  "Hey, Garrett," he said. Repartee isn't his main talent. But he does have a sharp eye.


  That's me. Garrett. Six feet and change inches of the handsomest, most endearing former Marine you'd ever hope to meet. The super kind of fellow who can dance and drink the night away and still retain the skill and coordination to open a door and let a friend in at barely the crack of noon the next day. "That's not your usual homily, buddy." I've had a listen or two on occasions when I wasn't fast enough or sly enough to produce a convincing excuse for missing one of his ministerial guest appearances or amateur night sermons at some decrepit storefront church.


  Playmate favored me with a sneer. He's got a talent for that which exceeds mine with the one raised eyebrow. The right side of his upper lip rises up and twists and begins to shimmy and quiver like a belly dancer's fanny. "I save the good sermons for people whose characters would appear to offer some teeny little hint of a possibility that there's still hope for their salvation."


  Over in the small front room the Goddamn Parrot cackled like he was trying to lay a porcupine egg. And that amusement stuff was polluting the psychic atmosphere again.


  The dark planets were shagging their heinies into line.


  Playmate preempted my opportunity to deploy one of my belated but brilliantly lethal rejoinders. "This is my friend Cypres Prose, Garrett." Cypres Prose was a whisper more than five feet tall. He had wild blond hair, crazy blue eyes, a million freckles, and a permanent case of the fidgets. He scratched. He twitched. His head kept twisting on his neck. "He invents things. After what happened this morning I promised you'd help him."


  "Why, thank you, Playmate. And I'm glad you came over because I promised the Metropolitan that you'd swing by the Dream Quarter to help put up decorations for the Feast of the Immaculate Deception."


  Playmate glowered. He has serious problems with the Orthodox Rite. I gave him a look at my own second-team sneer. It don't dance. "You promised him? For me? That's what friends are for, eh?"


  "Uh, all right. Maybe I overstepped." His tone said he didn't think that for a second. "Sorry."


  "You're sorry? Oh. That's good. That makes everything all right, then. You're not presuming on my friendship the way Morley Dotes or Winger or Saucerhead Tharpe might." I would never presume on them. Not me. No way.


  The scrawny little dink behind Playmate kept trying to peek around him. He never stopped talking. He strengthened his case constantly with remarks like, "Is that him, Play? He ain't much. From the way you talked I thought he was gonna be ten feet tall."


  I said, "I am, kid. But I'm not on duty right now." Cypres Prose had a nasal edge on a cracking soprano voice that I found extremely irritating. I wanted to clout him upside the head and tell him to speak Karentine like a man.


  Oh, boy! After closer appraisal I saw that Prose wasn't as old as I'd thought.


  Now I knew how he'd survived the Cantard. By being too young to have gone.


  Playmate put on a big-eyed, pleading face. "He's as bright as the sun, Garrett, but not real long on social skills."


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


  I observed, "And the truth shall bring you great pain."


  "You understand." Playmate sighed.


  "But don't hardly sympathize." I grabbed the kid as he tried to weasel his million freckles into the small front room. "Not with somebody who just can't make the connection between cause and effect where people are concerned." I shifted my grip, brought the kid's right arm up behind his back. Eventually he recognized a connection between pain and not holding still.


  The Goddamn Parrot decided this was the ideal moment to begin preaching, "I know a girl who lives in a shack. . . ." Playmate's friend turned red.


  I said, "Why don't we go into my office?" My office is a custodian's closet with delusions of grandeur. Playmate is big enough to clog the doorway all by himself. We could manage the kid in there. If I dragged him inside first.


  In passing I noted that my partner had no obvious, immediate interest in participating—beyond being amused at my expense. Same old story. Everybody takes advantage of Mama Garrett's favorite boy.


  "In there, Kip!" Playmate is a paragon of patience. This kid, though, was taking him to his limit. He laid a huge hand on the boy's shoulder, pinched. That would smart. Playmate can squeeze chunks of granite into gravel. I turned loose, went and got behind my desk. I like to think I look good back there.


  Playmate set Cypres Prose in the client's chair. He stood behind the kid, one hand always on the boy's shoulder, as though the kid might get away if he wasn't restrained every second. For the time being, though, the boy was focused. Totally.


  He had discovered Eleanor.


  She's the central figure in the painting that hangs behind my desk. That portrays a terrified woman fleeing from a looming, shadowy manor house that has a lamp burning in one high window. The surrounding darkness reeks of evil menace. The painting has a lot of dark magic in it. Once upon a time it had a whole lot more. It helped nail Eleanor's killer.


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


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


  "I take it he has a touch of paranormal talent."


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


  I raised an eyebrow now.


  Playmate mouthed, "Father unknown."


  "Ah." Our lords from the Hill do get around. Often playing no more fairly than the randier gods in some of the less upright pantheons. Offspring produced without benefit of wedlock are not entirely uncommon. Not infrequently those reveal signs of having received the parental gift.


  I asked, "Am I going to grow a beard before I find out what's on your mind?" I heard a thump from upstairs. Katie must be awake. She would boggle the boy, too.


  "All right. Like I told you, this's Cypres Prose. Kip for short. I've know him since he was this high. He's always hung around the stable. He adores horses. Lately he's been inventing things."


  Another black mark behind the kid's name. Horses are the angels of darkness. And they're clever enough to fool almost everybody else into thinking that they're good for something.


  "And this matters to me because?"


  That air of amused presence became more noticeable. Kip definitely felt it. His eyes got big. He lost interest in Eleanor. He peered around nervously. He told Playmate, "I think they're here! I feel . . . something." He frowned. "But this's different. This's something old and earthy, like a troll."


  "Ha!" I chuckled. "More like a troll's ugly illegitimate uncle." Nobody had compared the Dead Man to a troll before—except possibly in reference to his social attitudes.


  I felt him starting to steam up.


  The boy getting the Dead Man's goat should've told me something but instead left me a tad open-minded at a when my finances didn't at all require me looking at work. Money had been accumulating faster than I could waste it.


  "I'll give you five minutes, Playmate. Talk to me."


  


  


  


  3


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Playmate said, "It would be better if Kip explained."


  "But can he pay attention long enough to do it? Somebody please tell me something." Patience is not one of my virtues when I've got a sneaking suspicion that somebody wants me to work.


  Kip opened and closed his mouth several times. He was trying but he'd become distracted again.


  I sighed. Playmate did, too. "He lives in his own reality, Garrett."


  "So it would seem. You know him. Long time know him, yes yes. You tell me, Horsepooperscoopinman. He invents things, yes yes? You're here, yes yes. Why?"


  "Somebody—and I have a feeling it might actually be more than one somebody—has been following him around. He claims they've been trying to dig around inside his head. Then this morning somebody tried to kidnap him."


  I looked at Kip. I looked at Playmate. I looked at Kip again. Heroic me, I managed to keep a straight face. But only because I deal with these problems myself on a regular basis. Particularly threats of mental vandalism and larceny.


  Another cascade of remote amusement. Kip jerked in his chair.


  I suggested, "Tell me why anybody would bother."


  Playmate shrugged. He seemed a little embarrassed, no longer sure seeing me was the best idea. "Because he invents things? That's what he thinks."


  "So what's he invent?"


  "Ideas, mostly. Lots of ideas for devices and mechanisms that look like they'd work just fine if we could get the right tools and the proper materials to build them. We've been trying to put a couple of the simpler ones together. In practical terms he's mainly made little things of not much value. Like a writing stick that doesn't crumble in your fingers like charcoal can but that doesn't have to be dipped in an inkwell or water every few seconds. Eliminates the problems you have with wet ink. And there was a marvellous tool sharpener. And a new style bit that isn't nearly as hard on a horse's mouth. I'm already using that one and it's been selling pretty well. And he has all sorts of ideas for complicated engines, most of which I just don't understand."


  Kip's head bobbed a little, agreeing with Playmate but about what I have no idea.


  "What about family?"


  Playmate winced. That wasn't a question with which he was comfortable. Not in front of the kid, anyway. "Kip is the youngest of three. He has a sister and a brother. His sister Cassie is the oldest. She has four years on his brother Rhafi, who has a couple on Kip. His mother is . . . unusual." He tapped his temple. "Their father is missing." He held up two, then three fingers to indicate that multiple fathers had to be considered. Possibly Cypres wasn't aware. In such matters, sometimes, mothers can be less than forthcoming.


  "The war?"


  Playmate shook his head. He rested both of his hands solidly on Kip's shoulders. It was impossible for that kid to sit still. He had begun rifling through the stuff on my desk, reading snippets. He could read. That was not common amongst youngsters. I was willing to bet his literacy was Playmate's fault.


  I pulled my inkwell out of harm's way while thinking that eliminating wet ink might be an amazingly wonderful trick. When I get going I get the stuff all over the place.


  The boy said, "There are more of them all the time, you know. They're looking for Lastyr and Noodiss. They've hired a man named Bic Gonlit to help them."


  "Garrett?" Playmate demanded. "What?"


  "I know Bic Gonlit. Know of him, anyway."


  "And? You look puzzled."


  "Only because I am. Bic Gonlit is a bounty hunter. He specializes in bringing them back alive. Why would he be interested in Kip?"


  Kip's tone told me he wondered why everyone else in this world had to be so thick. "He's not looking for me. They don't care about me. They want Lastyr and Noodiss. They're only bothering with me because they think I know where those two are."


  "And do you?" Lastyr and Noodiss?


  "No." Not entirely convincingly, I thought.


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


  "Who are they?"


  Kip said, "You can't tell them from real people. They make you think you're looking at real people. Unless you look at their eyes. They can't disguise their eyes."


  Who can't? "What the hell is he talking about, Play?"


  "I'm not sure, Garrett. I can't get any more sense out of him than that. That's why I brought him to you."


  "Thanks. Your confidence makes me feel warm and fuzzy all over."


  Playmate ignored my sarcasm. He knew me too well. "I thought he was mental, too, at first. This's been going on for a while. And I never saw anything to convince me that he wasn't making up another one of his stories. But then somebody broke into his flat. While some of his family were there. Which is weird, because the Proses don't have a pot to pee in. Then, next day, this morning, they came to the stable. Three of them. Three strange, shiny women. I've been letting Kip use a corner of the smithy for a workshop. He does his projects there. They tried to drag him off."


  "You didn't let them?"


  "Of course I didn't let them." He was offended because I'd even asked. "Though it wasn't all me. They seemed extremely distracted by the horses. Afraid of them, even."


  "That just sounds like basic common sense to me."


  "You shouldn't joke that way, Garrett." Playmate just will not believe the truth about horses.


  "These guys know horses mean trouble and they've got a beef with this kid and those things are somehow a surprise to you?"


  Some people view the world through a whole different set of spectacles.


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


  I tried to imagine the encounter. Playmate abhors violence, yet, for a nonviolent idealist, he can be totally convincing in any argument that steps on a banana peel and slides off the intellectual plane. Playmate has sense enough to understand that not everyone shares his views. There are some people that need hammering and others that just plain need killing. There are people out there even a mother couldn't love.


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


  Kip shook his head. Playmate told me, "Give me a sheet of paper. I'll draw you a picture." He produced a small, polished cherrywood box with silver fittings. When opened it revealed a battery of artist's tools. He took out a couple of sticks I decided had to be Kip's inventions.


  "Another unsuspected talent." I pushed over a torn sheet of paper. I'd only just started using its back side.


  I recalled seeing charcoal drawings around Playmate's place but I never wondered enough about them to make a direct connection.


  This detecting business requires great curiosity and attention to the tiniest details.


  I was amazed once Playmate got started. "You're in the wrong racket, Play."


  "Not much call for this kind of thing, Garrett." His hand moved swiftly and confidently. "Maybe in a carnival." He was a lefty, of course. They always are. The guy who did Eleanor probably had two left hands.


  The portrait took shape rapidly.


  "The original must've been one ugly critter." It had a head like a bottom-up pear. It had a mouth so small it was fit to eat nothing but soup. No ears were evident but Playmate was still drawing.


  His hand moved slower and slower. A frown creased his forehead. Pinhead sweat beads appeared. He strained mightily to get his hand to do something it didn't want to do. He gasped, "Less call than there is for new preachers."


  "What's wrong?"


  "This won't come out like what I saw. I wanted to draw the woman in charge. A small woman, average-looking with ginger hair. Cut off straight above her eyes and straight all the way around the rest, two inches down from where her ears should've been."


  The thing he had drawn owned no ears.


  He was drawing something that wasn't human. Its head was shaped something like an inverted pear. Its eyes were oversize, bulgy, teardrops shaped, evidently without pupils. He did not put in a nose. Instead, there were slits, unconnected, forming an inverted Y.


  I observed, "There isn't any nose. And what about ears?"


  "I thought they were hidden under her hair. I guess . . . not. There're these dark, bruise-looking patches down here, practically on the neck. Maybe they do the same job."


  That was weird. I couldn't think of a race that didn't have ears of some kind. In fact, most races have ears that make our human ones look like afterthoughts. Great hairy, pointy, or dangly things all covered with scales and warts.


  "Old Bones, you've got to help us out here. Why can't Play draw what he really saw?"


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


  "Wonderful. Play, I'll bet Colonel Block wishes he had somebody who could draw pictures like this of the villains he wants to catch."


  "The Guard can go on wishing. You know I'm a simple man, Garrett. Not greedy at all. But I do have to point out that a second-rate stable operator like myself still makes a better living than the best-paid honest policeman."


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


  Kip was making noises. He wasn't as impressed with the sketch as I was. "The eyes aren't right, Play."


  "They wouldn't be, would they?" Playmate growled. "Since whenever they look straight at you they go all smoky. And they aren't eyes like ours, anyway. They don't have any eyelids."


  "It's not that. It's their shape. They're bulgier. . . ."


  Garrett!


  The kid jumped, squealed, went paper pale in an instant, scattered the documents on my desk. He moaned, "They're here! They're trying to get into my head again!" He tried to jump past Playmate.


  "Hang on to him!" I said. "That's just old Chuckles deciding to pick on me for a minute."


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


  The Dead Man belongs to a rare species known as Loghyr. They have that knack. Of having multiple minds capable of parallel and independent function. I've heard that some develop multiple personalities. I can't imagine. Old Bones is a complete horror show being just one of himself.


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


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


  "That's no way to talk about my girlfriend."


  The Dead Man was able to make the air sneer. And I suppose he had a point. Nature endowed Katie with countless delicious attributes. At first glance excessive intellect doesn't appear to be one of those. But, actually, bimbo is a survival strategy that she has let get out of control.


  The kid began babbling soft nonsense not unlike that of yon inebriated megamouth. It sounded suspiciously like some of the nonsense Katie whispered when she was about half-asleep and purring. I asked Playmate, "Kip have a history with booze or drugs?" The kid was now not speaking any form of Karentine I recognized. My place isn't the neighborhood ranting ground for any of those cults that specialize in speaking in tongues.


  Even so, soon every fourth word out of Kip's mouth sounded vaguely familiar. They may even have been real words—completely out of context.


  "No. Never. He doesn't have that kind of imagination. But this's exactly the way he got when those elves came looking for him."


  "Elves? What elves? Are we suddenly starting to get somewhere?"


  "No. I just feel more comfortable calling them elves. Say they were elf-sized but they weren't like any elves that we know. They were female. You ever see a female elf who didn't look like the devil's disciple?"


  Not my choice of descriptives but I knew what he meant. Even the ugly elf girls are pretty enough and wicked enough to melt your spine with a wink and a smile and a wiggle if the fancy takes them. "No. Never have."


  "These girls . . . weren't. They were almost asexual."


  "How did you know?"


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


  "Play, my sedentary sidekick tells me one of your elves is skulking around in the alley out back. Why don't we go invite him to the party? We can smack him around a little to break his concentration. Old Bones can ransack his mind while he's distracted. Which means I'll be able to find out what this's all about and you'll find out if there's any real reason for you to worry."


  Damn! That wasn't the best word to use. Playmate worries. All the time. And his worry-to-success equation is an inverse proportion. He only gives up worrying and fussing when things get truly awful.


  Garrett!


  "All right!" He's so damned lazy he can't be bothered to die but he expects me to scurry like bees getting ready for winter. And sees no inconsistency. "All right. Here's the official plan, Play."
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  Playmate's job was to come into the alley from its Wizard's Reach end. Being younger and more athletic I took the longer way around so I could close in from the other direction. I trotted west on Macunado, then ducked into a narrow, fetid breezeway, where I kicked up a covey of pixies who were living under an overturned basket. Poor, new immigrants, obviously. I knew before I saw their ragged country costumes. "You folks better find yourselves someplace where you won't have to fight off the cats and dogs and rats." Though TunFaire's dogs and cats do, mostly, know better than to bother little people. But rats, while cunning, aren't always real bright. And as for the others, hunger has a way of overwhelming even the most pointed of past lessons.


  These little folk thanked me for my concern by swarming around me, cursing in tiny voices while threatening to stick me with teensy poisoned rapiers.


  When I entered the breezeway the Goddamned Parrot was a passenger on my shoulder. He was behaving. But once I started leaping and swatting at those damned mosquitoes he flapped toward a perch high above, whence he spouted gratuitous advice. To the pixies: "Stay to his left! He doesn't see as well on that side. . . . Awk!"


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


  This one looked particularly shopworn. The trailing edges of its wings were tattered. It had patches of mold on its chest.


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


  It was the scruffiest flying lizard I'd ever seen but it still looked like the answer to a prayer or two of my own. Life would be so much simpler if I got rid of the chicken in the clown suit—as long as I could manage it in some way that wouldn't aggravate the Dead Man or Morley Dotes. Morley had gifted me with the jabbering vulture, accompanied by a strong suggestion that no harm should come to the monster, at my hand or through my negligence.


  The pixies lost interest in me the moment the lizard started trying to get into the breezeway. They knew a real threat when they smelled one. A chorus of squeals preceded a general surge of the flock toward the scrofulous flyer.


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


  As I got out of there the pixies proved that they'd been playing with me all along. As I left the breezeway a matron zipped over to ask which cuts interested me. "They's good eatin' on them things, Big'un. The giblets is real tasty when they's grilled."


  "You people keep the whole thing. I brought my lunch." I jerked a thumb at my shoulder ornament.


  "Ooh. . . . Pretty," one small voiced piped.


  Another wanted to know, "Kin we have some of the feathers?"


  I sensed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


  Something came over me. My jaw locked up. I couldn't mouth the offer I make almost every day, as many as a dozen times. I wanted to shriek.


  I couldn't turn loose of the dodo in the clown suit!


  The air seemed to tinkle and sparkle with invisible chuckles.


  So! Old Bones wasn't quite as preoccupied elsewhere as he wanted me to think. I should've gotten suspicious when the painted jungle buzzard demonstrated such exceptional manners.


  Interesting. The Dead Man hadn't ever before touched me directly this far from the house. Maybe he was distracted. Maybe distracted so much that he couldn't be as careful keeping the full range of his abilities concealed. Or maybe he just liked the Goddamn Parrot too much to let him go.


  Wish I had time to experiment.


  After our initial divergence of viewpoint the pixies and I went our ways on friendly terms. Meaning they were too busy harvesting everything but the flyer's squeak to waste time tormenting a Big'un. Though a couple of youngsters did follow me, mainly to get out of doing chores.


  I headed east, down the alley, afraid my delays might have allowed my quarry to give me the slip. Though if I'd thought I would've realized that my foul-beaked companion would've been barking like the wolf at the end of the world if the Dead Man had suffered a moment's disappointment.


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


  One key to success in my racket is making friends. Lots of friends. In as broad a range of stations, races, and professions as is possible. A pixie ally would be a huge resource.


  I started sweet-talking.


  No telling what I might have accomplished if Fate hadn't decided to roll my bones.


  The pixies let out startled shrieks at the same moment that the Goddamn Parrot barked my name.
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  I got about a tenth of second's glimpse of a man who fit his name perfectly. Unusual. He was all rounds. He had a round head with dwindling thickets of hair sagging to the south, leaving a blinding shine behind. He had a round mouth with puffy, round lips, round eyes, and a nose that was almost round as a hog's snoot. He had a round body, too. I didn't get a good look at his feet.


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


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


  Had to be the boots. He was known for the boots. Legend said he had had them specially made by a dwarfish cobbler in a sleazy little shop off Bleak on the southern edge of the Tenderloin. So rumor would have it, because the boots had been made into Gonlit's signature inside the TunFaire underworld.


  Or maybe he'd brought a ladder, since ordinarily he was way shorter than me. The boots only made him two inches taller.


  I didn't get a real gander at the infamous boots. I didn't see any ladder, either. I did get a vague glimpse of what looked like an overweight donkey behind my assailant, then an outstanding look at an upwardly rushing alley surface after Gonlit leaped up and whacked me across the back of my skull. The one tap turned my bones to jelly. I sagged into the muck like a candle left out in the summer sun. The Goddamn Parrot and the pixie girl cheered me on. Or jeered me. Or something. They made a lot of noise. I think the donkey started laughing.


  

  


  


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


  Playmate said, "I wouldn't move around, was I you."


  "I am me. And I don't plan to even breathe hard. My head! And I didn't drink a drop." This morning. "I've got to get ahold of a war-surplus helmet. One of the kind with that big-ass spike on top."


  "You'd still have to remember to wear it. What happened?"


  "I was going to ask you."


  "I don't know. I heard your bird screaming. Made me suspect that you'd found yourself on the short end again. You've got a talent for that. I charged up here. Behold! You really were in trouble. A roly-poly little bald guy who looked a lot like Bic Gonlit was strutting around you measuring you for a hearty whack with the great hairy club he was packing."


  "It was Bic Gonlit. I caught a glimpse before the lights went out. He must've been wearing his extra special tall boots, though."


  "This isn't his normal style, Garrett."


  "You know him?" I for sure wanted to know him better than I did now. What little I did know was hearsay. He was a bounty hunter who brought them in alive. He had quirks and unusual personal habits and magic boots. I'd seen him just often enough to recognize him. "You failed to mention that when the name came up before."


  "I didn't need to mention it. Kip told you all you needed. Then. I only know his reputation, anyway. Which doesn't include murder. He grew up in my part of town. He'd be a little older than me. He's supposed to have a big taste for fine food and good wine. Including the TunFaire Gold when he can get it. But if that really was him he's sure gone downhill since the last time I saw him."


  "That was him. Or his evil twin. Maybe he's been eating so high he's had to expand his repertoire."


  "He wouldn't just bushwhack a guy."


  "Why the hell not?" Could Playmate be that naive? Even I would bushwhack a guy fifteen inches taller and fifteen years younger than me, not to mention fifteen stone lighter. Assuming that I was adequately motivated.


  The quality and the nature of the motivation is what's worth debating.


  On reflection Playmate decided he had no ready answer.


  I asked, "Where is he now?"


  "He took off when he saw me coming. Jumped on a burro not much bigger than him and rode off, covering his face."


  "Think he recognized you?"


  "I expect that's why he bothered to hide his face. I mean, how many people of my size and coloring are there? And how many of those are likely to be caught hanging around with you?"


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


  It's hard to imagine it being my own fault, but, in the laws of obligatory revenge there are exit codicils about "He asked for it," and "He needed it."


  Playmate might be one of those friends. My partner is, definitely. I like to believe that Saucerhead Tharpe and Morley Dotes are others, along with several powerful, wealthy family chieftains I've helped in my time. Those include the beermaking Weiders, the shoemaking Tates, and the we-don't-talk-about-what-we-do Contagues.


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


  At the time it did not occur to me that Bic Gonlit might have wanted to collect a bounty on me.


  "What do you want to do?" Playmate asked.


  "Besides find Bic Gonlit and whip fifty pounds of lard off his broad butt? Go home and get cleaned up." TunFaire's alleyways aren't paved. Neither are they kept clean. Where they exist at all they're little more than broad, shallow trenches where refuse can accumulate in anticipation of eventual rains heavy enough to carry some of the waste down into one of the storm channels that drain into the river.


  It takes a conscientious sort, willing to make an extra effort, to take advantage of the travel opportunities offered by TunFaire's alleys. The King's good and lazy subjects employ them when they're too shy to dispose of something in the street out front. So by the grace of Bic Gonlit I made the intimate acquaintance of some of my neighbors' greatest embarrassments—most of which, of course, would seem trivial to a disinterested witness.


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


  That's one of those things most of us learn too late. A life-skills version of the destroyer comeback that pops up wearing a big, goofy grin three hours after some boor qualifies for a sound verbal caning.


  "Thanks," I told Playmate. "Your timing was perfect."


  "We aim to please."


  "Where's the other one?"


  "Who?"


  "The guy we came out here to watch. The weird elf."


  Playmate shrugged. "If he was still here he had a knack for the invisible. Maybe the Dead Man was able to keep track."


  Probably wouldn't admit it if he did. "Let's say I'm cynical about his ability." There was no sign of the Goddamn Parrot, either. Nor any of pixies. Did some small-size skulls get cracked, too? Might be worth the headache if somebody capped that dodo. "Did you notice what happened to Mr. Big? My bird?"


  Playmate shook his head.


  "Never mind." I wouldn't bet two dead flies on tripping over the amount of good luck necessary to get me shut of that magpie cleanly. "Let's get out of here."


  Playmate grunted. He was uncomfortable there. He was a preacher, not an adventurer. And unwanted adventures seemed to bubble up around me. Maybe it's my diet. Though if complained at I'd point out that he'd brought this one on himself.


  We abandoned the alley, brokenhearted over our failure.


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


  Maybe a sudden thunderstorm would come up and wash me down to the river.


  Maybe they ought to put all the unemployed ex-soldiers to work cleaning the city.


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


  The neighbors lost interest in me when somebody hollered, "There goes one!" and everything came to a halt while the entire population stared at the sky. I was a couple beats late. I saw nothing. "What the hell is that all about?"


  Playmate looked at me like he'd just flipped a boulder and discovered a new species of fool. "Where have you been? There've been strange lights in the sky and weird things hurtling around overhead for weeks. Longer than that, if you believe some people. I thought everybody in TunFaire knew about them and was watching for them."


  "Well, not me. Tell me."


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


  I couldn't argue with that.
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  "What the hell?" My front door stood wide open.


  "Maybe Kip ran away." From the vantage of his superior altitude Playmate surveyed Macunado Street, uphill and down. "Which would be stupid. He can't find his own way home."


  I gave him a raised eyebrow look. "Where do you find them?" He's worse than Dean is. Dean being the antediluvian artifact who serves as my live-in cook and housekeeper. Who has several huge personality flaws. Those include acting like my mom and my dad and having a soft heart bigger than my often somnolent sidekick. But Dean does confine his overweening charity to kittens and strange young women. Playmate will take in anything, including birds with broken wings and nearly grown boys who need a guide to get around their own hometown.


  Playmate was too concerned to talk. He charged up my front steps and into the house. I followed at a more dignified pace. I wasn't used to all that exercise.


  "Hey, Garrett! He's right where we left him."


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


  "Then who left the door open?"


  Your lady friend became distressed when she could find no one willing to make her breakfast. When the boy just stared at her and drooled she stormed out. That sparkling sense of amusement hung in the air once more, rich and mellow, with well-defined edges.


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


  Being dead had corrupted somebody's sense of relative values. The streets are swamped with goofballs. But Katie is unique. Katie is like a religious epiphany. "And what happened to the talking buzzard?" He would know. The Goddamn Parrot was almost a third arm and extra mouth for him anymore. He's going to weep great tears when that vulture bites the dust. Though Morley is fond of reminding me that parrots can live about a million years. If something doesn't wring their scrawny necks.


  I'll weep myself when he's gone. Tears of joy.


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


  "You mean Bic Gonlit, the guy who made his escape on a galloping donkey? Because nobody bothered to warn me that it was him hanging around in the alley, leaving me unprepared?"


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


  "No consequence? Difficulty? You aren't the one the little pork-ball whapped upside the head."


  Spare us your unconvincing histrionics, Garrett.


  Unconvincing? I was convinced. I took a deep breath. I'd never gotten in the last word yet but like an old-timer married fifty years I'm an eternal optimist. It could happen. There might come a day. It might be today.


  Actually, it'll probably come when I'm on my deathbed and the Reaper snatches me before Old Bones can come back at me. Except that Chuckles might decide to come after me. He's already got a head start.


  Death. Now there's a guy who knows how to have the last word.


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


  "And you keep telling me there's nothing new under the sun."


  Playmate's scrawny young buddy finally collected himself enough to notice us. "What happened to you guys? You smell awful."


  My good and true friend Playmate announced, "What you smell is Garrett. I myself am redolent of roses, lilacs, and other sweet herbal delights."


  I glared at Playmate. "We ran into Bic Gonlit." I turned my glower on the boy. He did not leap at the opportunity to have a chuckle at my expense. Maybe he wasn't a total social disaster at all times. Maybe he retained some rudimentary, skewed sense of self-preservation.


  That's Mama Garrett's big boy. He can find a silver lining inside the ugliest sow's ear. Maybe he didn't have any sense of humor at all. Kip looked to Playmate for confirmation. Playmate told him, "It was Gonlit." Then he told me, "Do something about your sweet self. I have a strong feeling we're about to get out amongst the people. I wouldn't want you to embarrass yourself."


  Yet again the stardust of amusement twinkled in the air. I would propose that Mr. Playmate has offered excellent advice, Garrett.


  I smelled doom. I smelled it like I'd smelled leaf mold in the jungle every time it'd rained while I was in the islands. It was in the air, sneezing thick. I did not have to sniff to catch a whiff.


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


  I whined, "Where on the gods' green earth is the beautiful girl?" It'd never failed before. I'd always gotten some wonderful eye-candy out of. . . . "Yike!"


  Old Dean, who pretends to be the chief cook and housekeeper around here, but who is really the wicked stepmother, had stuck his bitter, persimmon-sucking face into the office. "Mr. Garrett? Why is it that I return home to find the front door standing wide open?"


  "It was an experiment. I was trying to learn if crabby old people will kick a door shut before they start complaining about it having been left open. Of particular interest are crabby old men who live in a household where their status more closely approximates that of a guest than something more eternal. So you tell me. Do you have any idea? Where's the girl?"


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


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


  "Let's not fuss," I told him. "I have a client here."


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


  I ground my teeth a bit, then continued, "So let's get this sorted out quickly. I've got to catch up with Katie." Before she developed an attitude toward me that I was sure to regret.


  Dean scowled as he headed toward the kitchen. Katie isn't one of his favorites. He doesn't approve of Katie. He hasn't been able to charm her the way he did my few other, occasional female friends.


  I fear Miss Shaver will have to wait, Garrett.


  "No. Not hardly. Right now there's nothing more important than Miss Shaver."


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


  I have exceeded myself somewhat, ethically, in reviewing the boy's memories. There being so many questions accompanied by so few answers it seemed possible that the best course was to see if he might not know something without being aware that he knew it.


  Plausible, if prolix. I had used that argument on him a time or three, trying to prod him into becoming a little more aggressive in mining the thoughts of visitors and suspects. "And what did you discover?" You have to give him his line or he won't communicate.


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


  Well, aren't we all?


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


  "If most of it concerns girls it sounds like the inside of a normal boy's head."


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


  I gave Kip a quick glance consisting of about eighty percent worry and twenty percent accolade. Though I suspected that respect for women was not a real part of the equation. Naïveté would be the real culprit.


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


  The image that appeared in my mind, then, was unfamiliar to me as well. "Inbreeding? Or interbreeding?" You need only stroll around TunFaire a few hours to see the incredible range of Nature's artistry and her bottomless capacity for the cruel practical joke.


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


  "Let's not turn alarmist!" I growled. Alarmed. Once upon a time not long ago I got into a head-butting contest with something never before seen at that time: very nasty, never-brush-their-teeth and talk-back-to-their-mamas foul, elder gods who thought that the god racket would be a lot softer if they could bust out of the dark place where they were confined and could come set up shop in our world.


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


  I gobbled a couple pints of air while I tried to make sense of that, trying to sort through the countless implications. A world without magic! A place of order and predictability, with all evil fled!


  Darker possibilities occurred to me as well.


  Playmate began to poke and prod me with a singletree forefinger. "Garrett, I know it's a big, empty wasteland without many landmarks but how about you don't get lost inside your own head right now?"


  I shook the gourd in question. The waste space was anything but empty right now. Most of that speculation seemed to be leaking over from the Dead Man's secondary minds. Suggesting that the puzzle had him sufficiently intrigued that he had become incautious where his thoughts strayed.


  "Sorry. Chuckles got me going for a minute."


  " 'Twould seem that he's gotten Kip going, too."


  The boy was as rigid as a fence post. All the color had drained from behind his freckles. His eyelids were closed. When I lifted one I found his eyeball rolled up so that he seemed to have no pupil. "What did you do here, Smiley?"


  The Dead Man launched a long-winded paean of self-exoneration. I sensed its complete lack of substance right away and focused on Playmate. "So cut the bull and tell me what you want from me."


  "I suppose what I really want is for you to look out for him. Kip's a royal pain sometimes, Garrett, but that's mostly because nobody ever taught him how to get along with people. He befriended a couple of strays. Lost souls in the physical sense. He took care of them. They were grateful. That made him feel important. Same as I feel when I take care of him and the horses. He shouldn't get hurt for that."


  Playmate was right. The world needed more helpful and considerate people. But I was looking at something else. Some very complex things seemed to be going on inside Playmate right now. He was taking this more personally than he should.


  "You wouldn't be the missing father here, would you?" That stunned Playmate. He chomped air a couple of times, in a way that left me wondering if I hadn't somehow struck nearer the mark than I'd thought possible. One glance and even the most cynical student of human folly would understand that Cypres Prose was no kin to Playmate.


  "Don't try to provoke me, Garrett."


  "Huh?" Provocation isn't my style. Not with my friends. Not very often, anyway. Not the ones that're three feet taller than me and strong enough to hold a horse under one arm while using the off hand to change the monster's shoes.


  "I'm sorry. I apologize. This mess is keeping me on edge."


  "Why is that?" By now I had resigned myself to not being able to make peace with Katie anytime soon. "Why don't you just lay this whole thing out so we don't have to pick you guys apart just so we can assemble enough information for me to start?"


  I've found that clients never want to tell the whole story. Never. Another given is that they're going to lie to you about half of what they tell you. They want results without having to reveal anything embarrassing. They lie about almost everything. The worst offenders are those who have fallen victim to their own greed or stupidity. They expect results, too.


  Playmate was not a bad client. His fib quotient was pretty low, probably, as much because he knew about my partner as because he's naturally a good guy. He talked a good deal but failed to tell me much more than I had gotten already. Kip had become friendly with a pair of oddballs named Lastyr and Noodiss, no other names given. He had helped them learn their way around. After a while other oddballs turned up looking for the first two. Inasmuch as they never explained their interest, that was not taken to be benign. Especially considering recent events at the stable and Kip's home. Not all of the oddballs were necessarily the same kind of oddball.


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


  Kip nodded a lot and didn't add anything. I trusted the Dead Man would collect anything that reached the surface of the boy's thoughts.


  Playmate told me, "It may be coincidence. Kip's always made up fantastic stories. But it was right after those first two characters showed up that he started inventing things. I mean, things that worked or looked like maybe you could make them work."


  The boy's head is bursting with the images of the most amazing mechanisms, Garrett.


  He seemed completely thrilled.


  I asked, "What would you suggest I do?"


  "Just stick with us for a while," Playmate said.


  Investigate.


  "Investigate what?"


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


  "I'm the miracle worker of TunFaire, aren't I?"


  Aren't I?
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  There was no sign of Katie when we stepped out the front door, me freshly bathed and cleanly dressed in hand-me-down apparel that approached the respectable. My sweetie had an hour head start now. And would be boiling like an overheated teapot.


  Katie was going to require some cautious cooling down. I definitely didn't want her getting too cold.


  I did spot Dean. Headed home. Where the hell had he been? He wasn't carrying anything.


  He dropped a coin—a coin that belonged to me because he'd never give away a chipped copper of his own—onto the tattered blanket of a streetside fortune-teller. That caught her completely by surprise. Nevertheless, she gave him a toothless blessing.


  There was an idea. I ought to hang out a shingle proclaiming myself a great psychic. Old Bones could rummage around inside their heads and feed me the items I would use to impress them enough to make them turn loose of their money.


  An open mouth precludes open ears.


  "What the hell does that mean?" I hadn't said anything. "I hate it when you talk that ancient wisdom stuff. The butterfly is silent when the eagle walks upon the sand."


  I patted myself down. I was equipped with an arsenal of—mostly—nonlethal tools of mayhem. "Lead on, Play."


  Playmate descended the steps and turned left. I followed, keeping Kip between us.


  Dean met us at the foot of the steps. "Where you been?" I asked.


  "Running a couple of errands."


  "Ah." I said no more. No point letting him know he gave himself away whenever he was sneaking around doing something on the Dead Man's orders. "Let us continue, friend Playmate." I studied the street as we resumed moving. I saw nothing out of place.


  Macunado Street is a busy thoroughfare, day or night. A ferocious downpour or bitter winter weather are about all that will clear it. The street was particularly busy today. But it was conventionally busy. Not one known villain, nor a potential riot, was anywhere in sight.


  "Who was that?" Playmate asked after I waved to a neighbor.


  "Mrs. Cardonlos. The police spy. Sometimes tormenting her is the only fun to be had."


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


  "Because Relway's bunch would be more suspicious if I didn't." Deal Relway is the master of TunFaire's unacknowledged secret police force. I know him because I was there when that particular terrorbird hatched. Its existence has become an open secret, anyway.


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


  Playmate's livery establishment was less than an hour away. We reached it without running into trouble. Once we did I borrowed his kitchen to brew myself a fresh mug of headache medicine.
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  Kip's little workshop didn't tell me much. It was evident the kid knew his tools, though. He had a hell of a collection, half of which I didn't know what they were. He had a hundred unidentifiable projects going. As soon as we walked in he grabbed a file and went to work on notches in a round metal plate about eight inches in diameter. It took him only a few seconds to become totally focused.


  "What the hell?" I asked.


  Playmate shrugged. "I don't know. Part of one of his machines. I can show you the picture he had me draw."


  "I meant, how come he suddenly goes from being something you have to keep on a leash to being somebody who's blind to the whole damned world?"


  Another expressive shrug. Playmate showed me into his forge area, which had expanded considerably since my last visit and which was an amazing clutter of junk and what looked like things half-built. I wondered how he got any shoeing done.


  From some niche Playmate produced a leather folder filled with dozens of sheets of good linen paper. He shuffled through unsuspectedly good bits of artwork until he located the piece he wanted. I glimpsed my own likeness in passing. "Now that was a good-looking young man."


  Playmate grunted. I think that was meant to be neutral but failed to sound like it when he observed, "The operative word being ‘was.' "


  There were more portrait sketches. They were all good. I recognized several people.


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


  The portfolio contained more sketches of devices than of people. Some were really complicated, highly unlikely mechanisms. And a few didn't seem complicated at all. One of those was a little two-wheeler cart with a pair of long shafts sticking out in front. A man had been sketched in as pulling it, conveying another seated in the cart.


  Something like that, without the shafts, sat about ten feet from where I stood. "You're trying to build some of these things?"


  "Unh? Oh. Yeah. All of them, eventually. But there're problems. With that thing I'm having trouble finding long enough poles that're still light. But we did test it. It'll work."


  "Why?"


  "Because we have an extremely lazy complement of wealthy people in this town. And a lot of unemployed young men who need something to keep them out of trouble. My notion is to build a fleet of those things and rent them out at nominal fees so some of those young men have a way to make a living. Which will keep them out of trouble at the same time."


  Having a way to make a living didn't keep me out of trouble.


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


  Next to the cart stood a second mechanism. I could not figure it out. It had three wheels. Two were about a foot in diameter and were mounted at the ends of a wooden axle. The other was about two and a half feet in diameter, turning on a hardwood pin which passed through the ends of a two-lined wooden fork. That rose through the upper end of an arc of hardwood that curved down to the two-wheel axle. A curved crossbar above the hardwood arc allowed the larger wheel to be turned right and left.


  I did not see a sketch of that in Playmate's folio. "What is that?"


  "We just call it a three-wheel. Let me finish showing you this. Then I'll let you see how it works. Here. Check this. It's a two-wheel. It's a more complicated cousin of that." He extracted a drawing.


  This mechanism had two wheels of equal size, fore and aft, with a rider perched amidships, as though astride a horse. "I'm not sure I get this."


  "Oh, I don't, either. Kip explains these things when he has me draw them but I seldom understand. However, everything he finishes putting together does what he says it will do. And sometimes it seems so obvious afterward that I wonder why nobody ever thought of it before. So I take him on faith. This engine—and that one there—gets around on power provided by the rider's legs. If you want to know much more than that you'll have to ask Kip. He'll turn human after a while. Come here." He led me to the three-wheel.


  "Climb up here and sit down."


  The wooden arc part of the mechanism boasted a sort of saddle barely big enough for a mouse. When I sat on it my butt ached immediately. "So what is it? Some kind of walker with wheels?" If so, my legs were too long. "I've seen lots better wheelchairs." Chodo Contague has one that is so luxurious it comes with a crew of four footmen and has its own heating system.


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


  The three-wheel moved. I zipped around in a tight circle. "Hey! This's neat." My foot slipped off. The end of the iron L clipped my anklebone. I iterated several words that would have turned Mom red. I reiterated them with considerable gusto.


  "We're working on that. That can't be much fun. We're going to drill a hole down the center of a flat piece of hardwood. . . ."


  I got the hang of the three-wheel quickly. But there wasn't enough room to enjoy it properly in there. "How about I take it out in the street?"


  "I'd really rather you didn't. I'm sure that's why we've had the trouble we've had. Kip took it out there, racing around, and before he got back he had several people try to take it away from him. And right afterward the strange people started coming around."


  I scooted around the stable for a few minutes more, then gave up because I couldn't enjoy the machine's full potential under such constrained circumstances. "Are you planning to make three-wheels, too? Because if you are, I want one. If I can afford it."


  Playmate's eyes lighted up as he saw the possibility of paying my fees without having to part with any actual money. "I might. But honesty compels me to admit that we're having problems with it. Especially with getting the wheels and the steering bar to move freely. Lard doesn't seem to be the ideal lubricant."


  "And it draws flies." Plenty of those were around. But the place was a stable, after all.


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


  "Hire some of those out-of-work veterans to make them."


  "How many of them, you figure, are likely to be skilled joiners and cabinetmakers?"


  "Uhn. Not to mention wheelwrights." I walked around the three-wheel. "That geekoid kid over there actually thought this up?"


  "This thing and a whole lot more, Garrett. It'll be a mechanical revolution if we ever figure out how to build all of the things he can imagine."


  I slid down off the three-wheeler. "What do you call this?"


  "Like I told you. Just three-wheel."


  There had to be something that sounded more dramatic. "Here's a notion. You could train your veterans just to do what it takes to manufacture three-wheels. That wouldn't be like them having to learn all about making cabinets and furniture."


  "And then I'd have guild trouble."


  I stared at the three-wheel, sighed, told Playmate, "I guarantee you, somebody's going to get rich off this thing." My knack for prophecy is limited but that was a prediction I made with complete conviction. I had no trouble picturing the streets of the better neighborhoods overrun with three-wheels.


  "Someone with fewer ethical disadvantages than I have, you mean?"


  "That wasn't what I was getting at, but it's a fact. As soon as you get some of those things out there you're going to have people trying to build knockoffs." I had a thought. Lest it get lonely I sent it out into the world. "You said Kip took this one out and somebody tried to take it away from him?"


  Playmate nodded.


  "Could it be that Kip's having problems because somebody wants to steal his ideas?" I'm sure that I'm not the only royal subject bright enough to see the potential of Kip's inventions.


  Playmate nodded. "That could be going on, too. But there's definitely something to the trouble with the weird elves. And right now I'm more worried about them. Stay here and keep an eye on Kip while I make us all a pot of tea."


  Ever civilized, my friend Playmate. In the midst of chaos he'll take time for amenities, all with the appropriate service.
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  Kip tired of filing his metal wheel. He put it aside and started fiddling with something wooden. I watched from the corner of one eye while I thumbed through Playmate's drawings and sketches. The man really was good. More so than with portraits, he had a talent for translating Kip's ideas into visual images. There was a lot of written information on some of the sheets, inscribed in a hand that was not Playmate's.


  "How do you come up with this stuff?" I asked Kip. I didn't expect an answer. If he heard it at all the question was sure to irritate him. Creative people get it all the time. They get tired of questions that imply that the artist couldn't possibly produce something out of the whole cloth of the mind. It was a question I wouldn't have asked a painter or poet.


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


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


  I wondered how much puberty had to do with his problems and creativity.


  Tucked into the back of Playmate's folio, folded so I nearly overlooked them, were four smaller sketches of strange "elves."


  "Would these be some of the people who're giving you a hard time?"


  The boy looked up from his work. "Those two are Noodiss and Lastyr. Left and right. They're the good ones. I don't know the other two. They may be some of the ones Play ran off."


  Playmate arrived with the tea. "They are."


  "I told you your talent would be a wonderful tool in the war against evil. See? We have two villains identified already."


  "Do we, then?"


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


  I changed the subject. "I have an idea, too."


  Man and boy looked at me skeptically.


  "It can happen!" I insisted. "Look. You see how much work it was making the steering handles for your three-wheel? You could use ox horns instead. You could get them from the slaughterhouses." Though the two of them began to look aghast I warmed to greater possibilities. "You could get them to save you the whole skull with the horns still attached. You could produce a special death's-head model three-wheel for customers from the Hill."


  Playmate shook his head. "Drink your tea, Garrett. And plan to go to bed early tonight. You need the rest." I offered him a hard glower.


  Guess I need to practice up. He wasn't impressed. He just smiled and told me, "You're starting to hallucinate."


  "And I should leave that to the experts. All right. Why don't I do some work? What can you tell me about these maybe elves that you haven't told me already?"


  "They eat a lot of ugly soup," Playmate told me. "My drawings don't do them justice."


  None of them appeared particularly repulsive to me. And I said so. Those homely boys didn't know it but I was looking out for them.


  "Call it an inner glow kind of thing. You'll see what I mean when you meet one." He sounded confident that I'd do so.


  "Kip? Anything you can say to help out here? It's really your ass that's on the line."


  Playmate advised, "Despite earlier events Kip still isn't quite convinced that he's in any trouble himself."


  Most people are that way. They just can't believe that all this crap is raining down on them. Not even when somebody is using a hammer to beat them over the head. And they particularly can't believe that it's because of them.


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


  "It's not me you need to protect them from," I grumbled. "It's not me that's looking for them." He might not know exactly where they were hiding but I was willing to bet he had a good idea where to start looking.


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


  Playmate is a firm believer in letting our young people learn from their mistakes. He had enlisted me in this thing because he wanted to keep Kip's educational process from turning lethal. Now he was going to step back and let events unfold instructionally.


  "You do know that I'm not real fond of bodyguard work?" I told Playmate.


  "I do know you're not fond of any kind of work that doesn't include the consumption of beer as the main responsibility of the job."


  "Possibly. But asking me to bodyguard is like asking an opera diva to sing on the corner with a hurdy-gurdy man. I have more talent than that. If you just want the kid kept safe you should round up Saucerhead Tharpe." Tharpe is so big you can't hurt him by whacking him with a wagon tongue and so dumb he won't back off from a job as long as he's still awake and breathing.


  "It was your remarkable talents that brought me to your door," Playmate responded, his pinky wagging in the wind as he plied his teacup. "Saucerhead Tharpe resembles a force of nature. Powerful but unthinking. Rather like a falling boulder. Unlikely to change course if the moment requires a flexible response. Unlikely to become proactive when innovation could be the best course."


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


  "Well, there is that, too."


  The rat. He'd counted on the Dead Man's curiosity to keep me involved with this nonsense, whether or not I got paid.


  Don't you hate it when friends take advantage of you? I picked up the most unusual crossbow I'd ever seen. "I used to be pretty good with one of these things. What's this one for? Shooting through castle walls?" Instead of the usual lever this crossbow was quipped with a pair of hand cranks and a whole array of gears. Cranking like mad barely drew the string back. Which was a misnomer. That was a cable that looked tough enough for towing canal boats.


  "We're trying to develop a range of nonlethal weaponry, too," Playmate told me. "That's meant for knocking down a man in heavy armor without doing any permanent injury."


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


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


  "Huh?" I wouldn't have recognized them otherwise. They looked more like miniature, deformed juggler's clubs. Two had padded ends. Again I refrained from telling Playmate what I thought.


  I believe I understood what Morley feels each time I shy off what I consider gratuitous throat-cutting. Playmate's boundary of acceptable violence was as much gentler than mine as mine was gentler than friend Morley's.


  I loaded one of the quarrels, looked around for a target, shrugged when Playmate grumbled, "Not inside, Garrett," exactly as he no doubt had at Kip a few hundred times.


  "All right," I said. "Kip. You never did tell me why these elves want to catch your friends with the strange names."


  "I don't know." He didn't look at me. He was a lousy liar. It was obvious that he had some idea.


  I looked at Playmate. He gave me a little shrug and a little headshake. He wasn't ready to push it.


  I asked, "So where do we go from here?"


  Playmate shrugged again. "I was looking at doing the trapdoor spider thing."


  "That'll work."


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


  I needed more time with the Dead Man. I needed to figure out what Old Bones knew as well as how to insert myself into the fantasy worlds where Cypres Prose lived. Apparently his fantasy life was so rich that it influenced his whole attitude toward real life.


  After a half hour of mostly polite tea conversation during which my main discovery was that Cypres Prose could avoid a subject almost as slickly as my partner, I was getting frustrated. I was prowling like a cat, poking at half-finished engines and mysterious mechanisms again.


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


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


  Campfires do not have a place in any happy memories of mine. Campfires in my past all had a very nasty war going on somewhere nearby. They always attracted horrible, bloodsucking bugs and starving vertebrates with teeth as long as my fingers. Hardwood smoke gets my battle juices going lots more often than it makes my mouth water.


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


  The wall cutout collapsed inward. Sunlight blazed through. An oddly shaped being stood silhouetted against the bright.


  I shot my bolt.


  I used to be pretty good with a crossbow. Somebody found out that I still was. I got him right in the breadbasket. With plenty of oomph!, because the recoil was enough to throw me back a step and spin me halfway around.


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


  I snatched up a smith's hammer. It seemed the most convincing tool I was likely to lay hands on. The things I had hidden about my person wouldn't have nearly as much impact.


  Two shimmering forms came through the hole in the wall, unremarkable street people who flashed silver each few seconds. The one I had shot lay folded up like a hairpin outside, entirely silver now. Another silvery figure ministered to it, briefly flashing into the form of a bum every ten seconds. Only the fallen one didn't shimmer like I was seeing it through a lot of hot air. My bolt must have disrupted a serious compound illusion sorcery.


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


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


  One invader had something shiny in his right hand. He extended it toward Playmate. The big man folded into himself as though every muscle in his body had turned to flab.


  I let the hammer fly.


  Ever since I was a kid I've had a fascination with the hammer as a missile weapon. I used to enjoy playing at throwing hammers, when I could get my hands on one without anyone knowing that I was risking damage to something so valuable. I knew that in olden times the hammer had been a warrior's weapon and the little bit of Cypres Prose resident within me had woven mighty legends around Garrett the Hammer.


  Garrett the Hammer was dead on with his throw. But his target saw it coming and shifted its weight slightly, just in time, so that the speeding hammer brushed its shimmer only obliquely, ricocheted off, and continued on in a rainbow arc that brought the metal end into contact with the back of the head of the silvery figure trying to resurrect the villain I'd knocked down earlier.


  That blow should've busted a hole in the thing's skull. No such luck, though. The impact just caused it to fling forward and sprawl across the creature that was down already.


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


  The one who had downed Playmate closed in on me. The other one chased Kip. Kip demonstrated the sort of character I expected. He had great faith in the patron saint of every man for himself. He made a valiant effort to get the hell out of there.


  Kip's pursuer extended something shiny in his direction. The kid followed Playmate's example. He demonstrated substantially less style in his collapse.


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


  The dizziness didn't last long.
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  I do not recall the darkness coming. My next clear memory is of Morley Dotes with his pretty little nose only inches from mine. He's reminding me that to stay alive one must remember to breathe. From the corner of my eye I see Saucerhead Tharpe trying to sell the same idea to Playmate while the ratgirl Pular Singe scuttles around nervously, sniffing and whining.


  The disorientation faded faster than the effects of alcohol ever do. Without leaving much hangover. But none of those clowns were willing to believe that high-potency libations hadn't been involved in my destruction. When people go on a nag they aren't the least bit interested in evidence that might contradict their prejudices.


  Pular Singe, ratgirl genius, was my principal advocate.


  What can you do? "You two are a couple of frigid old ladies," I told Morley and Saucerhead. "Thank you for your faith, Singe. Oh, my head!" I didn't have a hangover from this but I did have one from last night. The latest headache powder wasn't helping.


  "And you'd like us to believe that you don't have a hangover," Morley sneered. Weakly. One side of his face wasn't working so good.


  Not a lot of time had passed since the advent of the silvery people. Smoke still wisped off the cut ends of some of the wall planks. I suppose it was a near miracle that no fire had gotten going. Perhaps, less miraculously, that was due to the sudden appearance of Dotes, Tharpe, and Pular.


  "Singe!" I barked at the ratgirl. "Where did you guys come from?" She was likely to give me a straight answer. "Why're you here?" Bellows that Morley and Saucerhead would accept indifferently could rattle Singe deeply. Ratfolk are timid by nature and Singe was trying to make her own way outside her native society. Ratfolk males don't yell and threaten and promise massive bloodshed unless they intend to deliver. They don't banter.


  When Singe is around I usually tread on larks' eggs because I don't want to upset her. It's like working with your mom wearing a rat suit.


  She didn't get a chance to answer. Morley cracked, "This one's all right. He woke up cranking."


  "What're you guys doing here, Morley?"


  "Thank you, Mr. Dotes, for scaring off the baddies."


  "Thank you, Mr. Dotes, for scaring off the baddies."


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


  "I was doing pretty good there on my own." The side of his face that wasn't working well had a sizable young bruise developing. "That's gonna be a brute when it grows up. What happened?" Morley's stylish clothing was torn and filthy, too. Which would hurt him more than mere physical damage could.


  "I had a special request from the Dead Man. Round up Singe and a squad of heavyweights, come over here and keep an eye on you. You're a major trouble magnet, my friend. We're not even in place yet and we find the excitement already happening. What were those things?"


  With more help from Singe than from Morley I made it to a standing position. "Where's the kid?"


  "There was a kid? Maybe that's who your silvery friends were hauling away. Who were they, Garrett?"


  "I don't know. You didn't stop them?"


  "Let me see. No. I was too busy being bounced off walls and rolled through horse excrement. You couldn't hurt those guys." He looked as sour as he could manage with only half a face cooperating. "I broke my swordcane on one of them."


  I couldn't resist a snicker. Morley is a lethally handsome half-breed, partly human but mostly dark elf. He's the guy fathers of young women wake up screaming about in the wee hours of the night. His vanity is substantial. His dress is always impeccable and at the forefront of fashion. He considers disarray a horror and dirt of any sort an abomination.


  Dirt seems to feel the same way about him. It avoids him religiously.


  I snickered again.


  "It must be the concussion," Morley grumped. "I know my good friend Garrett would never mock me in my misfortune."


  "Mockery." I couldn't resist another snicker. "Heh-heh. Misfortune." I glanced around. "Damn! Where'd he go? I only looked away for a second. Too bad. You're stuck with his evil twin instead of a friend."


  "I hate it when that happens."


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


  She tended to be emotional and excitable but now remained collected. If she had learned anything from me it was better self-control. I felt it to be a cruel miscarriage of propriety that my companionship hadn't had a similar impact on the rest of my friends.


  She took advantage of a lull to inquire, "What is this situation, Garrett? I did not understand the message I received from the Dead Man."


  And yet she had come out of hiding. Because she had a chance to help me.


  Morley smirked. I would hear about that as soon as Singe wasn't around to get her feelings hurt. She had an adolescent crush on me. And Morley, known to have broken the bones of persons having thrown ethnic slurs his way, thought it was great fun to torment me about being mooned over by a ratgirl.


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


  I told her, "Anything you heard from His Nibs makes you better informed than I am, Singe." Her particular line of ratpeople place their personal names second. Just to confuse things, other lines do the opposite, in imitation of local humans. "He didn't tell me anything. Not that he was interested in what's happening here nor even that he was planning to make you a part of things."


  "What is happening here?" Morley asked. "Can you handle that one, Playmate?" Saucerhead had the big stablekeeper up on his hind legs now.


  "I don' t'ink," Playmate mumbled.


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


  "You sure you ain't been jobbed?" Saucerhead wanted to know. "That sure ain't much. Play, you runnin' a game on my man Garrett?"


  I waved him off. "It's not that." Chances were good the Dead Man would've clued me in if that were the case. My concern was more that Kip and Playmate were being manipulated. "But I do wonder if someone isn't running a game on Kip. Play, you ever met Lastyr or Noodiss?"


  "Not formally. Not to talk to. I've seen them a few times. Not so much recently, though. They used to come around here a lot. When they thought Kip would be here alone."


  I grunted, irritated. Atop all the aches and pains it looked like the only way I was going to learn anything of substance would be to catch me a silver elf and squeeze him.


  Which was a conclusion my partner must have reached before I left the house. Else how to explain Singe's presence?


  Besides being my only friend from TunFaire's lowest lower class, Pular Singe is the finest tracker amongst a species known for individuals able to follow a trail through the insane stew of foul odors that complement the soul of this mad city.


  "Singe? You find a scent yet?" I knew she was sniffing. She couldn't help herself. And she was clever enough to understand why she had been invited to the party.


  She tried to shrug, then to shake her head. Ratfolk find both human gestures difficult. Singe wants to be human so bad. Each time I see it I hurt for her. I get embarrassed. Because most of the time we aren't worthy of imitation.


  Failing, she spoke: "No. Not the elves. Though there is a unique odor where the two fell. But that exists only there. It does not go anywhere. And it does not smell like any odor from a living thing."


  "Wow." Her human speech had improved dramatically since last I had seen her. It was almost free of accent—except when she tried a contraction. Her improvement was miraculous considering the voice box she had to use. No other rat in my experience had come close to matching her. Yet she was said to suffer from a hearing deficiency. According to the rat thug Reliance, who first brought her to my attention. "You've even mastered the sibilants." Determination can take you a long way. Her sibilants still had a strong serpentine quality. But Singe needs a lot of encouragement to keep going. She gets almost none of that from her own people.


  "So what do we do now?" Morley asked. He wasn't interested, really. Not much. He was trying to work out how he could get back to The Palms and get cleaned up and changed before anyone noticed his disreputable condition. I had a feeling that, any minute now, I would find my best pal missing.


  Singe said, "I cannot follow the strange elves. But Garrett taught me to follow the horses when I cannot follow a target who becomes a passenger in a vehicle that horses are pulling."


  What a talent, that Garrett guy. After a moment, I confessed, "The student lost even the teacher on that one, Singe."


  She looked at me like she knew I was just saying that so she'd feel good, getting to explain. "The elves took the boy. Him I can track. So I will follow him. Wherever he stops moving, there will we find your elves."


  "The girl is a genius," I said. "Let's all go raid Playmate's pantry before we go on the road."


  That idea was acclaimed enthusiastically by everyone not named Playmate. Or Morley. Playmate because his charity is limited when its wannabe beneficiaries are solvent. Morley because the weasel wasn't around to vote.


  Ah, well. My elven friend would be out there somewhere, a desperate fugitive fleeing the wrath of the good-grooming gods.
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  Saucerhead's impatient pacing took him across the narrow street and back three times as he tried to establish a safe passage around a particularly irritable camel. No owner of the beast was in evidence. I was surprised to see it. Camels are rare this far south. Possibly no one would have this one. Possibly it had been abandoned. It was a beast as foul as the Goddamn Parrot. It voided its bowels, then nipped at Saucerhead. I muttered, "That's what I feel like right now."


  "Which end?" Singe asked, testing her theory of humor. She giggled. So bold, this ratgirl who came out in the daytime, then dared to make jokes in front of human beings.


  "Take your pick. You know what that thing really is? A horse without its disguise on."


  Even Singe thought that was absurd. And she has less love for the four-legged terrors than I do. You could say a state of war, of low intensity, exists between her species and theirs. Horses dislike ratpeople more than most humans do.


  Playmate said, "One day I fully expect to find you on the steps of the Chancery, between Barking Dog Amato and Woodie Granger, foaming at the mouth as you rant at the King and the whole royal family because they're pawns of the great equine conspiracy, Garrett."


  The Chancery is a principal government building where, traditionally, anyone with a grievance can voice it publicly on the outside steps. Inevitably, the Chancery steps have acquired a bevy of professional complainers and outright lunatics. Most people consider them cheap entertainment.


  I said, "You shouldn't talk about it! They're going to get you now." Singe started looking worried, frowning. "All right. Maybe I exaggerate a little. But they're still vicious, nasty critters. They'll turn on you in a second."


  The resident nasty critter spit at Saucerhead. Saucerhead responded with a jab to the camel's nose. It was a calm, professional blow of the sort that earned him his living. But he put his weight and muscle behind it. The camel rocked back. Its eyes wobbled. Its front knees buckled.


  Tharpe said, "Come on." Once we were past the camel, he added, "Sometimes polite ain't enough. You just gotta show'em who's boss."


  We walked another hundred feet. And stopped. The street didn't go anywhere. It ended at a wall. Which was improbable.


  "What the hell?" Saucerhead demanded. "When did we start blocking off streets?"


  He had a point. TunFaire has thousands of dead-end alleys and breezeways but something that happened in antiquity made our rulers issue regulations against blocking thoroughfares. Possibly because they'd wanted to be able to make a run for it in either direction. And while what we were following wasn't much of a street, it was a street officially. Complete with symbols painted on walls at intersections to indicate that its name was something like Stonebone. Exactly what was impossible to tell. The paint hadn't been renewed in my lifetime.


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


  "It sure don't look like something somebody threw up over the weekend," I said. Believe it or not, some Karentine subjects are wicked enough to ignore established regulations and will construct something illegal while the city functionaries are off duty.


  Nobody stepped up to the wall. Until Singe snorted the way only a woman can do when she's exasperated with men being men. She shuffled right up till her pointy big nose was half an inch from the limestone. "The track of the boy goes straight on, Garrett. And this wall smells almost the same as the odor I found where the two elves fell on one another."


  Playmate took a few steps backward, found a bit of broken brick that hadn't yet been scrounged by the street children. (They sell brick chips and chunks back to the brickyards, where they're powdered and added to the clay of new bricks.) He started to wind up, but paused and said, "Garrett, have you bothered to look up?"


  I hadn't. Why would I?


  None of the others had, either.


  We all looked now.


  That wall wasn't part of anything. It might not even be stone. It just went up a ways, then turned fuzzy and wiggly and lizard's belly white. Then it turned misty. Then it turned into nothing.


  "It's an illusion."


  Playmate chucked his brickbat.


  The missile proceeded to proceed despite the presence of a wall that appeared completely solid, if improbably cold and damp when I extended a cautious finger to test it. Saucerhead Tharpe isn't nearly as careful as Mama Garrett's only surviving son. He reached out to thump that wall. And his fist went right on through.


  We all stepped back. We exchanged troubled looks. I said, "That's an illusion of the highest order."


  Singe said, "I hear someone calling from the other side."


  Playmate observed, "An illusion that persists, that can be used as camouflage, requires the efforts of a master wizard."


  I grunted. In this town that meant somebody off the Hill. It meant one of six dozen or so people who are the real masters in Karenta.


  Singe said, "There is somebody over there. Yelling at you, Garrett."


  I asked Playmate, "What do you think?" I admit to being intimidated by Hill people. But I've never backed down just because they stuck a finger in somewhere. I wouldn't back down now. Kip's kidnapping had me irked and interested. Of everyone I asked, "Anybody want to walk away?"


  Nobody volunteered to leave, though Saucerhead gulped a pail of air, Playmate seemed to go a little green and Singe started shaking like she was naked in a blizzard and didn't have a clue which way to the warm. She made some kind of chalk sign on a real wall, maybe to ward off evil.


  "You're the Marine," Playmate said. "Show us your stuff."


  Saucerhead pasted on a huge grin. He was ex-army, too. And he had heard my opinions concerning the relative merits of the services more often than had Playmate. He refused to see the light. It's a debate that seems doomed to persist forever because army types are too dim to recognize the truth when it kicks them in the teeth.


  Saucerhead's whole face threatened to open up. I thought the top half of his head was going to tip over backward onto his shoulders. He gasped out, "Yeah, Garrett. Let's see some of that old Marine Corps ‘Hey diddle diddle, straight up the middle.' "


  Ominously, Singe said, "There is no yelling anymore."


  "I'm thinking about giving you some of that good old, big boy." I took a deep breath and squared off with the illusory wall.


  Saucerhead chuckled. He knows I'd never come straight at him if I did think I had to get after him. Business led us to butt heads briefly once upon a time, long ago. The results had been far from satisfactory from my point of view.


  I whooped like I was going in, back in my island warfare days, straight up the middle indeed. Something that we did not actually do very often, as I recall. Us and the Venageti both very much preferred sneaking around, stabbing in the back, to any straightforward and personally risky charging.


  That wall was more than just an illusion. It resisted me. Hitting it felt a little like belly flopping, though with more stretch and give to the surface. Which popped after a moment. And which felt as cold as a god's heart until it did.


  My efforts evidently weakened the wall considerably because the big army types followed me through as though there wasn't any resistance at all. And the civilian followed them. But I wasn't really keeping track.


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


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


  In that instant I sensed movement. The corner of the eye kind of movement you get when your imagination is running wild. Only what I wasn't imagining was happening right in front of me and I couldn't get a solid look at it. Then, for a moment, I saw silver elves and Kip with something clamped over his mouth and I realized that Singe's sharp ears must've caught his cries for help back when she'd kept talking and nobody had bothered to listen.


  A shimmering silver elf extended a hand toward me.


  I dodged.


  I didn't move soon enough.


  Once again I didn't feel the darkness arrive.
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  Morley Dotes was right there in my face again when I woke up. "Some kind of party you must throw, Garrett. Blitzed into extinction again. And the sun still hasn't gone down." He looked around as I tried to sit up. My head pounded worse than before. "But in an alley? Even if it is a pretty clean one for this burg?"


  "Gods! My head! I don't know what they did to me but it's enough to make me consider giving up liquor."


  "You give up your beer? Don't try to kid a kidder, kid."


  "I said liquor, nimrod. Beer is a holy elixir. One shuns beer only at the risk of one's immortal soul. I see you're all freshly prettied up. How'd you find us?"


  Two of Morley's henchmen had accompanied him. I didn't know them. They were clad in the outfits waiters at The Palms usually wear but they were much younger than Sarge and Puddle and Morley's other traditional associates. Maybe the old guys were getting too old.


  "Your girlfriend left us a trail to follow. Standard rat chalk symbols. You didn't notice? A trained detective like you?"


  Pride made me consider fibbing. "No. I didn't. Not really." Ten years ago I couldn't have admitted any failing. Which, at times, had left me looking just a whole lot stupider than a simple confession would've done.


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


  Morley's boys didn't lift a finger to help anybody. Dotes himself didn't do anything but talk. Which told me he thought none of us had been hurt badly. "What happened to the illusion?"


  "What illusion?"


  I explained. Morley wanted to disbelieve but dared not in the face of Saucerhead's confirmation. Tharpe doesn't have the imagination to dress himself up with excuses as complex as this.


  "So you scared them into running when they're not really up to it. They have two casualties and a prisoner to manage."


  "We don't know that any of them were hurt."


  "Yes, we do, Garrett. Use that brain the Dead Man thinks you have. If they don't have someone injured they don't have any reason not to just drag the kid straight off to wherever it is they want to take him. Let's get back on the trail. They can't have gone far."


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


  Singe was still out, stone cold.


  "I wonder if they understand how we found them." I was afraid the elves might've given Singe an extra dose of darkness because of her nose.


  "Me, I'm wondering why they didn't hurt you a lot more than they did," Morley countered. His cure for most ills is to exterminate everybody involved. "For some reason they've slapped you down twice without doing any permanent harm." He has difficulty comprehending that kind of thinking.


  He emphasized "permanent" because my expression revealed the depth and breadth of the temporary harm I was suffering.


  "You all right, Saucerhead?"


  "Got a miserable headache." Tharpe's voice was gravelly. His temper would be extremely short. Best not to disturb him at all.


  "How 'bout you, Play?"


  "What he said. And don't yell. Makes it hurt even more."


  He didn't need to yell back.


  Maybe I was lucky. All the practice I've had dealing with hangovers. I turned to Singe. "Seems a shame to disturb her." She did look rather peaceful.


  "Kiss her and let's get on with it," Morley grumped. Without having been blessed by the elves.


  "What?"


  He opened his mouth to crack wise about the sleeping beauty, thought better of it, beckoned me. I followed him for as far as he felt was far enough to keep his remarks from being overhead by sharp rat ears. "She isn't really out, Garrett. She's giving you a chance to show some special concern."


  The fact that he didn't make mock let me know that he was serious, that he was concerned about bruising Singe's tender ego. Though the motives behind his concern were, probably, wholly selfish.


  "Understood," I told him, though that wasn't entirely true.


  I don't like the responsibility that piles onto me when Singe gives way to these juvenile urges to manipulate me. That smacks of emotional blackmail. In fact, it is emotional blackmail. She just doesn't understand that it is. And I'm not all that well equipped to deal with it. More than one lady of my acquaintance would suggest that I'm not far enough away from adolescence myself.


  I went to the ratgirl, dropped to my knees beside her. "Singe?"


  She didn't respond. I thought her breathing was too rapid for someone who was supposed to be unconscious, though. How do you tell someone that their relationship fantasies can never become anything more than that? Everything I could possibly say to Singe would be true but would sound so stupidly cliché if said that I could do no good talking to her. She was important to me, personally and professionally. She had become one of the half dozen closest friends I had. I enjoyed teaching her how to cope in a world where she was less than welcome. But she could never be anything but a friend, a business associate, and a student. And I have no idea how to make her understand that without causing her pain.


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


  I touched her throat. Her pulse was rapid. I glanced around. There was no immediate salvation apparent. Morley was grinning, exposing about a thousand bright white needle teeth in a silent taunt.


  "You want I should carry her, Garrett?" Saucerhead asked. There went Tharpe, being thoughtful despite his pain. Like most human beings, he can be a mess of contradictions.


  "That might be good. Any of you guys know anything about doctoring ratfolk? If we can't fix her up ourselves we'll have to take her back to Reliance."


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


  Reliance is a sort of ratman godfather, a highly respected and greatly feared leader of that community who's involved in a lot of questionable and some outright illegal activities. Reliance believes that Pular Singe belongs to him. There's a chance he's right within the rules of rat society. There is some sort of indenture involved. But rat society isn't paramount in TunFaire. And that guy Garrett don't much care about anybody's customs or rules when he makes up his mind what's right and what's wrong.


  "She wouldn't be real happy about the boss rat getting his paws on her again, Garrett," Tharpe assured me. With a wink, showing he'd gotten it. "He tried to hire me once to bring her back." He grinned a grin filled with bad teeth.


  Well. Maybe I was going to get some help with this after all, from the least likely source.


  Saucerhead really can be a sensitive kind of guy.


  And Singe, wonder of wonders, was stirring suddenly.


  "So why didn't you take the job?"


  "Old Reliance, he's too damned cheap for one thing. He just can't get it through his head that it ain't just a matter of rounding up one dumb female and dropping her off where he wants her delivered. He can't get it through his skull that she can actually think for herself and that she can have made friends who'd be willing to look out for her. He just figures you're trying to hold him up on your fee when you try to explain it to him."


  "You'd think he'd have figured it all out from direct experience. Whoops! Look here. It's alive. Hi, sleepyhead. You're the last one awake."


  Singe mumbled something.


  "We're just waiting on you."


  Singe smiled a weak rat smile. She probably thought she heard relief in my voice. Possibly she did. I was relieved that her problem wasn't real.


  Pular Singe's recovery was dramatically swift once she decided that she needed to get healthy. Reliance's name made a great whip.


  Morley told one of his waiters to make a bread and cheese run while the rest of us sat around staking claims on being in worse shape than the other guy. Food was a great idea, I thought, but when the man came back with a basket filled with chow I didn't feel much like eating.


  A similar lack of appetite afflicted Saucerhead, Playmate, and Singe. And none of those three liked it even a little, either. They loved their food. Singe, in particular, always ate like a starved alley cat or one of her feral cousins. Everything in sight, steadily, gobbling so fast that the bugs never got a share.


  I grumbled, "I think we've got us an invention right here. A new weight loss program for the lords and ladies." Nobody else in this burg ever gets fat.


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


  This time the chase didn't last twenty minutes.


  This time the camouflage didn't catch us unaware, either, though it existed as an addition to a building rather than as something thrown across a street. From the viewpoint of the silver elves the trouble was that the building they'd scabbed onto was one that Saucerhead and I knew. And had we not known it ourselves there were at least twenty local Tenderloin folk hanging around in the gloaming trying to figure out what was going on. That addition hadn't been there half an hour earlier.


  Playmate observed, "These people aren't very good at what they're doing, are they?"


  "I get the feeling that this isn't anything they've had to do before. What do you say we just charge in there and grab the kid back?" I wasn't eager to get myself another bout of sleep because of my habit of waking up afterward with a ferocious hangover. I didn't need another one of those. I was working on a couple already.


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


  I suppose a throbbing headache can impair your judgement. And a friend like Morley Dotes can have a similar effect. Once he had winkled out the complete details of our last encounter he was ready to go. "They aren't going to kill anybody, Garrett. There are six of us." Singe bristled, knowing she hadn't been included in the count. "They can't get all of us."
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  They got all of us, most of the bystanders, quite a few passersby, and even a handful of people inside neighboring buildings who didn't know what was going on and never knew what hit them.


  I came out of it faster than before, my head pounding worse than last time. The first thing I saw was my eager beaver buddy Morley Dotes. Yet again. Only this time he had his temples grasped tightly and looked like he was working real hard on trying not to scream. Or was, possibly, contemplating the delights of suicide.


  I grumbled, "Now we know why they didn't ask you to be a general during the recent scuffle with Venageta." Though considering the performances of some of the generals we'd had, who'd earned their bells by picking the right venue as a place of birth, Morley might've fit right in.


  Dotes whined something irrelevant about the whole thing having been my idea and registered a plea for a lot less vocal volume.


  "Pussy. I wake up feeling like this three or four times a week. And I function. What the hell are those people roaring about?" Neighbors not struck down were rushing into the street. In normal times their voices would have been considered restrained. Not so now.


  They all stared at the sky.


  I looked up just in time to see something large and shiny and shaped like a discus disappear behind nearby rooftops, heading north. "What the hell was that?" I glanced at Morley. "Never mind. Don't tell me. Your cousins just got away in one of those flying lights that people keep seeing."


  "Cousins? Those things weren't elves, Garrett. Not elves of any kind. Their mouths and eyes were all wrong. They didn't have elven teeth. Maybe they're some kind of foreign, deformed humans. You might look into that. But they're definitely not elves."


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


  "Kip? We didn't even get a wink this time. Let's see what we did get. Maybe that whore Fate has a heart of gold after all."


  We managed to collect a few scraps of silvery cloth and nearly a dozen other items of wildly varying shape and no obvious utility. Those included several small, torn bags made of a silvery, somewhat paperlike material. The rest resembled smooth gray rocks with a very unrocklike feel that came in varying regular shapes. Most had markings in green and red and yellow that looked like writing but which were in no familiar alphabet.


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


  "Food," Playmate said. "We broke up a meal."


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


  Nobody answered his question. Because nobody had an answer.


  "Lookit there!" somebody shrieked. In a second half the crowd were pointing skyward again.


  The silver disk was back. And it was in a big hurry. It left a thunderclap behind as it streaked off southward.


  "Hey! There's another one!"


  One turned into three in a matter of seconds. Only these weren't disks. They looked like giant glowing gas balls. On a smaller scale I'd seen something similar in the will-o'-the-wisps of the swamps on the islands I'd visited during the war.


  The glowing globes chased the silvery disk.


  Morley murmured, "I've been hearing about these things for weeks but I'd about made up my mind that they were pure popular hysteria."


  I looked around for an easily accessible high place. I wanted a clear line of sight to the west, toward the heart of town. Toward the Hill. To discover if those lights ended up there. Because this looked like the sort of thing those people would pull. Squabbling amongst themselves using experimental sorceries while the folk of the city got run over.


  Morley asked, "You think your friends the unemployed gods might be back, Garrett?"


  That hadn't occurred to me. "I doubt it. They were more reserved. They didn't show themselves unless they wanted to be seen. Mainly because they couldn't be seen by nonbelievers unless they made a huge effort."


  "I don't think that these people would attract attention if they were given an option. Something intense is going on with them, sufficient to make being noticed the lesser concern."


  "Probably." I did think he was right. Logically, if you were a foreigner running around in an alien town you wouldn't let yourself be noticed unless it was unavoidable. "You think Saucerhead is going to croak on us?"


  Tharpe had turned several indescribable colors, near as I could tell by torchlight. Torches and lanterns were turning up now that the curious felt safe enough to come out of their homes. Just as well that they hadn't before, too. We'd have awakened to find ourselves plucked of everything but our toenails.


  "I think he might want to die," Morley said. "I think we ought to discover ourselves in another location sometime soon. This much activity is bound to attract lawmen."


  And he wouldn't want the notice, however much he protests his innocence of the illegal of late.


  Maybe old habits die hard.


  These days, with the postwar economic depression becoming entrenched, the new secret police are very interested in any center of excitement. A minor bit no more scary than a street party can turn into a riot at the bump of a belly between an unemployed human and almost any nonhuman he might suspect of having moved into a human's job while human soldiers were away risking their lives on behalf of the kingdom.


  These are social problems that aren't going to go away anytime soon.


  I said, "We do have everything we need for a blowup."


  Morley nodded. He understood. He shared my concern.


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


  An elven trait, to believe that that government governs best which doesn't govern at all. Chaos is more fun. Anarchy is the ideal. And only the strong survive.


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


  I told Morley, "That was an absolutely marvelous suggestion, old friend. Can I assume that it'll be you carrying Pular Singe. . . ? What?"


  Singe was still unconscious. But I wasn't concerned about her. "Morley. I just saw Bic Gonlit. He was watching us from across the street."


  "So let's get Singe put back together and see if she can get on his trail. He just might know where to look for Playmate's kid."


  "You don't think she can track Kip from here?"


  "Not if he got carried away inside a giant flying wheel, I don't."


  An excellent point. Not one I'd wanted to look at close up yet, though. You hope you can catch an occasional break.


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


  "Let's see about traveling on, then," I told Morley. "I just spotted another familiar face. This one I recollect seeing in the vicinity of Colonel Block and Deal Relway in a none too distant past." I made a big effort to remember such faces so I can exercise some sort of exit strategy when I see one again. "I'll help with Singe."
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  The secret police evidently didn't have an interest strong enough to pursue us. At the moment. But I was willing to bet that I'd hear from Westman Block if anyone in the Tenderloin had recognized me.


  Colonel Westman Block, erstwhile acquaintance of that handsome Marine named Garrett, oversaw all police forces and functions in TunFaire. That included the secret police. Theoretically. On paper.


  We gathered in a dark place, half a mile from the excitement, and considered, "What now?"


  Singe said, "I cannot possibly follow a man who flew away through the air, inside a flying boat made out of metal." She then wondered aloud, "Why are you looking at me like that?"


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


  "You must tell me more about this Bic Gonlit."


  Playmate and I both tried to explain Bic Gonlit and his place in what was happening. A challenging task, of course, since we had almost no idea ourselves. I added, "Only, I'm not sure if he's actually part of what happened this afternoon."


  "You people like to think you are so much smarter than us but sometimes you are really dumb, Garrett. You start talking before you think. How do you expect me to follow someone who is just another face in a crowd?"


  "She's got you there," Morley said, content to leave all the blame with me. "I could use a little more information myself. Bic Gonlit is only a name to me."


  "He's this little round fat guy who wears funny boots—"


  "There was a little round fat man with hugely thick-soled boots I saw several times on the way down here. I thought he might be doing something for you because your parrot was right there near him."


  "I didn't see him," Playmate said. "Not the bird, either."


  "Nor did I," I confessed. My parrot. Following me around. And I never noticed.


  It might be time to consider alternative careers.


  "I noticed the bird," Singe said. "I saw the fat man, too. But I did not know Mr. Big was following him. I thought he was following you, Garrett. He is still around. I saw him just a minute ago. Yes. Over there. Where we came from. Up on that cornice thing where the pigeons are sleeping."


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


  "There is a short little fat man over there watching us, too," Singe told me. "He is hiding behind those steps right under the parrot."


  Like anybody could see all that if they just looked. Grrr! The only thing I could see was a glow in the distance, about where we'd lost track of Kip.


  I really was inclined to tell Max Weider I was ready to come on board. Truly. At that moment. But, before I hung it up, I had to try another stunt or two. "I have a thought. We're all tired. Why don't we head for my place? If Gonlit really is following us, we can lead him to the Dead Man."


  I was past ready to go home. I was desperate for something to take the edge off my headache. And I was hungry. And I was tired. Getting knocked unconscious regularly takes the vinegar out of you fast, even if you're not going out by getting bopped on the head.


  My plan, as proposed, didn't stir a word of protest. Much to my amazement. Morley is naturally contentious. He'll get involved in arguments just to entertain himself. But all he said was, "I'm worn-out, too. And The Palms is headed into its busiest time. And I left Puddle in charge."


  "I got a thing going myself," Saucerhead said. "I need to get back, too, unless something starts happening."


  Even Playmate was willing to shut it down for the night. And to desert me when he did. "Nobody's been at the stable all day. I need to get back there before the animals get so upset they. . . ." He stopped. I think he was about to let slip something terrible about the conspiracy amongst horses but realized that me finding out might turn out to be bad luck for him. He changed the subject. "And somebody's going to have to tell Kip's family what's happened."


  A while later, after a period of silence, Playmate asked, "You wouldn't consider taking care of that for me, would you, Garrett?"


  "Not likely, old buddy. Not likely. After today's adventures you're not real high on my ‘please, God, let me do him a favor' list."


  The tiniest flicker of a smirk crossed Playmate's features before he settled on an expression of stolid resignation. I had the feeling that I'd just gotten jobbed but couldn't figure out how.
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  I never saw the Goddamn Parrot before he dropped onto my shoulder in Wizard's Reach, two blocks from home. Or one block through the alley to my back fence. By then the only companions I had were the bird and Pular Singe. None of us were inclined to lose any sleep looking for Cypres Prose anymore.


  Maybe I was just telling myself what I wanted to hear when I reasoned that Kip was in no physical danger because the silver elves had shown no inclination to do anyone any permanent harm. So far.


  Kip's personality might trigger the extra effort. The bird said nothing. His presence was the message. The Dead Man knew we were coming. And he knew that Bic Gonlit was on our trail.


  Now we would see how well the little fat man had done his homework.


  If he knew much about the Dead Man he wouldn't get too close to the house. Not as close as he'd gotten in the alley. Though how close is really too close is something even I don't know.


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


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


  Handy to know just how trustworthy your associates are.


  I looked back. I couldn't see a thing. I wondered how Gonlit could be watching me. I wondered about his connections. He'd have to have some potent ones helping right now. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to follow me around unnoticed.


  That takes some advanced magic.


  I think I'm pretty good at this stuff I do. I don't normally get tailed without noticing unless the tail comes armed with some pretty potent sorcerous tools.


  As Singe and I climbed the stoop a sleepy-angry tittering broke out somewhere up under the eaves. Something as fast as a hummingbird dropped down and circled us several times too swiftly to be seen clearly.


  My front door opened. Dean must've been alerted by the Dead Man. He stood there in his nightshirt, scowling, holding a lamp above his head, disapproving of birth, death, and most everything in between.


  "Early night?" I asked. The nightshirt was for commentary only. It wasn't yet time for him to retire. He doesn't change until he's ready to slide into bed. Unless he wants to make some point that will remain obscure to everyone but him.


  He grunted and rewarded me with an even blacker scowl.


  "What's with the gang of pixies up there?" I expected their presence would keep us arguing like pixies for weeks.


  "Ask the thing. He's the one who decided to adopt them."


  Ah. Live and learn. And discover the real root of Dean's bad temper. The Dead Man had done something to offend his sense of rectitude.


  Dean was aggrieved further because I'd been all set to blame him. Because that's the kind of thing he's likely to do. Every time I turn around he's trying to take in another stray.


  This might require some untangling.


  "I'll talk to him," I promised. I wasn't really happy, either.


  Living near pixies is like setting up housekeeping inside a colony of sparrows. The squabbling never stops. And this bunch was making themselves at home right above my bedroom window.


  None of that would bother Old Bones. He's dead. He doesn't have to listen to the racket.


  Darkly, I added, "Failing him seeing reason, I know where I can come up with a nest of bumblebees." Bumblebees and the smallest of the little people were feuding before the appearance of the first men. If you credit the legends of the wee folk.


  Dean growled something about, "Then how do we get rid of the bumblebees?"


  He grows ever more pessimistic as he ages.


  "One step at a time, brother. One step at a time. Right now we've got trouble on a grander scale. I lost the boy who came here looking for help today. In circumstances surpassing strange. Make some tea, slap together some sandwiches, bring everything in with His Nibs, and I'll fill you in."


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


  Singe watched while I took the Goddamn Parrot to his perch in the small front room. The Dead Man had withdrawn his control and inhibiting influence. The feathered weasel was returning to normal. He muttered like a stevedore but his big interest at the moment was food, not obnoxious chatter meant to get his owner crucified. He let Singe stroke his feathers as long as she didn't interfere with his dining.


  Singe was pleased. Normally that jungle buzzard is less kind to her than he is to me. She looked up at me and tried to smile.


  "Wish you wouldn't do that."


  "Am I doing it wrong?"


  "No. But you're not people. Be content to be the brightest and best ratwoman who ever lived. Be true to yourself." I felt like somebody's dad, spouting clichés. Then, of course, I felt really awful because I was old enough to understand what the clichés were all about. Embarrassment followed that as I remembered the cocksure boys we'd been when we were getting showered with the stupid stuff that turned out to be Joe Everyman's way of trying to pass along his accumulated wisdom.


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


  Old Bones has a soft spot for Singe, too. Though he'd never admit that if it were suggested aloud. He'd never confess to any form of emotional vulnerability or sentimental weakness.


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


  Dean nearly beat us to the Dead Man's room with the refreshments. I got a lamp going. Singe dragged in a special chair I'd had made that let her sit without having to worry about her troublesome tail. In moments she and I were hard at work. On the tea and sandwiches.


  "Damn!" I woofed around a glob of bread and ham. "I didn't realize how hungry I was. The effects of that knockout spell must be all the way worn off now."


  Singe grunted. She didn't have time for anything else. Once she gulped down everything Dean didn't nibble and I didn't devour, she looked around like she hoped there was still a whole roast pig she'd overlooked. I knew a reinforced battalion of young women who'd gladly kill, and who'd certainly hate Singe, for her ability to eat and eat and never gain an inappropriate ounce.


  There are no fat ratpeople.


  The Dead Man had me tell my story first.


  I have a knack for accurate recollection. I provided the details I believed were necessary for an understanding of events while the Dead Man observed those events as memories drifting across the surface of my mind. He asked only a handful of questions, waiting until I was finished talking to go to the first. He seemed particularly interested in even the most minute details of the silver elves' sorceries.


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


  Once scattered atop the little table that is one of the few pieces of furniture in the Dead Man's room my plunder did not appear especially exciting. Because he was able to see the inside of my head, anyway, I admitted, "It seems to be mostly trash."


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


  How did he know?


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


  "A huge pity," I grumped. My headache remained on duty, totally devoted. Singe, though smitten harder at the time, had recovered completely already.


  The Dead Man must've been more interested in events than he let on. When I started feeling sorry for myself and lusting after a beer he interfered with nature. He reached inside my head and did something that made the pain fade away. Some. Enough. Though a reminder remained in the background, eager to come back.


  What can we tell from the kidnappers' trash? the Dead Man asked.


  I couldn't tell a thing other than that they were no more fastidious than any other Karentine subject.


  Singe sniffed each item yet again before carefully showing us her best imitation human shrug. From its look she'd practiced a lot. Ratpeople don't move like that normally.


  She said, "This all smells very cold. Very sterile. There is no soul in it. There is no magic."


  That was an interesting observation, considering what we'd seen and suffered. But I kept my thoughts to myself. Singe needed her confidence. And for all I really knew, she was right on the mark.


  She might be indeed, Garrett.


  I scowled his way. He was not supposed to eavesdrop on the inside of my head when I wasn't reporting.


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


  "Why do I get the feeling that I'm going to do all the work, inviting him in?"


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


  "Never leave home without one." That's my partner. Like some kind of priest or professor, his vegetating is hard and honorable work. All my sweat and agony is barely worth a mention because what I do involves occasionally engaging a muscle.
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  Bic Gonlit had no intention of cooperating. Bic Gonlit could pick his dogs up and put them down when he was scared. Who'd have thought a little round guy with chubby, stubby legs could lead me on such a long chase?


  Not me. Not before I lived it.


  After several blocks I was glad the Dead Man had insisted on sending the Goddamn Parrot out to scout for me. By then it was obvious that Bic Gonlit could see in the dark. And I could not, which wasn't a major news flash. And the people of my neighborhood aren't rich enough to maintain adequate streetlamps.


  The multicolored chicken did his part. He kept up a running lot of howling and cursing, some evidently adapted from the cant of old-time formal hunts. Highbrow and embarrassing. And, likely, everybody he woke up would assume that it was all my fault.


  There'd be complaints. There'd be angry presentations. There'd be intemperate talk about chasing me out of the neighborhood. That would be followed by calmer heads appealing for reason. The older residents all know I share my place with a cranky dead Loghyr. An irritated cranky dead Loghyr can make life a lot more unpleasant for a lot of people for a long time. Why go looking for trouble?


  I needed to stop playing around. I needed to put on a burst of speed that would nail the fat man.


  I should've planned for this phase before I let everybody go home.


  Just off the Arsenal High Street, a little my way from the brewery district, is a small remnant of old-time imperial TunFaire that wasn't consumed in the Great Fire. It's known as Prune Tastity for reasons nobody recalls anymore. Prune Tastity is a sort of museum of ancient times, all cramped-together buildings and covered alleyways barely wide enough to let the air circulate. Following the fire wider alleys and streets were mandated by law.


  There is less disease in areas where the buildings are farther apart, too.


  The wonder buzzard's shrieks told me my quarry was going to try to lose us both by ducking into Prune Tastity's tangle of covered alleyways.


  I've been in there a few times. The place is a maze, at times rising five stories high. What Gonlit apparently didn't realize was that I was familiar enough with Prune Tastity to know that there're only a handful of entrances to the maze. He'd gone in the far side hoping I'd follow and get lost. If he meant to leave without running into me again he'd have to come out not far from where I stood listening to the Goddamn Parrot's progress report.


  I got myself into position with minutes to spare. I used every second to get more wind back into my lungs. I needed my breathing under control if Gonlit wasn't going to hear me puffing for a block before he arrived.


  I needn't have worried. Bic was puffing so hard himself that he couldn't have heard the ringing of the bell that's supposed to announce the end of the world. His head was down, his arms and legs were pumping, and he wasn't even making a fast walk anymore. But he was still moving. He sounded like he was going to expire if he didn't take a break and concentrate on his breathing.


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


  Ten minutes later he was still curled up like a pillbug, daring me to make him do anything he didn't want to do. He seemed confident he knew enough about me to be sure I wouldn't kill him for being uncooperative.


  Morley is right. I need to become less predictable. And I need to develop a more savage reputation.


  Because of the Dead Man's reminder I had not left the house without my convincing stick, eighteen inches of oak with a pound of lead in its active end. It proved useful on this unfriendly night.


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


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


  "You sonofabitch, you want to keep your pretty boots, you'd better get real cooperative real sudden." I thumped Mr. Gonlit once atop each shoulder, briskly, not far from the sides of his neck.


  Instantly, Bic began to have trouble lifting his arms.


  The little man was tough in his way. He never stopped struggling—until I dragged the second boot off him. Then he went limp again. Without volunteering to make my life any easier.


  "Bic, I'm gonna take your shoes home with me. Maybe give me a good shine." It had been my intention to drag him along with me, too, but I'd just heard a troubling sound, one I'd honestly never expected to hear. But rumors had been circulating for weeks so I recognized it in plenty of time.


  The sound was a whistle. Rather like the shrill of a boatswain's pipe. Somebody from the Guard's foot patrol wasn't far away and he'd heard that there was trouble. He was summoning assistance.


  Changing times. Relway and Block just have way too many ideas for advancing the case of law and order. Not that I mind too much when they interfere in someone else's business. But my business is mine.


  I said, "My friend and I have to run. I'll take good care of your boots. You know where to find them. When the mood hits you, drop by the house. You can pick them up."


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


  I headed for home. I was halfway there before I realized that the Goddamn Parrot wasn't with me. When I got home I went straight to the Dead Man to find out why.


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


  You do have those still? Excellent. Would you summon Miss Pular? She is in the kitchen helping herself to a snack. Dean has retired for the night.


  We will try to discover why the boots mean so much to our rotund nemesis.


  Did you, by the by, discover how it was that he was able to see in the dark?


  " 'Fraid not. The question went right out of my head when I heard those whistles."


  Old Bones was wide-awake and in rare form, nothing escaping the notice of his several minds. I wasn't going to be allowed anything less than wide-awake myself until he sucked up all the outside information he wanted.
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  Singe sniffed Gonlit's boots. That wasn't a task I envied her. Their fragrance had been less than appealing while I was toting them, even carried at the ends of their strings. But ratpeople don't seem to be repelled by odors the same way we humans are. Nor are they offended by the same scents.


  Hard to credit in some cases but I've been around Singe long enough to know that it's true.


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


  At one time the boots had been white. At one time, so the story went, Bic Gonlit had dressed all in white, even unto the extremity of an all-white, wide-brimmed version of the Unorthodox missionary's hat.


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


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


  Maybe we'd winkle out all the facts when Bic came to reclaim his treasures.


  The Dead Man and Singe communed about those boots.


  

  


  


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


  Garrett.


  I heard a racket up front.


  One of the two nuisances had awakened me.


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


  I used the peephole for its dedicated purpose.


  Surprise. That wasn't Bic Gonlit trying to make my neighbors dislike me even more. That was three or four guys who had no manners to be reminded of. The loudest was none other than our beloved chief of the city Guards, Colonel Westman Block himself.


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


  I turned away on the theory that he could use a little deflation.


  Allow the colonel to enter, Garrett. That will serve us better in the long run.


  "Took you long—" Block snarled as I swung the door inward. "Damn! Garrett!" he barked when I swung it right back shut, bruising his nose.


  Garrett!


  "Just a little courtesy lesson." I opened the door again.


  Colonel Block appeared more flustered than angry. And his goons—three gorillas damned near as big as Saucerhead Tharpe—wore dazed looks, as though they were asleep on their feet, with their eyes open.


  "Good evening, Colonel. How can I help you?"


  Evidently the shock had been enough to startle Block into a case of the courtesies. That or some light touch from the Dead Man. "Yes. We've had reports of some unusual events, Garrett."


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


  I led Block into the Dead Man's room while we talked. His goons remained outside, still as memorial pillars. He replied, "But in this instance there's reason to believe that you might be involved."


  "What? Me? How come I get blamed for everything?"


  "Because someone fitting your description, accompanied by persons fitting the descriptions of known associates of yours, including a cursing parrot, was seen near the sites of several unusual incidents. I'm disinclined to accept the explanation that your evil twin was out there trying to scuttle your reputation. You don't have one."


  Go ahead and tell him the truth, Garrett.


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


  So I told him the whole story. Sort of. Almost. In the young peoples' abridged form.


  Then he told me a story. His was a lot shorter.


  "Coming up here we ran into a crowd of ratpeople. Twenty or thirty of them, trying to work up their nerve for some villainy. When they recognized us they scattered like roaches. A couple of my guys mentioned seeing a little fat man running with them. Either one of you want to say something about that?"


  "I would if I could, boss. But I don't have any idea."


  The Dead Man had no comment at all.


  Block asked, "Any ideas about these lights in the sky, these flying helmets and whatnot? People keep seeing them and getting upset about them so other people keep telling me that I have to do something about them. Nobody has any suggestions about what the hell that might be and I don't have any brilliant ideas of my own."


  "You've started to regress. You had your language so cleaned up you could've fit in at court."


  "That's what's causing it. Polite society. Those folks have more demands, and can make bigger pains in the ass of themselves, than any three normal human beings."


  "Who's telling you to do something about those things? Do they really think you'd interfere in wizards' experiments?"


  "Get real. It's wizards doing the demanding, Garrett. They can't figure out what's going on. So they expect Colonel Westman Block of His Majesty's Royal TunFairen Civil Guards to unravel the mystery for them. Meantime, Wes Block can't keep his own feet untangled. But they don't need to know that. How much does the Prose kid know?"


  I'd been afraid we'd get to that as soon as he'd mentioned the failed investigations of our lords of the Hill. "I don't know. Not much more than squat, but he'd like everybody to think he's in on the secrets of the universe. He's a loon. Eighty percent of what he says is complete ‘I-want-you-to-think-I'm-special' hooey."


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


  "My guess is, he can get in touch somehow if it's critical. But we don't know where he is."


  "Yes. That's right, isn't it? That other bunch snatched the boy up. So you say." He gave me a look filled with suspicion. He was succumbing to Relway's Disease. Trusting no civilian.


  Sometimes I think Deal Relway divides the population into three categories. The smaller two consist of known criminals and of policemen, with a very fuzzy boundary in between. The other, largest category includes all the rest of us. And we're all just crooks who haven't been found out yet. And we should be treated accordingly.


  Block eyed the Dead Man. "Is he asleep again?" Old Chuckles had shown no sign of sentience since the colonel's arrival.


  "An excellent question. Lately I'm getting random moments of nonsense but nothing consistent. I'm worried. He may be on that last level ground before he hits the slippery slope down."


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


  I said, "Indulge my curiosity. How come you're out prowling the streets yourself? I thought you guys had a division of labor where the colonel stays back at the Al-Khar snoozing and harassing prisoners while the rest of the guys do all the real work."


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


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


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


  You might, by a stretch, be able to say that Colonel Block and I are friends. Not thick and thin, hell and high water, blood brother friends but guys who like and respect one another, who are willing to lend a helping hand to one another, where it's possible to do so.


  It was conceivable that Block was doing so at the moment, so that I wouldn't walk into something entirely blind. And so that, in return, he could tap me for a little information that would keep him in good odor with the people prodding him from behind.


  I can do that for him. It's worked out for us in the past. The tricky part is keeping outsiders from forming the idea that we can get along.


  Block observed, "You really are a big old barrel of nothing, aren't you. . . ? What the hell is that?"


  The pixies out front had declared war. Possibly on themselves, they were so raucous.


  They'd been silent since my return. So much so that I'd begun to suspect an evil influence at work.


  "Pixies," I told Block. "I seem to have adopted a mob. Against my will. I'd better see what's got them excited." Inasmuch as the Dead Man didn't seem inclined to inform me.


  I heaved out of my chair and headed up front. In the small front room the Goddamn Parrot was asleep already, muttering in his diabolical dreams. No doubt he had protested his recent utilization by making a mess Dean would nag me about for weeks.


  Block followed me. Through the peephole I watched one of his escorts fling something upward. I said, "Your boys are tormenting my pixies."


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


  "You wouldn't accidentally let slip which sorcerer types are interested in my problem, would you?"


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


  "They started it. They were throwing. . . ."


  Chunk! The door cut it off.
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  I returned to the Dead Man's room. "So how come we needed to chase Block and his pals away? And how the hell did the Goddamn Parrot get back in the house?"


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


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


  "Did Block add anything to our meager knowledge?" I didn't like that business about Singe opening the door with nobody to back her up. Old Bones isn't always attentive to detail.


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


  "Oh, they wouldn't like to lose their power, would they? Do I need to go out and catch Bic Gonlit?" Because I was bone-tired. I was ready to hit the sack, skipping the evening's last five or six mugs of beer.


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


  Singe came in from the kitchen carrying a tray. She'd hidden out there while Block was in the house. And she hadn't wasted her time. She'd made more sandwiches. And had drawn me a mug off the keg in the cold well.


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


  "It's all right, Singe. You're welcome. Old Bones. I'm not going to be able to keep my eyes open much longer. If I get him in here can you handle the interview?"


  His exasperation with mortal weakness became palpable. Get him in here. That is the key first step. Then you two can run off to bed whilst I labor. . . .


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


  "He doesn't mean that, Singe. He just means sleep. You take the guest room on the third floor." She was familiar with it. She'd used it before. "I'll see if Block's gone."


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


  I went to the front door certain that any sleepiness being experienced by Colonel Block's man had an artificial origin. Unlike my own.


  Singe followed me. She carried a lamp. Its light silhouetted me when I opened the door.


  Bic Gonlit arrived five minutes later. He was about as hangdog as it's possible for a man to look.


  "Bic, old buddy," I said, "why'd you want to go and bring a bunch of ratpeople around to my place?"


  "You still got my boots?"


  "They're in a place of honor. But I'm going to burn them and scatter their ashes on the river if I don't hear some explanations."


  "You don't have a reputation for being that hard, Garrett."


  "You've got a rep as a bring them in alive kind of bounty hunter, Bic. So besides the answer to my ratpeople question—which I want to hear real soon now—I'd sure like to know why you're hanging around me. But where are my manners? Come on in. We don't want to do business out here. The Guard keeps a watch on me."


  Gonlit jumped. He looked back nervously. He sure was a worried little man. And barefoot, too.


  He slipped past me, taking one final troubled look back as he did so.


  "Tell me about the rats, Bic."


  He stared at Pular Singe. "Because there's a huge reward out for her. Reliance wants her bad. I thought I'd get my boots back during the confusion when Reliance's gang were grabbing her."


  "Plus you'd've made a few marks," I said. "I appreciate your honesty. So I'm not going to hold a very big grudge. All you need to do is explain why you were hanging around in the alley out back and just had to slug me. We're going in here." I held the door to the Dead Man's room. Bic's boots were in there, sitting on the table next to Singe's sandwiches. But I had a feeling it would be a while before they enjoyed a loving reunion with Bic's feet. "Take a seat, brother."


  "I just want my boots, Garrett."


  "We all have dreams, Bic. Sometimes we have to give a little something to attain them. What about the alley?"


  "What alley?"


  "Now we're going to play tough?" Exasperated, I snapped, "The goddamn alley behind my house. Where you bushwhacked me and pounded me over the head with a sap."


  Gonlit looked at me like I'd just sprouted antlers.


  Garrett.


  I jumped. So did Bic and Singe.


  "Yeah?"


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


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


  

  


  


  Pular Singe made an offer that was difficult to refuse because she was so fragile emotionally. "Not tonight, Singe. I'm so tired I'd fall asleep in the middle of things. And you'd get your feelings hurt. While you kept telling me that it was all your fault." She was getting used to hearing me yell at her about embracing blame for what other people did.


  That wasn't as honest as I should've been. But it did buy me time to think about an answer that would leave Singe with her tender dignity intact, feeling good about herself.


  The more I considered it the more I suspected that I'd need the Dead Man's help to work this one out. Singe was at an age and stage where she wasn't going to hear much from me that she didn't want to hear.


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


  Maybe she wouldn't find the nerve to bring it up again.
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  Those damned pixies woke me up twice during the night. And both times I got a touch from the Dead Man indicating that we had a prowler outside. He didn't trouble himself enough to report what kind of prowler. And I was too groggy to care.


  The pixies made good watchdogs. Yet if that was what I wanted I'd just as soon get something big but quiet that would eat the prowlers without waking me up or disturbing my neighbors.


  It was near the crack of noon when I stumbled downstairs and found a sullen Dean sharing his kitchen with Pular Singe. Singe was at the table eating. She had dragged her custom chair in from the Dead Man's room.


  Dean was doing dishes and wrestling with his prejudices. Not many folks have much use for ratpeople. I've always belonged to the majority myself. But I do try my best to contain my dislike. That's been a lot easier since Singe came along.


  I mumbled, "You're going to get fatter than the Dead Man, Singe." I flopped into my own chair. "My head still hurts." Though a lot less than it had.


  Dean said, "I've warned you and warned you to ease up on the beer, Garrett."


  "It wasn't beer this time."


  Dean rattled some dishes and snorted, not believing me.


  "It's not. Singe can tell you. I got knocked out by some kind of wizardry a few times yesterday. And every time I woke up I had a worse headache than before."


  "Then explain why I had to send out for a new keg this morning. It hasn't been ten days since you finished the last one."


  "New keg? But the old one shouldn't be. . . ."


  Singe had developed a fierce interest in a fly doing acrobatics from the ceiling.


  "And you don't have a bit of a hangover from all that, either. Do you, girl?"


  She shook her head, tried one of her want-to-be human smiles.


  "Gah! This's the cruelest of all cruel worlds." I would've teased her about selling her back to Reliance or something but she'd probably have taken me seriously.


  Dean took his hands out of the water long enough to pour a mug of tea and set a breakfast platter in front of me. That was mostly seasonal fruit, accompanied by small chunks of cold ham.


  A typical meal, really. Which left me wondering how Dean managed to produce so many dirty dishes, pots, and pans.


  I downed a long slug of tea. There was something in that cup besides plain tea. It left a bitter taste underneath the honey. So Dean had counted on me showing up with a headache. Since he doesn't coddle my hangovers he must've been forewarned. So his fuss was all for form.


  So the Dead Man was good for something after all.


  Though he wouldn't have coddled a hangover, either.


  Singe tried to fuss over me. Dean looked disgusted. I showed him my evil eye. Of all the females to pass through my kitchen the one he'd pick to dislike actively would be the only one who was willing to treat me special.


  He was plenty willing to climb all over me when it came to me not treating every girl as if she was uniquely special.


  I tossed back some more tea while thinking my house was turning into a nest of cranky old bachelors.


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


  "You going to check that out?" I asked.


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


  If he wasn't asleep. The Dead Man has a habit of falling asleep, sometimes for months, usually at the most inconvenient times, businesswise.


  I finished feeding. The medication in the tea had begun its work. The world seemed a less dark and cruel place already. "Singe, let's go see old Chuckles." Got to keep that premature optimism under control. And he was just the boy to rein it in.


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


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


  I got no response from the Dead Man. Gonlit did respond with a big scowl. "I want my boots, Garrett."


  "I'm sure you do. They say you've got your whole personality tied up in those things. So why do you want to get them all filthy, romping around in the alley behind my house?"


  Bic rolled his eyes. "Not again!"


  I have exhausted that line of inquiry, Garrett. Mr. Gonlit sincerely believes that he has never been in that alley. There is no shaking his conviction on that count. Therefore, I am inclined to believe him. However, he cannot account for his whereabouts at the time of the alley event. He is more troubled about that than we are.


  I wasn't troubled at all. "Maybe it was him being used by one of the silver guys the way you use the Goddamn Parrot."


  That possibility occurred to me. There is no residue in Mr. Gonlit's mind of the sort I would expect to find if he had been manipulated. What is there consists of hints that he may have been asleep. Inasmuch as he does not recall sleeping, we might reasonably suspect that the sleep was induced. Perhaps by the same means as were used on you yesterday.


  "All right. And?"


  The boy, Cyprus Prose, brought Mr. Gonlit's name into play first.


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


  No.


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


  "Lastyr and Noodiss. I'm tired of that one, too. Give me my damned boots."


  He believes he never heard those names before he came in here last night.


  I growled. The excitement and optimism were beginning to fade. "Then how come he was following me and you were following him with the Goddamn Parrot?"


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


  "All right. I wasn't thinking."


  Not a first, I might note.


  "You might. You might also answer me."


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


  "There've been too damned many coincidences already, Old Bones. You know I believe in them but I don't like them. Next thing you're going to tell me is that good buddy Bic just happened to stumble over Singe as she and Saucerhead were coming to help me out. And being the ingenious fellow that he is, Bic just latched right on. Seizing the day, as it were."


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


  I generated harrumphing old man noises. I didn't like the way things were going.


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


  I harrumphed some more. Practicing. I have plans for an extremely extended old age.


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


  "Oh-oh." The Dead Man seldom admits lacks, flaws, or shortcomings. He is, after all, the most perfect of that perfect race, the Loghyr. Just ask him.


  When he messes up it's always someone else's fault.


  Behold! Then I began to understand. The description I had was entirely inadequate.


  "So you didn't figure it was unusual for a guy to be turning up everywhere Singe and I did?" It really is pointless to indicate the holes in his excuse-making. At best he just ignores you.


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


  The real Bic Gonlit had grown very restless. "Let me give the man his soles back so he can go on his way." Charged up with uncertain ideas about his place in the grander scheme, his head a nest of confused, false memories.


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


  "Of course. There's always hope he'll run into a parrot-eating eagle. Bic, here're your boots. Get going. Stay away from me and stay away from Pular Singe. I guarantee you, Reliance's reward isn't worth it. Belinda Contague used to be my girlfriend."


  Bic went pale. He'd heard that rumor. I was still alive. So maybe I could conjure the helpmate of death.


  Foolish, Garrett.


  He was right. That was a stupid threat. If word got back to Belinda I could end up on crutches. If she happened to be in a generous mood.


  

  


  


  I waved bye-bye from the stoop. Then I flung our lowlife, low-profile spy into the air. Then I rejoined Singe and the Dead Man.


  


  


  


  21


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Returning to life after having the Dead Man dig around in the muck in the cellars of my mind was less painful than getting whomped unconscious by a silver elf's spell but it did leave me feeling just as lousy emotionally. It left me wanting nothing more than to go back to bed, where I could curl up in a ball and suck my thumb.


  That kind of invasion doesn't happen often. And never happens without my permission. But each time it does I swear I'll never let it happen again, no matter how desperate the crisis. But when the time comes I always go ahead, trusting him and knowing I'll get through it. And maybe it's even good for me in the long run. That dark, unhappy memories always seem to settle a little deeper and a little more comfortably, like a bucket full of gravel when you shake and beat it.


  I took some cleansing breaths. Some of that martial arts stuff of Morley's really does work if you let yourself believe in it. I found a place removed from my center by just a few miles. "Did we learn anything that makes it worth all my misery?"


  I believe we did. Though it is indeed a small thing at first glimpse.


  He didn't go on. He wanted me to ask him to show off his brilliance. I wasn't feeling patient enough to get involved in the usual games. "And that was?"


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


  "So where does that leave us?"


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


  Grumble. "Don't tell me it's shapeshifters again."


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


  "You said there wasn't any sorcery in the alley."


  I did. I do not believe there was. It is a conundrum, is it not?


  "Great. So good old Bic is innocent of everything more sinister than trying to score the bounty on Singe. Stipulating that, I want to know how come Kip knew the name and thought Gonlit was after his strange friends. And I'd like to know how that elf got to know Bic well enough to masquerade as him without Bic knowing there was anything going on."


  All excellent questions, Garrett. You are learning to think. Unfortunately, Mr. Gonlit does not have any of the answers. We will have to flush those out somewhere else. Inasmuch as we have no hope of uncovering a direct trail to the boy I suspect a visit to the mother has some chance of being productive.


  "You think she might know. . . ? I see. Anything she can give us could be a thread to pull or a pointer to a path that might lead to somebody who does have an idea where to look for the boy."


  Indeed. Which is why I suggest the mother. She may even have an idea where to find the mysterious Noodiss and his associate.


  A possibility that, no doubt, must've occurred to the people already in that hunt.


  "I get the feeling these others are real amateurs." How much less gentle would have been the hunt had the Outfit been seeking the missing elves?


  True. Miss Pular should remain here. It is a certainty that Reliance has people watching the house.


  "Relway, too, probably."


  Just so.


  "Then maybe I shouldn't go out there, either." A career in the home-based beer-tasting industry sounded good at the moment.


  You are too concerned about your reputation. I will ensure that any spies remain ignorant of your departure.


  Once again, a hint that he had greater abilities than those to which he admitted. Though this was a trick he had used before, several times. I've never been sure how it works. It might blind everyone in the neighborhood to my movements.


  Which would be handy if I had to raise some cash real fast.


  I had been considering a career change. Why not become an invisible pickpocket?


  The air seemed to crackle. Like the sharp whispering of river ice just starting to break up. My partner didn't approve of my thoughts. Not even with those being entirely in jest.


  When this day was done I was going to get away from all these people. Maybe I'd get me off to one of the taverns where old Marines gather to slough off the dust of lesser mortals. Or possibly somewhere where I might glimpse a shapely ankle.


  Garrett, there will be no diversions, neither of the heart nor of the mind nor of the flesh, if you do not get out and try to find some threads that I can unravel while you are reviving your reputation as a rogue, a rake, and a wastrel.


  He did have a point.
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  I went to Playmate's stable first. He'd have to show me where to find Kip's family.


  "I don't know if that'll do any good," Playmate said when I explained what I wanted. "I guarantee you his mother doesn't know anything useful. If she did she'd already have been out there wherever yanking those elves' ears till they talked."


  "Thought they didn't have ears."


  "Maybe they ran into Kayne Prose already."


  "Hardcase, eh?"


  "A very determined mom. You don't mess with her kids. Otherwise, she's just a hardworking widow looking for enough work to get by."


  There're a lot of those in TunFaire, though in the final few, most desperate years of the war the Crown tried taking younger conscripts so there wouldn't be as many widows created.


  "Uh. . . ." I said. "I must be confused. You didn't say anything about her being a widow yesterday."


  Playmate looked at me like he wondered if I was really that dumb. Widow is a euphemism as old as mothers without husbands. "She wouldn't brag about having three out-of-wedlock children by three different fathers, one of them maybe off the Hill. Though two of the fathers really are dead. And the maybe wizard probably is. He hasn't been seen since the supply boat he was aboard left the TunFaire waterfront. When Kip was still a bun in the oven. The Leitmark never made it to Full Harbor."


  "Pirates?"


  Playmate shrugged. "At this date it doesn't matter. Kayne has bad luck with men. They die on her. Or they go away. But she's an unswerving optimist. She keeps on trying. After Kip came along I finally managed to convince her she should invest in avoiding any more pregnancies. She owed that to the kids she already had."


  "You sound like you might have a little emotion invested in the Prose family yourself."


  "I like the kids. They turned out pretty good, considering. And Kayne is a good woman who doesn't really deserve everything she's suffered. But she does bring it on herself."


  "Self-destructive, eh?" I might know a little about that myself.


  "Definitely. But mainly in the area of men. She keeps rejecting everybody who might be good for her and welcoming the villains who're sure to treat her badly."


  There might've been a slight hint of disappointment there. If so, it was so faint that I didn't think it was worth pursuing.


  Time would tell me about Playmate and Kayne Prose. I was about to see how they acted around each other.
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  Leaving Playmate's stable, we walked about a mile toward the river, skirting Prune Tastity, to reach the southwestern-most fringe of the garment district. Which actually takes up less land area than Prune Tastity. It was on the fringe that we found Kip's mom.


  Kayne Prose was doing seamstress work in a small coop operated round the clock by teams of women whose situations were all much the same. They were all dirt-poor, with children, without husbands, without other salable skills, and most with too many miles on them to compete as prostitutes or taxi dancers. I found the atmosphere inside that place oppressive. The walls had become impregnated with despair.


  But every woman there had an air of grim determination. They were survivors, those women, doing what they had to do. Same as me, back when it was crocodiles on the one hand, Venageti rangers on the other, and poisonous bugs, snakes, spiders, and bats everywhere else. Neither we, then, nor these women, now, would let the despair work its seduction. These ladies would battle on until doom sounded its final bell.


  Give them the supreme compliment. They would've made good Marines.


  There were eight women sewing when we arrived. I picked Kayne Prose out immediately. There was a lot of her in Kip. Only. . . .


  "Damn, Play. She's a looker. You sure. . . ? That woman's got three kids, one of them nineteen years old?" No doubt the weak light did her a favor but she didn't look much older than me. If that old. She could have competed in the flesh markets. And would've done pretty well, I'd guess.


  Maybe it was the long blond hair that shone like that of a girl half her age. Maybe it was her skin, which seemed far too smooth for a woman of mature years. Maybe it was her face, which the hardships of poverty hadn't etched nearly as deeply as I would've expected. Maybe it was some sort of inner fire. There are those one-in-a-thousand people who just never seem to get old.


  I guess I stood there stunned, maybe dribbling from the corner of my mouth, for a while, because I heard this whisper: "That's exactly how everyone reacts when they meet her for the first time."


  Everyone male, I figured.


  Kayne Prose's sparkling baby blues met mine. The twinkle there told me she could read my mind as surely as the Dead Man could. A tiny smile told me she didn't mind my sort of thinking, either.


  Oh, the gods had been generous when they'd shaped Kayne Prose. And some real artists had gone in on the architecture. Nor had childbearing been unkind. There would be plenty of women ten, even fifteen years younger who'd just plain hate Kayne Prose for existing.


  Seven of that sort were planted right there in that room.


  "Hello, Play," she said. And, oh my, her voice was as deep and husky and sensual as Katie's. It turned my spine to water. And I was there on business. Feeling guilty because I'd let her son get spirited away. And she was fully aware of the effect she was having. It was an effect she'd been having on men for twenty-five years, probably.


  I was willing to bet there was elven blood in her, no further than a grandparent away.


  She said, "I can't get up. I fell behind yesterday. Who's your friend?" She looked me over like she was checking out vegetables at the market, yet from her it was flattering rather than offensive.


  And the same from me right back.


  She definitely liked being looked at. Which was probably a symptom of her problem.


  Playmate's expression soured. Proof that there was substance to my earlier suspicion. I tried to rein in my boyish charm.


  Playmate said, "Kayne, this's Garrett. The man who was going to help Kip. Now he's going to help us find Kip."


  For a moment Kayne Prose turned entirely into a worried mother. She turned up a look I remembered from childhood. Which left me nose to nose with the scary speculation that my mother might have been capable of that other, nonmotherly behavior, too.


  No. Never. She was Mom.


  "Whatever I can do to contribute, I will, Mr. Garrett," she said. All business now, I'm afraid. Well, almost all business. Kayne Prose was incapable of stifling her sensual side.


  Man.


  I said, "I'm here because I don't know where else to start. Can you talk while you work?" The place wasn't a sweatshop, it was a co-op, but none of the women were pleased to have Playmate and me upsetting their routine. Though a couple of them eyed Playmate like they were measuring him for a wedding suit.


  It being a co-op there wouldn't be killer piecework quotas but, still, for the women to make much income they'd have to put in fourteen-hour days. They'd have some formula for a fair division of the co-op's income.


  "Talk away. But there ain't much I can tell you. If I knew anything I probably wouldn't've lost my kid. Those two goofballs don't mean anything to me."


  "Noodiss and Lastyr?"


  "We know any other goofballs in this mess?"


  "The four who weren't those two, that took your son. And the three who tried and failed earlier." I didn't think the two crews were the same. But I hadn't seen Playmate's female elves. Then, inspired, I said, "Tell me about Bic Gonlit." If Kip knew the guy, then so might she.


  Pay dirt.


  Her needle slowed for a moment, possibly snagging somehow. She studied her last stitch for half a second. Then she glanced up at Playmate. Her stitching fell back into rhythm. "What do you want to know?"


  "Everything." There was something here. Maybe nothing I'd find useful but definitely a connection.


  Again she glanced at Playmate. So I did the same, only to have him shrug in response, then ask, "Will you be more comfortable if I go outside, Kayne?"


  Kayne Prose winced.


  I doubted that the woman was long on sensitivity. Life wouldn't have afforded her the luxury. But she had something on her mind. She thought Playmate would be disappointed or hurt. She cherished his good opinion. Or maybe needed it as an emotional foundation stone. Whatever, she could see some value in a man who was too good to become an active accomplice in her game of self-destruction.


  Playmate is one of those guys who is just too damned nice for his own good. And everyone in the place recognized that Playmate felt that his good could be the woman who looked like she had made a pact with the agents of darkness. Except for Kayne Prose herself, of course.


  Kayne Prose told Playmate, "You don't need to go, Play. If I'm embarrassed by something I tell Mr. Garrett, then I deserve the full impact. Mr. Garrett, I enjoyed—for want of a more appropriate description—a brief relationship with Bic Gonlit not long ago." Her fingers flew, sewing a sleeve onto something for a child maybe six years old. Something for a little girl who would never suffer the miseries and indignities so intimately known to the woman who had assembled her dress. "I don't believe he saw it in the same light as I did, though." With an intonation implying that they never do.


  "Interesting." The Dead Man hadn't mentioned this tantalizing tidbit. Did he want me to find out for myself? Or wasn't there anything interesting there? Or maybe Bic hadn't remembered because it wasn't important to him. "Was this anytime recently?"


  Kayne nodded. "I ended it three days ago. When I realized he was using me." Damn! The woman made the act of breathing a sensual promise. No wonder old Bic took her wrong.


  The rest of the women adjusted their positions as Kayne finished, each commenting without saying a word. Possibly unfairly. I didn't get the feeling that Kayne Prose made herself a public utility, only that she really enjoyed men but always conspired with her own inner devils to make sure she picked the ones who would be bad for her.


  "I see. This was a good idea, Play. I've learned more in the last three minutes than I did up till then. Kayne, did it get physical? Did he ever take his boots off?" Rumor suggested that Bic might not.


  Kayne Prose turned bright red, something her co-op pals probably found amazing. I wondered if that would have happened had Playmate not been with me.


  "He. . . . He had a problem. He said. . . . What do you mean about boots?"


  "Bic Gonlit's big legend revolves around his custom-made, hugely ugly, possibly magical boots. They're boots a ratman wouldn't steal. They're white with fake gems all over them. They have thick elevator soles. You're probably a good four inches taller than Bic in his bare feet."


  "He's as tall as me. And I never noticed any special boots. Or shoes. Or anything else."


  I exchanged glances with Playmate.


  "What?" Kayne demanded.


  I told her, "That wasn't the real Bic Gonlit, then. That was one of the elves who're looking for Kip's friends. He uses some kind of sorcery to make people think they're seeing Bic Gonlit. But the illusion doesn't include the boots. Or enough of the short."


  "You know, you're right. I never thought about it before. When we were kids Bic always had a thing about his shoes."


  "You've known him a long time?"


  "Not well. But since I was Kip's age. We grew up on the same street. I saw him around sometimes. We said ‘Hi.' I never paid him much attention. And he never paid me any. I thought that was because he might be a little . . . fey. Like maybe he didn't know what he wanted to be. And he was always kind of a jerk. But a month ago he started coming around and acting like he was really interested. He'd gotten a case of the manners and he could talk a pretty good game. But he never did nothing else. Sooner or later, and mostly sooner, the conversation got around to Kip and his friends. He was always asking questions. A man who never does nothing but talk about your kids don't stay real interesting and ain't much fun."


  You hear that, Play? I thought. This one has a "me" streak. And it's what keeps causing her problems. Clever men would play to it. And would think less of her because they were able to.


  "I stand cautioned. But I do have to bring the brats up some in order to get my job done."


  One of the women groaned dramatically.


  Playmate blessed the lot with a righteous glower. He drew himself up stiffly erect, like he was about to go on a rant about hellfire and sin and chucking first rocks.


  I asked, "Kip did know this Bic, too?"


  "Better than I did. He figured out right away that Bic just wanted to get next to the two spooky critters."


  "Lastyr and Noodiss."


  "Still the ones, buddy." The furnace wasn't burning nearly as hot as it had.


  I'd managed to work myself down off the A list.


  "You have any idea how I could find this Bic Gonlit? Could you get ahold of him somehow if you wanted?"


  She thought about her answer for a while. I'd begun to suspect that her lights didn't burn too bright and that the woman was something of a flake besides. More factors contributing to her string of failed relationships.


  The substance behind the beauty and the intense sensuality was thin. Which I wouldn't find all that big a handicap most of the time. But, businesswise, it makes for endless problems.


  From the corners of my eyes I noted the other women watching to see how long it would take me to catch on—and if it would matter. Maybe with a touch more malice toward me than toward Kayne Prose. In some ways they might live vicariously through Kayne. Kayne wasn't afraid to indulge herself.


  She let me look and think for a while, probably so I could reflect on what I was talking myself out of, before she said, "Yeah. Play, take Mr. Garrett over to my place. Rhafi can show you guys where Bic used to hole up. And if the creep is still there, break a couple limbs for me. All of them if he don't give Kip back."


  I was about to explain that it wasn't likely the false Bic Gonlit had the boy. Playmate nudged me. That was irrelevant. It was time to go.


  Good idea, too. Because, atop everything else, Kayne Prose had a kind of narcotic quality to her. I could see myself sliding into addiction. Just like my dusky pal.


  I kept thinking that, if she hadn't had so many incompatible personality quirks, she could've set herself up for life by getting into the mistress racket. In a prime position.


  That she was where she was, looking as good as she did, never having done better, was one more warning flag about the woman inside that marvellously attractive shell.


  A long time ago, almost a whole day now, Playmate had told me that Cypres Prose's mom was different and had pointed to his temple. Based on information gleaned, I'd say the man was right. But that didn't stop me from wanting to turn right around and go back and try to score some points for the future.
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  Playmate asked, "What did you think of Kayne?"


  "Honest answer, Play? I never saw her before in my life. But I wanted to trip her and beat her to the floor. And ten seconds after that I just wanted to beat her. And ten seconds after that I was completely confused about what I wanted. And right now the animal side of my soul is screaming at me not to walk away from this wonderful chance. There's a perverse, self-destructive urge in there somewhere that she just shrieks out to."


  He wasn't offended. "That's how a lot of men react. You a little faster than most, but that's just you being you. And after years of studying Kayne Prose I think it's all because of what's going on inside her. She doesn't just hurt herself in these doomed relationships. And the harder it is on the guys, the harder they try to make it work."


  We were strolling. Playmate needed to air out some thoughts. It was clear that he was a Kayne Prose addict and willing to risk destruction. And maybe Kayne Prose thought too much of Playmate to give him a hit of poison.


  People are the strangest creatures.


  "What's it all mean?" I asked, just to keep open the windows of his mental house.


  "I think it means that Kayne has a low-grade form of what the Dead Man has. The mind thing." Which could mean another wizard in the woodpile, a generation further back. "Just enough to read you faintly and to touch you just as weakly. Without knowing it on a conscious level. But using it all the time when men are around. In such a way that whatever is going on inside her will be reflected right back at her from outside. And maybe it'll feed on itself if it starts running into something dark."


  I considered. "You could be right." I started trying to compare, in my head, Kayne Prose's impact with the jolt my friend Katie could deliver. Katie can reduce this man to jelly with just a look. When Katie gets interested there are no distractions. Katie is the closest I've ever come to having had a religious epiphany.


  I'd just considered that to be a matter of focus. But maybe it was something more. Maybe there was a weak, crude mental connection involved.


  Playmate said, "It's just a hypothesis." With a tone so defensive that an apology was implied.


  "A damned good hypothesis, I'd say. You ought to get completely alone with her sometime, no distractions whatsoever, and test it out."


  He sputtered.


  "Play? You're embarrassed?"


  "I'm not that kind of guy, Garrett."


  "Maybe you ought to be. Tell me about Kayne's other kids. Are they problem folks like their mother and brother?"


  "Not like their mother and brother. But problems enough. You'll like Cassie."


  He didn't tell me much more. But he was right about Cassie. Cassie was a very likeable child indeed.
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  Cassie Doap was nineteen. Physically, Cassie was her mother a decade and a half younger, with the overpowering sensuality less controlled. Cassie Doap would break hearts just by going out where men could see her and understand that they would live out their years never having gotten any closer than they were at the moment when first they spotted her. Cassie Doap filled up a room with her presence but didn't spark the confusion that came with being around her mother.


  Cassie Doap was smarter than Kayne, too. She understood the impact she had on men but had no intention of letting that define who and what she was. If Kayne Prose had done one useful thing for her daughter it was to set an example of how not to live her life.


  All that I understood before Cassie Doap and I exchanged a word. Because Cassie Doap was an easy read. She wanted it that way.


  I wondered what hidden, horrible flaw had a poor woman as gorgeous as this still living with her mother at her age. A hyperactive sense of self-worth?


  Playmate performed the introductions. I managed to shake hands while avoiding stepping on my tongue, distracting myself by concentrating on business. I'm able to do that occasionally, though there're some who would have the world believe otherwise. It's just that the Kaynes and Cassies of the world make it so hard.


  With Cassie there I almost overlooked her brother Rhafi. He wasn't the sort to attract much attention.


  I told Cassie, "We're trying to find Kip. We think. . . ."


  "If Play hadn't guaranteed it was the real thing I would've bet the little twerp staged the whole damned thing."


  "Why would you think that?" I noted that, unlike her mother, Cassie did nothing to make sure I understood just how much woman she was.


  "Because that's the way his evil little pea brain works." Brother Rhafi nodded his head vigorously. "He lives inside his own imagination. Everything in there is high drama. Perilous chases, deadly duels, narrow escapes, beautiful princesses, and monstrous villains."


  Playmate chuckled. "Sounds like your life, Garrett," he quipped.


  "Except for a severe shortage of princesses, beautiful or otherwise. You wouldn't be a long-lost princess, left in a basket on your mother's doorstep, would you, Cassie?"


  "Long-lost, anyway. If that was intended to be a compliment you get points for being a little more subtle than the usual, ‘Gods, you're beautiful. Lie down because I think I love you.' "


  "Must've been army type guys. Marines are all smooth and crafty." Had we just gotten a hint of why Cassie Doap hadn't wriggled her way into the sweet life? Everybody knows that's a girl's easiest way out of the poor side of town. Or was she in a constant rage because Fate had decreed she should be so beautiful that everybody wanted her? I don't recall ever having run into a woman who resented her own appeal, only women who hated their sisters for having more of it than they did. But I could understand the notion, in principle. In someone who could, genuinely, separate self from body.


  Possibly Kayne's past behavior had loaded Cassie up with outside expectations as well. Perhaps the whole neighborhood figured like mother, like daughter. That's the sort of ignorant thinking you can expect from human type beings. And the sort that would park a big old chip on somebody's shoulder.


  Playmate said, "Kayne told us you could show us where Bic Gonlit stayed when he was coming around here." His tone was strained, neutral. And Cassie heard that. And she understood.


  "I can't. I stayed away from that creep. He was always trying to get me to go somewhere with him when Kayne wasn't around."


  But Kayne had told us that Bic hadn't shown any physical interest in her. If he hadn't gone for the mom why would he take a run at the daughter?


  Make the assumption he wasn't a good, red-blooded Karentine boy and you might think he could want something else. Maybe he'd had a notion that snatching Cassie would give him a lever he could use to get Kip to tell him what he wanted to know.


  Hard to imagine just wanting Cassie as a hostage. She was the kind of girl you have to keep away from the old men. Or you'll have them dropping like flies from strokes and heart attacks. Hell, I was having palpitations myself and I was just there looking for her nimrod brother.


  I had trouble seeing anything else. Especially not brother Rhafi, who vanished in Cassie's glare. That poor kid didn't even have Kip's unpleasant character traits. He was just there, a gangly six-footer with unkempt dark hair, brown eyes, a ghost of a mustache, the beginnings of a set of bad teeth, and no meat on his bones. I got the impression that he'd rather be somewhere else. That, like his brother, he had a preference for the habitués of worlds of his own devising.


  Physically, it was obvious that Rhafi did not share a father with Kip. Cassie. . . . She might pass as Kip's full sister if anybody wanted to pretend. But she did have that different last name.


  No matter. As pleasant a task as it was staring at Cassie and drooling, I was in the business of rescuing obnoxious teenagers. "Rhafi, I'm Garrett." Like maybe he'd forgotten. But I'd decided to deal with him the way I dealt with Singe. Carefully. He seemed of an age to be volatile. "I specialize in finding things that get lost." Or about anything else that needs doing, that clients don't want to do for themselves, and that I don't think is wrong.


  "Like Bic Gonlit."


  "Well, sure. Though the reason I want to find him is because he may know where to find your brother."


  Petulantly, "I mean, Bic Gonlit finds things that're missing. He said so."


  "The real Bic Gonlit specializes in finding people for other people. People who're willing to pay well to have them found."


  Playmate told me, "Let's don't complicate things, Garrett. Rhafi, please show us where Bic Gonlit stayed."


  "He tried to get me up there, too, you know. Like he did Cassie."


  "And you found out where he stayed. Good job." Playmate's approach was the same as mine but the boy responded better. Probably because he knew and trusted Playmate.


  Playmate does exude trustworthiness. I've seen total strangers entrust him with everything but their souls.


  Playmate kept talking. And Rhafi responded.


  The boy did not enjoy Kip's one redeeming quality. He wasn't bright. And he was spoiled. As much as a near-destitute child can be spoiled.


  I stepped back and let the master work.


  "Shall we?" I asked Cassie, offering her my arm and a glimpse of my raised eyebrow. The trick that kills them dead.


  "I think I'll just stay here."


  Whimpering, every bone crushed, I dragged my battered carcass out of the Prose flat, following Playmate and Rhafi.
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  Playmate said, "I told you you'd like Cassie."


  "Hell, I love her. But I'm not so hot for the thing that's inside of her, wearing her like a suit."


  Rhafi started laughing. I mean, he got one of those cases of the giggles where you just can't shut it off, no matter how hard you try.


  "I didn't think it was that funny," I said.


  Playmate agreed. "It wasn't funny at all."


  Rhafi gasped, "But you don't know Cassie. You don't have to live with her. You don't have to suffer through it when she tries on different personalities like some rich bitch trying on different clothes." He hacked and gasped all the way through that. "I know it isn't that funny. But it was just so perfect for the bitch that she's trying to be this week."


  "She's always been an actress," Playmate said, demonstratively not using the word in its pejorative form, which means whore. "That's her way of coping."


  "Ever get the idea that the dysfunctional folks outnumber those who aren't? Every damned day I'm more of the opinion that everybody's knot is tied too loose or too tight. And some just cover it up better than others. It's only a matter of time. Except for me and thee, of course."


  "And sometimes we wonder about thee, Garrett. I'm sorry you feel that way. You might consider surrounding yourself with different people. Excluding myself, naturally. Or you might find a different line of work. One less likely to turn you cynical."


  "Me? Cynical? That's impossible. I am one with the universe. I have the perfect life. Except for the fact that I do have to work once in a while."


  "You should've picked a mother who lived on the Hill."


  "That was a little shortsighted of me, wasn't it?"


  Rhafi, in a moment when the giggles were under control, observed, "You guys must be getting older than you look." Outside of the Prose flat, out of the shadow of his intimidating sister, he developed some substance.


  "Yeah? How come do you say that?" That was a bitter draught, even from a kid as strange as he.


  "You both think too much."


  The little philosopher. "Damn!" I said. "There's an accusation that hasn't been flung in my face for a long time."


  "Possibly never," Playmate opined. "I recall the opposite fault getting mentioned with some frequency, however. . . . Hello. What do we have here?"


  Clumps of people occupied the street ahead, staring down a cross lane and pointing at the sky.


  "I have an uncomfortable feeling. Rhafi, how far to Bic Gonlit's place?"


  "Next block. I bet they're looking at one of those. . . . Oh, yeah!"


  The crowd all made awed noises. Everyone pointed, reminding me of crowd scenes in paintings of the imperial circus, the people saluting as the emperor arrived.


  A silvery discus, that I guessed to be pretty high up in the air, had appeared from behind a tile rooftop. It drifted our way for a few seconds, then moved back out of sight again. Some of the watchers complained bitterly because it hadn't come closer. I supposed similar groups of gawkers could be found all over town.


  I overheard several people claiming to have had contact with creatures who lived inside the silver disk. One insisted that he had been a captive of creatures who lived inside the balls of light I had seen last night. That turned into a contest: who could concoct the tallest tale about the outrages done them by the silver elves.


  The human imagination is very fertile. And exceedingly grotesque.


  "Did I say something about them outnumbering us?" I asked. "Play, you heard of those silver things coming out in the daytime before?" Sightings had been going on for at least a month but I hadn't paid much attention. There's always something weird going on in TunFaire. Like most of His Majesty's subjects, if the something weird ain't happening to me I don't worry about it.


  "Oh, sure. Just as often as at night. As I recollect, all of the earliest sightings, over a year ago now, came during the daytime."


  "I do remember. It was one of those one-day wonders. Nothing happened so I forgot about it. These people are getting a little thick here," I grumbled. I eased into Playmate's wake. He had little trouble pushing through the crowd. Many of them probably recognized him. He was always out here doing the charitable side of the ministry thing.


  Always something weird happening. These flying things. The silver elves. People catching on fire and burning up, up on the north side. The other day news that another juvenile male mammoth had wandered in through an un-watched gate and was creating havoc, also on the north side. If one of Block's people was supposed to have been on duty there he'd better be prepared to eat the mammoth. Dereliction of duty was close to a capital crime in the eyes of Colonel Westman Block and Deal Relway.


  It might behoove me to keep better track since so much of the weird stuff pulls me in eventually.


  "Is something the matter, Mr. Garrett?" Rhafi asked from behind me. "You jumped."


  I'd thought about voluntarily creating work for myself, that was what was the matter. No need to share that with the kid, though. "Aren't we there yet?"


  "The yellow brick dump."


  And dump it was. The tenement in question, easily more than a hundred years old, was a hideous four-story memorial to the disdain lavished on housing for the poor during the last century. When they actually still built tenements with the idea that poor people needed housing. I knew the inside perfectly before we ever passed through the doorless entry, stepping over and around squatters, trying not to inhale too deeply. The nearest public baths would be miles away.


  Cooking smells, heavy on rancid grease, did help suppress the body odors somewhat.


  Every room in the structure would be overcrowded. Entire extended families would occupy a space at most ten feet by eight, some members possibly sleeping standing up, leaning on a rope. Certainly sleeping in shifts, the majority always on the street trying to score an honest or dishonest copper. When you're that poor that distinction is too fine to notice.


  It's the way of much of the world. And once you've looked into a place like that tenement you tend to appreciate your own better fortune a good deal more.


  That tenement made Kayne Prose's situation appear considerably less awful.


  I asked Rhafi, "You know where he stayed here?"


  The boy shrugged. "Upstairs. I think he said the top floor."


  "Oh, my aching knees."


  "Not exactly the digs you'd expect of the Bic Gonlit who enjoys gourmet dining and fine wines," Playmate observed.


  "Definitely not. You think Bic maybe used this place as a safe house?" I stepped over and past several big-eyed ragamuffins, the eldest possibly four, all huddling on the bottom steps of the stairs.


  I knew the answer to my question. The Bic Gonlit who had come to see me in search of magical boots knew nothing about the other Bic. The Dead Man would have winkled that out right away.


  The opposite, of course, could not be true.


  Possibly the real Bic had a relationship of some sort with the artificial Bic and didn't know it. Puffing, I asked Playmate, "Bic have any brothers or cousins?"


  "Only child of an only child, far as I know. Top floor. How come you're having so much trouble breathing? Which room, Rhafi?"


  Rhafi didn't know. Rhafi wasn't bright but Rhafi was cunning enough not to let himself be lured into something by someone weird. Unless that someone happened to be flashing coin.


  There were eight doorways on that fourth floor. The one farthest back on the right had an actual door in its frame. Several others had rag curtains hung up. A couple had nothing. And the doorway on the right, next forward from the one with a real door, had been boarded up. So well that no entrepreneur had been able to pry the boards off and return them to the local economy.


  I said, "Has to be the one with the door, Play."


  Curious faces poked out of neighboring doorways, most of them low to the floor and dirty. Only a couple of older people had the nerve to be nosy.


  In TunFaire nosiness can be a deadly disease.


  Playmate said, "Look at that. A key lock." He knocked. There was no response. "Looks like the one you have over at your place."


  "That's because it was made by the same crooked locksmith." After having suffered Dean to spend a young fortune to buy and install a lock I'd learned that the machine could be picked easily. I knew how myself, having had to develop the skill because, once he got the lock installed, Dean used it. Without regard to my location in relation to my front door, or whether I'd remembered to take my key when I went out.


  I knocked, too. There was no response to my magic knuckles, either.


  I felt the door. Like maybe that would clue me in to what was going on behind it. It wasn't hot or cold or wet so the weather was fine. The door did rattle in its frame, which was no surprise in that dump. It was a replacement door, likely to vanish as soon as some entrepreneur could get on the other side and reach its hinges.


  I tried the knob.


  It turned. "What the hell?"


  The door wasn't locked. It wasn't barred or chained on the inside. It creaked inward at the slightest shove.


  With our backs to the wall either side of the doorway, Playmate and I exchanged looks of surprise. There were whispers down the hall, tenants kicking themselves for not having noticed and seized the day.


  If you want to live alone in a place this low you'd better have a pet thunder-lizard or be able to leave some really nasty booby traps behind when you go out.


  Nothing with lots of teeth and bad breath came to see who was calling.


  I produced my oaken headknocker. I used it to push the door open a little wider.


  The room behind it appeared clean and neat, almost sterile. Its plaster was in perfect repair and had been painted gray. The wooden floor had been sanded and polished. Overall, the place appeared to be in better shape than it had been the day it first accepted a tenant.


  There were rugs on the floor. The furniture included a small table and two wooden chairs. One of those sat in front of a fine cherrywood writing desk cluttered with paper and both quill and metal-tipped pens. There was an overstuffed chair that faced the one small window. That window had real, clear glass in it. A little table beside the chair supported a top-quality brass-and-glass oil lamp.


  I whispered, "Looks like our man does a lot of reading." There were shelves beside the cherrywood desk. Those held at least thirty books, a veritable fortune. The bindings on the bound volumes suggested old and expensive and rare, which almost certainly meant stolen.


  Playmate grunted. "This fellow isn't poor."


  "Makes you wonder, don't it?"


  "Be careful going in there."


  "What's this, army telling Marines how to play the game? Here's an idea. Why don't I just toss Rhafi in? We can wander on in after the smoke clears away." I was beginning to suspect sorcery. I couldn't think of any other reason for anybody to have so many books.


  "Do that and you'll ruin your chances forever with Kayne and Cassie both."


  "Right now I'm not sure that'd bother me a whole lot, Play. I must be getting old. I'm taking Morley seriously. I'm losing my taste for women who're crazier than me." I dropped down, reached inside with my stick, felt around. Slowly and carefully. The setters of traps like to put their triplines down where you're less likely to notice them. I didn't find the threads I expected. Which is what I'd have used if I was rigging a setup like this. "I can't find anything here, Play. But it still don't smell right."


  This time army didn't have any advice. This time army awaited Marine Corps' professional assessment.


  The Marine chose to use his magic wand some more. There was a very small throw rug lying right inside the doorway. I started to push it away, to see what was underneath it.


  I heard the sound of water falling into a vat of boiling grease. Then came a blinding flash of light accompanied by a baby thunderclap. I flung myself sideways, dragged me upward until I was sitting with my back against the wall.


  When my vision cleared and my hearing returned I saw Rhafi swatting at a smoking patch of wall across the narrow hallway. A couple of tenants were yelling for water. The precursors of a human stampede were taking shape.


  I smelled the stench of burnt hair.


  Playmate told me, "My man, you're going to have to wear a hat for a while."


  I felt the top of my head. I spoke a few syllables that my mom wouldn't have approved even on this occasion. "I'll just have Dean give me a haircut. I'm sure he thinks I'm overdue, anyway." I got back down on my belly and poked that little rug again.


  Crackle. Flash. Clap. But all much less energetic than before.


  I slithered into Bic's place, disturbing that little rug as I went. The booby trap barely popped. And that was the end of that.
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  "This guy had a whole lot of time on his hands," I said. We'd been over the place three times. We hadn't found anything to help us trace Kip. But we knew this Bic Gonlit liked to read books about TunFaire and Karenta, modern and past, and we knew he must enjoy rehabilitating rundown property because he'd completely redone this room and the sealed-up place next door, which he reached through a doorway he'd cut through the separating wall.


  "Not to mention having enough spare change to afford several expensive hobbies." Those had to include paying someone to steal all those innocuous texts.


  "We need to interview the neighbors."


  "They aren't going to say anything. None of their business."


  "You just have to know how to ask, Play. They'll sing like a herd of canaries if you happen to have some change in your hand while you're talking."


  "Don't look at me."


  "All right. Tell me something, then. Who's the client in this case? I didn't come to you and Kip. Am I getting my head shaved by some kind of lightning just for the exercise? I don't like exercise. Am I short the most focused and talented girlfriend I've had in a while because I'd rather be out rolling around in the slums with the lowest of the low-lifes, spending my own money so that they'll maybe give me a clue how to find a kid who probably should've been sewn into a sack with some bricks and thrown in the river ten years ago?"


  "Don't go getting cranky on me, Garrett. I need some time. I honestly didn't think it was going to get this complicated."


  "You didn't think. You're an idealist, Play. And like every damned idealist I've ever met you really think that things should happen, and will happen, because they're the right things to happen. Never mind the fact that people are involved and people are the most perverse and blackheartedly uncooperative creatures the gods ever invented."


  "Garrett! That's enough logs on the fire."


  "I'm just getting going."


  "Never mind. You've made your point."


  "So we'll start talking to people out in the hall. You will." I didn't want anyone else getting into our quarry's rooms. There'd be too much temptation to make off with inexplicable trinkets.


  There were unknown items everywhere that resembled the little oblongs and soap bar-size boxes that had been left behind when Kip was snatched. They had foreign writing on them. Which in itself is a big so what in TunFaire, where almost everyone speaks several languages and maybe one in ten people can even read one or more. They had little colored arrows and dots. I assumed they were some sort of sorcerer's tools and left them alone.


  There wasn't much else to see in the first room. The second was used as a bedroom and was set up pretty much like my own, with the wall where the hallway door used to be concealed behind a curtain, which made a closet. That contained clothing in a broader range of styles than you'd find anywhere else, and a rack of sixteen wigs. The diversity amongst those told me our boy enjoyed going out in disguise. But nothing I uncovered ever moved us one step closer to finding Cypres Prose.


  I gave Playmate what coins I had. After a careful count. "Don't be generous. These people won't expect it."


  "What should I tell them when they ask me why we want to know?"


  "Don't tell them anything. We're collecting information, not passing it out. Just let them see the money. If somebody tells you something interesting, give him a little extra. If he sounds like he's making it up to impress you, kick his ass and talk to somebody else. I'll listen in from back here."


  Rhafi wanted to know, "How come you want Play to do all the asking?"


  "On account of he looks more like a guy they can trust." It was that preacher man look he cultivates. "I look like a guy who'd send for the Guard if I heard anything interesting. If I'm not underground Guard myself."


  The simple existence of Deal Relway's secret police gang was making life more difficult already. People were paranoid about those in authority. No doubt with good reason in most cases.


  I continued to potter around the place while Playmate and Rhafi held court in the hallway. I invested a fair amount of time examining the door lock.


  It exhibited no scratches to indicate that it had been picked. There was no damage to show that the door had been jimmied. There was nothing else to make me think anything but that our man had gone out without locking his door.


  I found that hard to credit. This is TunFaire. Despite having heard a thousand times from country folk how they never had to lock their doors at home, I couldn't believe that anyone would do it here. But there was no evidence whatsoever to indicate otherwise. Unless the man who lived here wanted somebody to walk in. And maybe get blasted.


  I called Rhafi in from the hallway. "Is there any way you know of that Bic Gonlit could've been warned that we were coming?"


  "Huh? How could anybody know that?"


  How indeed?
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  I'd caught a whiff of a red herring. And in less time than it takes to yell, "I'm a dope!" I sold myself a duffel bag full of wrong ideas.


  Lucky for me somebody came along before I invested a whole lot of time and anger in trying to figure out how Kayne or Cassie or somebody had gotten word over in time for a trap to be set.


  First hint came when the fourth floor hallway suffered a case of illuminated roaches effect. In less than a minute, without explanation to anyone whatsoever, the entire population of the ugly yellow tenement took cover in their home rooms.


  I beckoned Rhafi and Playmate into Bic's room. "Go hide out in the bedroom. And stay quiet." I pushed the door shut behind them, locked it, then recalled that it hadn't been locked and undid that. Then I nudged the little throw rug into place just behind the door.


  We waited.


  I wasn't yet sure what for. When a whole crowd of people suddenly do something all together, like a flock of birds turning, and you don't get it, you'd better lie low and keep your eyes open.


  That was my master plan for the moment.


  The door handle jiggled as a key probed the lock. I tensed. The tenant was home? Was that why everybody had scattered? Playmate's interviews hadn't achieved much but to reveal that the denizens of the tenement were scared of him. Though nobody had produced a concrete reason.


  How would he respond to finding his door unlocked?


  Probably with extreme caution. Unless he'd left it unlocked.


  I continued to nurse a paranoid streak on that matter.


  The door opened. Nobody came in right away. I held my breath. I was thinking that only a blind man could've overlooked the scorching on the wall across the hallway. Only a man with no sense of smell would miss the stink of burnt hair.


  But then somebody did a little hop forward, over the throw rug.


  I shoved the door shut. "Play."


  Playmate popped out of the other room before the man finished turning toward me. He considered his options and elected to do nothing immediately. He was trapped in a confined space, between two men much bigger than he.


  He was just a little scrub, maybe five-foot-seven, and skinny. He was much too well dressed for the neighborhood.


  I asked Playmate, "You know this guy?"


  Playmate shook his head.


  "Rhafi? How about you?"


  "I seen him around. I don't know him."


  "Sit, friend," I directed. "Hands on top of the table." Playmate moved the chair for the elf, then positioned himself behind it. Mindful of what we'd found in the other room, I said, "Pull his hair."


  His hair came off. And when it did bits of flesh began to peel back along the former boundary between hair and naked skin. The part of the head that had been covered by the wig was hairless and pale gray.


  I tugged at the peeling edges of the face. It came off. What lay beneath was a ringer for one of Playmate's elf sketches. The gray face betrayed no more emotion than had the motionless human mask when that had been in place.


  "Holy shit!" Rhafi burst out. "It really is one of them things Kip was always talking about. I never believed him, even when he got Mom to say she'd seen them, too. He was always making up stories."


  "I've seen them, too," Playmate said. "So has Mr. Garrett. But never quite this close."


  "Which one is this?" I knew it wasn't any of the ones I'd seen before. It had more meat on it.


  "I don't know. Not one of Kip's friends, though. It might be the first one who came looking for them."


  I considered the elf. So-called because we didn't know what he really was. The Dead Man's suggestion of kef sidhe half-breeding didn't seem more likely than true elven origins. Maybe it hailed from the far north or from the heart of the Cantard. Some strange beings have been coming out of that desert since the end of the war with Venageta.


  The elf seemed calm. Even relaxed. Without a concern.


  I said a little something to Playmate in the pidgin dwarfish I could manage. Playmate nodded. He thought the elf was too confident, too.


  I told the critter, "I owe you one for bopping me in that alley, guy. But I'm going to try not to remember that while we're talking."


  My words had no effect. In fact, I got the distinct impression that the elf felt that he was in control of the situation, that he was playing along just to see how much he could find out.


  I said, "Rhafi, go into the other room and see if you can find something we can use for a bag. A pillowcase, for instance. Anything will do."


  Rhafi was back in seconds with an actual bag. It was made of that silvery stuff we had found right after Kip was taken.


  I said, "Just start throwing in all the little odds and ends and knicknacks. Keep your back to us when you do. And stay between whatever you're bagging and our friend." I wasn't quite sure why I was giving him those instructions but it sure seemed like the right thing to do. And Rhafi was a good boy who did exactly what he was told.


  I told Playmate, "Kayne maybe did her best job with this one."


  "Don't be fooled," he whispered. "You're on him at a good time. He can be more trouble than the other two put together."


  I jerked my head toward our captive. "Does this guy talk?"


  "I expect so. He's been getting by by pretending to be human. Can't manage that without saying something sometime."


  A touch of tension seemed to have developed in the elf. He wasn't pleased with Rhafi's activities.


  "Good job, Rhafi," I said. "When that bag is full I want you to take it downstairs and leave it in the street." It shouldn't take more than a few minutes for the contents to disappear forever, whether or not anyone could figure out any use for the trinkets.


  I watched the elf closely. So did Playmate. This would be the time when he would try something. If he was going to do so.


  The gray elf's strange Y-shaped nostril opened wide. Air whistled inside. The nostril closed. The elf's skinny little mouth began to work, though no sounds came forth.


  The elf exhaled, then drew a second deep breath. I got the notion he'd tried something he hadn't expected to work and had been disappointed by the results.


  The elf spoke. "Mr. Garrett. Mr. Wheeler."


  Who the hell was Mr. Wheeler?


  Oh. I'd never known Playmate by any other name, except once upon a time when I'd told everybody his name was Sweetheart, just to confuse things if they decided to go looking for him.


  Playmate shook his head and pointed at Rhafi. Three different fathers. Well. I hadn't thought about the kid's patronymic. Or even that Kayne might have used it if she wasn't married to the man. But she had been, hadn't she? As I recalled Playmate explaining it.


  Meantime, my new pseudoelven buddy was going on, "I believe that we may be able to help one another." His Karentine was flawless, upper-class, but more like a loud, metallic whisper than a normal voice. It took me a moment to realize that that was because he wasn't really using a voice.


  More legs on the millipedal mystery. Every intelligent creature I've ever met had a voice. Even the Dead Man did, back when he was still alive.


  "Who are you?" I asked. "What are you?"


  "Policeman? One who tracks and captures evildoers and delivers them to the justiciars? Do you have that concept?"


  "Sure. Only in these parts it's track and catch lawbreakers, not evildoers. Big difference, here in TunFaire. Where are you from?"


  He ignored my question, more or less. "The distinction, perhaps, is not always observed in my country, either, though there are those of us who refuse to bend in the wind."


  Damn! I got me a gray-skinned Relway?


  He continued, "Be that as it may, I have come to your country in search of two criminals. They have proven extremely elusive. And lately my search has been complicated by the arrival of other hunters, newly alerted to approximately where these two now can be found."


  Damn. Wouldn't it be great to have the Dead Man listening in here? The guy's story was good, so far, though hard to follow because it was delivered in six- or eight-word puffs separated by long inhalations.


  I was inclined to suspect that the creature normally communicated mind to mind, like the Dead Man.


  I asked, "How can we help each other?"


  "You wish to recover the boy, Cypres Prose, who has been taken captive by the recently arrived Masker elements. I wish to capture the two villains I was sent to apprehend. My superiors are growing impatient. I believe I may be able to locate the boy by locating the criminals holding him. I do not have the power to wrest him from the hands of his captors alone, however. Join me in doing that. Then get the boy to tell us where my criminals are hidden. Once I have them in hand I'll go away. Life here can return to normal."


  "That's just about good enough to gobble up. Even if life here is never any normaler than it is right now. What do you think, Play? Are Lastyr and Noodiss desperate criminals?"


  "I don't think they're any danger to Chodo Contague, based on the little I saw, but they never really acted like innocent men. Sounds like a workable swap. What are those two wanted for?"


  "They are Brotherhood of Light. Their exact crimes are unknown to me. I do not need to know those to do my job."


  I said, "If we're going to be partners we're going to have to call you something besides, ‘Hey, You!' You got a name of your own?"


  He had to think about it. "As If, Unum Ydnik, Waterborn. Which I cannot explain so that you would understand. Call me Casey. I heard that name recently. I like the sound. And it will be easier for you."


  In words my friend Winger might have used had she been around, this old boy was slicker than greased owl shit. He always had a good answer ready to go. Though I got no sense of insincerity from him. I was almost certainly less sincere than he was.


  All the time we were talking Rhafi kept maneuvering back and forth, trying to reach the door with his sack of plunder. While trying to keep facing away from Casey and keeping me or Playmate in between.


  I told him, "You can forget what I said, Rhafi. I think we're all going to work the same side."


  The boy stayed behind Playmate while he said, "Kip won't give those guys up."


  "Then maybe we'll just toss him back to the bad guys." I hadn't fallen in love with Cypres Prose during my brief exposure to the kid. I kept wondering what I was doing, not just dropping the whole thing. Doing a favor for a friend? I did owe for all those times when Playmate had done really big favors for me.


  "Just leave the bag on the table, please," Casey told Rhafi. "I will return everything to its proper place. Mr. Garrett, when would you like to pursue this matter?"


  "I'm going to take it as stipulated that you're the expert on the people holding Kip. How dangerous is that situation?" There was a time when I did a lot of work related to kidnappings and hostage holdings. Unless the villains belong to one of just a handful of professional gangs the victim's chances are slim. And they deteriorate with time.


  "By the standards of your city those scoundrels are a waste of flesh. You people are more casually cruel to your own families and friends, without thought, than Maskers can be under full force of malice. The dangers enveloping Cypres Prose are almost entirely emotional and spiritual, perils of the soul your people almost entirely discount as irrelevant at best."


  I could buy that. I didn't know what the hell he was talking about. Which was, probably, his point. "They aren't breaking his teeth or shoving hot needles under his nails?"


  Casey managed to project an aura of horror so strong that it got me thinking about some of the other feelings I'd experienced since he'd shown up. "No. Nothing like that."


  "Then, if he's in no immediate physical danger, I'm going home and getting something to eat. And maybe I'll take a nap." And then maybe I could dash over to Katie's and see what I could do to patch things up. Hoping her father wasn't home. Katie's father doesn't realize that she isn't twelve years old anymore. "And I'm sure Playmate is worried sick about his stable." Down deep Playmate has to know what monsters he's harboring.


  Casey shuddered. He projected quietly controlled terror. He knew the truth.


  I might like this guy after all. Even if I didn't trust him farther than I could throw the proverbial bull mammoth.


  I suggested, "Why don't we all wrap up all our other business, then meet at my place in the morning. We can go find Kip from there."


  "Your morning or real morning?" Playmate asked. "We need to get that established." He couldn't conceal his sneer.


  In addition to his completely self-delusory regard for the equine race Playmate is a devoted adherent of that perverse doctrine which suggests that it's a good thing to be up and working ere ever the sun peeps over the horizon. Which goes to show just how broad-minded a guy I am. I still consider him a friend.


  "Solar morning. But no before the crack of dawn stuff. Moderation in all things, that's my motto."


  "Even in telling us what your motto is, evidently," Playmate cracked. "Because I've never been there to hear you state it. Before now."


  "After sunrise," I grumped. "Rhafi, we're leaving now. You go out first. Playmate, you follow. Casey, I know you're a stranger here. But you've been here a while and those books tell me you've been trying to learn your way around. Here's a tip. Don't ever leave your door unlocked again. I guarantee you, next time you do these people here, your neighbors, will steal everything but your middle name before you get down the stairs to the street."


  I backed out of the room myself. I retreated cautiously until I reached the head of the stairs. Needlessly. Casey never stuck his head out of his room.
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  "That was clever, Garrett," Playmate said after we hit the street.


  "I thought so myself. But, knowing my luck, the Dead Man will be sound asleep when Casey shows up tomorrow."


  Playmate chuckled.


  I stopped the parade half a block from the yellow tenement. "Rhafi. What did you take?"


  "Take? What do you mean? I didn't take. . . ."


  I had been fishing because it seemed in character. His response betrayed him. "I saw you. I want it. Right now. And no holding back."


  "Aw. . . ."


  Playmate explained, "Look, if you make Casey mad he might not help us get Kip back."


  There followed an exchange during which Playmate almost lost his temper because he couldn't make the kid understand how Casey could guess that he had taken anything that turned up missing.


  Rhafi hadn't gotten the brains or the looks.


  Rhafi began to look like he wanted to cry. But he held it in. He produced three small gray objects, two dark and one light, in varying shapes and sizes, though none had a major dimension exceeding four inches. Except for colored markings on their surfaces all three items looked like they had been cast from some material that resembled ivory or bone when it hardened. All three items had slightly roughened surfaces.


  We stood in a triangle, facing inward, examining Rhafi's loot. I handled everything with extreme care. There was almost certainly some kind of sorcery involved with those things and I had no desire to wake it up. I concealed them about my person carefully. "Good. Now I have a job assignment for you, Rhafi. I want you to stay right here and watch that yellow brick tenement. See if anybody who might be our friend Casey ever leaves. Keeping in mind that he'll be wearing some kind of disguise. You saw the clothes and stuff he had."


  "You want me to see where he goes?" As I'd hoped, he was all excited.


  "No. No. Don't do that. I don't want you to end up like Kip. You just stay here till a man named Saucerhead Tharpe shows up. You'll know him by how big he is and because he has bad teeth. If Casey does leave, make sure you can give Saucerhead a good description of his disguise. Whatever, once Saucerhead shows up, you go home. I want you to tell your mom that we don't think Kip is in any physical danger, that we're on the trail, and that it looks like we might get them back as early as tomorrow. Got all that?"


  "Sure, Mr. Garrett."


  "Excellent. You make a good operative."


  As soon as we were out of earshot, Playmate asked, "Do you believe that? That Kip's not in any real danger?"


  "I think our new pal Casey believes that. I'm not sure how come but I could tell what he was feeling. Maybe it's because of all the time I spend around the Dead Man. Then I get close to somebody who probably communicates the same way and I just kind of cue in. I'll ask His Nibs."


  "Uhm. Darn. I've got to find somebody to watch the stable. I can't keep walking away like this. The horses need attention. Somebody has to be there to deal with customers."


  "Not to mention thieves."


  "That's not a problem in my neighborhood." He stated that with complete conviction. I hoped his optimism wasn't misplaced.


  "You ought to get yourself a wife."


  "I'm reminded of an old saw about talking pots and black kettles."


  He would be. "I'm doing something with my bachelorhood. I'm laying in memories for those long, cool years down the road. Look, I've got to send Saucerhead down to relieve Rhafi. Saucerhead will know where to find Winger. I can have him tell her to come over and cover for you."


  Playmate made growlie noises. He grumbled. He whined. Winger has a million faults but her country origins qualified her to baby-sit a stable. And she'd probably do a decent job as long as she was getting paid. Assuming Playmate had sense enough not to leave any valuables lying around. Winger has a real hard time resisting temptation.


  It was the getting paid part that had been giving my large friend problems throughout this mess. He'd made commitments without first considering the fact that somebody would have to part with some money to see them met.


  Winger would expect to be paid. Saucerhead would expect to be paid. Garrett the professional snoop might be gouged for a favor or two but you couldn't expect him to pay his own expenses. And he was out of pocket already for help from several people, including Mr. Tharpe, Pular Singe the tracker, and the generous assistance of the Morley Dotes glee club and bone-breaking society.


  Hell, even my partner, who didn't have much else to do and didn't require much upkeep, might insist on some sort of compensation, just so the forms of commerce were observed.


  He can be a stickler for form and propriety.


  Sometimes I suspect he isn't aging all that well.


  Playmate said, "There isn't any money in this, Garrett! You saw Kayne and her kids."


  "We could always auction off a few horses. They're begging for them down at Kansas and Love's, way I hear."


  Playmate was so aghast he couldn't even sputter. From his point of view my simple mention of a slaughterhouse was so far beyond the pale that he found it impossible to believe that such words could have issued from a human mouth.


  And I just couldn't resist needling him. "Which is hard to understand, what with all the surplus horses there ought to be these days."


  "Garrett!" he gasped. "Don't. Enough. Not funny, man."


  "All right. All right. You'll wake up someday. And I'll sing a thirty-seven-verse serenade of ‘I Told You So,' outside your window."


  He just shook his head.


  "I'll get Winger headed your way. Maybe we can work out a deal where we'll all take a percentage of the profits from Kip's inventions."


  That actually began to sound like a good idea once it got away. I might talk to the Dead Man. And to Max Weider at the Weider brewery, where I'm on retainer, next time I ran a surprise check on floor losses for him. Max Weider has a good eye for what people might want to buy and plenty of practical knowledge about how to get them together with your product so they have an opportunity to realize just how much they can't live without it.


  Moments after Playmate and I parted my head was awash in grand schemes that would make me one of TunFaire's great commercial magnates.
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  The Dead Man was still awake. And still intrigued. Which left me vaguely uncomfortable. Usually a major part of the work I do consists of getting him to wake up, then getting him interested enough to participate, then keeping him awake until we finish. Any prolonged period of self-stimulated interest and cooperation generally constitutes a harbinger of an equally prolonged period where neither cataclysm nor calamity will stir him.


  I described my day and refused to rise to the bait when he chided me for having knocked off work so early.


  It might be interesting to interview the mother and sister. Arrange to bring them around. . . . You are incorrigible, sir.


  "So don't incorrige me."


  A weakness for punning is one of the onset signatures of senility, Garrett. I would suggest that a hands-off approach might be the safest policy with these women, if indeed your characterization captures the reality.


  "I probably can't argue with you there. But, oh, are they scrumdidlyicious to look at."


  A status you appear to accord almost any female you encounter if she is able to stand up on her hind legs.


  "Unless she's related to Dean. It's a marvel how many homely women that family can pull together in one place."


  The Casey creature. You did indeed feel that he was honest?


  "Yeah. Well, he thought he was. We need to talk more about how I was sensing him. If that was for real, and I think it was, I want to be able to use it. As long as I have a good feel for what he's thinking I can keep him from putting one over on us primitives."


  Primitives? He knew what I was getting at but wanted me to articulate it better so I'd be clearer about it in my own mind.


  "Possibly ‘primitive' is the wrong word. He had an aura of superiority about him. It had a strong moral edge to it. A self-righteousness. Like Dean, only much more carefully concealed."


  Dean doesn't hide much. He isn't concerned about getting along with anybody. He knows he's right. When you're right other people have to worry about getting along with you.


  We reviewed my day again, me underscoring events that had attracted my attention. "You see how I came to that conclusion? Even the criminals are too civilized to hurt somebody. If they're actually criminals."


  Intriguing. It might be interesting to explore a system of thought that is, indeed, that alien.


  "I set it up so we'll all get together here in the morning."


  He will not come.


  I didn't think he would, either. But I could hope.


  "Where's the Goddamn Parrot?"


  In transit here as we converse. The watch on the genuine Bic Gonlit has not been particularly productive. However, Mr. Gonlit did meet with Reliance's people. He has not given up on collecting the bounty on Miss Pular. He did have a prolonged argument with the ratmen concerning his fee. He took the not unreasonable position that he ought to be paid because what he had been hired to do was to find her. Which he did. But now they insist that he has to get her out of this house, away from you, and deliver her to them. Mr. Gonlit then argued that they were destroying their own credibility by changing the terms of a contract while that contract was in force and that that could not help but come back to haunt them. They would not listen. They seem to have an exaggerated and irrational fear of your prowess as a street fighter. I suppose it is possible that they have confused you with someone else.


  "That must be it. I sure never worried anybody before. Now what's going on?" The pixies out front were acting up.


  Mr. Big has arrived. But take your time letting him in. There are watchers. They do not need to know that we are aware of the bird when it is out of our sight.


  "Watchers? Reliance's people or Relway's?"


  Both of those and possibly more.


  "More? Who?"


  I believe Colonel Block mentioned a strong interest on the Hill.


  He had, hadn't he?


  Singe suddenly bustled in with a tray of food and drinks suitable for a party of ten. She offered me one of her forced smiles. "Dean is teaching me how to prepare meals."


  "Tell him he has to let up on the spices a little when he's working with you. You have a delicate and precious nose."


  "And hello to you, too, Mr. Garrett. How was your day?"


  "Evidently sarcasm is on the training schedule, too. My day was pretty much like every working day. I walked a couple thousand miles. I interviewed a lot of people who were either crazy or born-again liars. Tomorrow I'll round up some of them and go check out something that might sort out the liars from the loons."


  "I will go with you."


  I barely got my mouth open.


  She will go with you.


  "Well, that's nice of you. I hope Reliance isn't in too black a mood when he catches us."


  "I do not fear Reliance. Reliance fears me." Singe spoke around a mouthful of roll. The already-depleted state of the tray she'd brought warned me that I'd better grab fast if I wanted my share.


  What she said was at least half-true. Getting Pular Singe back must, by now, be as much a fear-of-consequences matter as it was a bruised-ego thing for Reliance. Strongmen, and even strongrats, have to keep on demonstrating their strength. The moment they show a hint of weakness some younger, hungrier strongarm is going to reach up and pull them down.


  I glanced at Singe—she waved a fried chicken wing and nodded to let me know it was some good eating—then at the Dead Man. Old Bones wasn't sending it out but I could sense that he was entertained. He knew I was eager to run off and find Katie. I'd been rehearsing my most abject excuses and humble apologies all day long. I wanted to get cleaned up and get going, to take my personal life back.


  I wondered how much Singe knew. I wondered if Dean's sudden interest in Singe might not be anything but another triumph of the old man's basic decency. He didn't approve of Katie, though you'd never guess it from overhearing one of their conversations. Katie was too much like me. And I've mentioned his attitude toward my approach to life.


  Ain't none of us going to get out of it alive so we might as well get all the enjoyment out of it we can while we've got it.


  I said, "I need to get cleaned up."


  First you need to let Mr. Big into the house. He is becoming impatient. I believe he is hungry. In any event, he is about to denounce your taste for—


  "I'm on my way." That damned wonder buzzard was invincible.


  Somebody, once upon a time, said you surround yourself with the friends that you deserve. I need to take some time to lean back and think about that.
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  Katie's dad wouldn't let me in. Katie was home but he refused to tell her I wanted to see her. He didn't like anyone male, liked anyone interested in his daughter even less, and me least of all. I've never been real good on any musical instrument so I couldn't get her attention with a serenade. Grumping, I stood around in the street wondering, "What now?" I could wander over to the Tate compound and see if Tinnie was talking to me this week. I could try a couple of other young and incredibly attractive women of my acquaintance, though it was getting late of a workday evening to be turning up on anybody's doorstep. Or I could go somewhere and hang out with other guys like me—dateless and not wanting to stay home—and pay five times retail price per mug of Weider beer not bought at home by the keg.


  Laziness and a long lack of the companionship of men who remembered drew me toward Grubb Gruber's Leatherneck Heaven. Which is as fat a misnomer as the one that used to hang on Morley's place back when he called it The Joy House. Grubb's joint isn't exactly a pit of despair where lost souls go to drink in solitude, perhaps in search of oblivion, certainly nurturing a sad pretense that camaraderie might break out at any moment. But you don't hear a whole lot of laughter in there. As the evening progresses the reminiscing turns inward, private, and maudlin, to memories that as individuals we cannot easily share. And I'm always surprised when there isn't any of the whimpering and screaming that had so often come around in the darkest hours of the night, down in the killing zone.


  When those memories come, and somebody in Gruber's place starts wrestling with them, somebody else will hoist a mug and summon a ghost. "Banner-sergeant Hamond Barbidon, the meanest mortarforker what ever. . . ."


  And the cups will rise up. And ten thousand ghosts will rise with them.


  "Corporal Savlind Knaab."


  "Lance Fanta Pantaza."


  "Andro Pat."


  "Jellybelly Ibles."


  "Mags Cooper."


  And each name will remind somebody of another. "Cooper Away, the best damned platoon sergeant in the Corps."


  Plenty of men would be prepared to dispute that because everybody remembered a particular sergeant who brought him along. The sergeants are the backbone of the Corps. And if you lived very long out there you grew up to become one.


  Chances are you never heard of any of the toastees because they'd fallen in different places and different times. But they were Corps, so you honored them. You remembered them and you wanted to weep because those people out there in the street didn't know, didn't have any idea, and already, just months after the long war's end, were beginning not to care.


  Sometimes it isn't that difficult to understand why the really ugly, militant, racist veterans' organizations have so much appeal for men who survived the Cantard.


  Nobody who wasn't down there will ever really understand. Not even those who shook our hands when we left. Not even those who welcomed us back with mighty hugs and no conception whatsoever what it was like to sit there watching the life bleed out of a man whose throat you'd cut so you could go on, undetected, to murder some other poor boy whose bad luck had placed him in your path at the wrongest time possible in the entire history of the human species. So that someday, somewhere far away, some woman would cry because she no longer had a son.


  

  


  


  I decided that what I wanted was to spend an evening at Grubb Gruber's place. But, apparently, I never arrived.
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  Eventually a moment came when I was rational enough to realize where it was that I was regaining consciousness. Guess who was looking down at me with an unhappy glint in his eye? I croaked, "We godda sta dis romance, Morley. Wha da my doin' here?"


  "I've been hoping you could explain that to me, friend. The evening is just getting started. I've got some swanks from the high ground down here slumming, carpeting the floors with silver. Then you burst in, obviously not part of the entertainment. You're all torn up. You have blood all over you. You have a snarling ratman hanging on your back. You crash through three tables before you collapse. Five minutes later I'm standing here watching you leak all over a Molnar rug because all my customers have abandoned me and I don't have anything else to do."


  I tried to get up. My body wouldn't respond. I'd used up my reserves talking, evidently.


  Morley looked up as his man Puddle entered my field of vision. Puddle was about eighty pounds overweight and appeared to be about as out of shape as a man could be and still stay upright. He had a lot of miles on him, too. But looks are deceiving. He was strong. He was hard and he was tough and he had a lot more stamina than was credible for a man his size. He was dressed as a cook. He needed a shave.


  "Need to shave, Puddle," I crooned.


  I thought about going back to sleep. But I thought I probably ought to hear what Puddle had to say first.


  Morley asked, "What did you find?"


  "A long trail, a broken ratman and puddles a blood, boss. Da skink was a reglur one-man army."


  "Corps," I said, not loud enough to be heard.


  "And the ones who were after him when he staggered in here?"


  "Split. Hauled ass out'n here da second we come out a da door."


  "Reliance's gang, you think?"


  "Not sure, boss. But dis's his part a rat city." TunFaire can be considered as many cities which occupy the same site. In some cases this fact is acknowledged publicly but in most the pretense is strongly in the other direction.


  "No matter. We'll get the real story when Sleeping Beauty over there wakes up."


  I managed to roll my head a short way. A ratman in worse shape than I found myself was sort of strewn around the floor ten feet closer to the front door, being stepped over and around by people cleaning up the mess.


  Morley said, "Sarge, come give Puddle a hand. Get Garrett sitting up in a chair. Then we'll find out what happened."


  Good. Good. Because I really wanted to know.


  A second very large man, who could've passed as Puddle's tattooed big brother, appeared beside Puddle. Straining for breath, both men bent toward me. Each grabbed a hand. Up I floated. I tried to say something. What crawled out of my mouth didn't make sense even to me.


  They dropped me into a comfortable chair. At least, it was comfortable under the circumstances. I wasn't yet quite certain what the circumstances were.


  I had the uncomfortable feeling that I'd been on the losing side in a major brawl.


  Morley said, "Somebody bring the medical box." The existence of which I noted. A fact that would weigh in on the other side the next time my good friend insisted he was completely out of his former underworld life. Which he might want me to believe because he thought I was thick with Colonel Block and Deal Relway. "Sarge, start checking him out."


  Sarge is Sarge for the obvious and traditional reason. And, some think, for his tattoos, which let the whole world know that here's a man who made something of himself in the army. Here's a man who was tough enough and ferocious enough to have survived years of leading men in the witch's cauldron that was in the Cantard.


  What that name and tattoos don't tell is what kind of soldier Sarge was.


  Not many know, Sarge never brags. He doesn't look the type. But if he wanted he could stay drunk the rest of his life on drinks bought for him by other guys who'd been to and come back from the land beyond the far walls of Hell.


  Sarge was a field medic down there. Which means he spent more time with his neck under the blade than did most of us. And during most of that time he couldn't have enjoyed the luxury of fighting back against the Venageti trying to kill him because he was too damned busy trying to do something to salvage something from amongst an overabundance of freshly mutilated bodies.


  I tried to tell Sarge he was all right for a groundpounder. Almost an honorary Marine. Maybe he understood some of what I was trying to say because a sudden, horrible pain shot from my neck down my spine, through my hips and into my legs, all the way to my toenails. I believe I squealed in protest.


  "He's been worked over real good," Sarge said. "But not by nobody who was able ta do whatever he wanted. What he's got is da kin' a wounds and bruises ya see when a whole bunch a clumsy guys gang up on somebody what's fightin' back."


  So I put up a fight. Good for me.


  If I'd been worked over like a plowed field, then how come I didn't ache in places I didn't even know I had?


  "Anything broken?" Morley asked.


  "Nah. He'll heal."


  "Damn!" Puddle observed. "An' here I was tinking we could finally grab us a break, assuming we could a caught dis ole boy. . . . Oh, my stars! Da man his own self is awake."


  Puddle is full of it. I consider him a friend even though he's always saying things like that. Because he doesn't just say them about me. You could get the idea that he wants to drown Morley and Sarge. In fact, he's always rooting for everybody to get out of his life and leave it a whole lot less complicated.


  Morley leaned closer. "So what was it, Garrett? To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence this time?"


  I croaked, "I don' know. Can' remember. Goin' to Katie's."


  Morley gave me a dark, unforgiving look. He'll never forgive me for having found Katie first. Her impact on him is just as ferocious as it is on me. Which is hard to believe, considering how I start drooling and stammering whenever she comes around me and how much more practiced and slick Morley is when dealing with the obstinate sex.


  "Maybe you got there."


  Puddle got it and laughed his goofy laugh. Sarge asked, "Den how come dem ratmen was all over him when—" Puddle nudged him with an elbow, hard enough to loosen a lever or two somewhere inside his bean-size brain. "Oh. He caught da wildcat. Dat's pretty funny, boss."


  "And maybe he didn't. That cat would've scared those mice away. So what's your game with the ratpeople, Garrett?""


  I couldn't remember. But if ratmen did this to me there could be only one answer. "Singe. I guess."


  "Reliance. The old boy does seem to be getting a little fixated on that particular subject. Don't you think?"


  "I do t'ink." I had a strong feeling that Singe was becoming a major issue inside the world of ratfolk organized crime. Reliance was ancient for one of his kind. The up-and-coming youngsters must be getting impatient.


  I tried explaining that to Morley. I faded in and out a few times before he got it.


  "Bet you're right, Garrett. It isn't about Singe at all. Not really. And I think I know how to settle the whole mess. And turn Reliance into your best buddy while we're at it. Sarge, the rat's breathing just picked up. He'll be ready to sing in a few minutes."


  "What're you gonna do?" With stalwart assistance from Puddle I was having considerable success at staying in my chair. My speech was clearing up some, too.


  "I'll just remind Belinda that a broken-down ex-Marine named Garrett, with help from his ratgirl honey and a certain suave and incredibly handsome restaurateur, saved her sweet slim behind not all that long ago. I'll include some suggested topics for discussion with Reliance and his troops. Like the troops should leave the general alone. And the general should remember that he's indebted to you now, not the other way around."


  "I don' like it."


  "Of course you don't. You're Garrett. You have to do everything the hard way. Marshall. Curry. Help Mr. Garrett to a seat at the table in the back corner. And whichever one of you heathens has a little brandy squirreled away, I'd like to see a dram turn up in front of my friend."


  Guys started looking for the apocryphal friend. The usual uncomplimentary remarks passed between Puddle and Sarge. I didn't think I liked the guy they were talking about very much myself. We needed to track him down and spank him.


  Marshall and Curry turned out to be the young thugs Morley had brought along for the Cypres Prose chase.


  Somehow, while Morley was away consulting his two weightiest henchmen, a beer stein brimming with spirits appeared before me. The smirk on the mug of the cook who delivered it told me it had been donated involuntarily from someone else's stash. Probably that of faux cooks Sarge and Puddle.


  I am amused by the fact that none of Morley's guys share his tastes for vegetarianism and teetotaling. They respected him enough not to bring their slabs of dead cow to work with them, but a few can't, or don't want to, get by without a little nip of firewater now and again.


  A few sips got my brain clanking along. Just well enough to make me wonder why I wasn't hurting as much as I ought to be. Those ratmen must've tried to get some kind of drug into me. And they must've had some success.


  I didn't feel well but I didn't feel nearly as badly as I knew I would when whatever it was wore off.


  Morley dropped into the chair opposite me, showing a lot of pointy teeth. His place was ready for business again. And, naturally, customers began to drift in.


  Dotes said, "Bring me up to date on your adventures."


  I could talk in fits and starts now, almost clearly, so I did. But I still couldn't tell him anything about what'd happened in the last few hours.


  I noted that my cohort in delivering disaster, the ratman, had indeed been swept up and taken away. Some of Morley's less skilled waitstaff and kitchen help were not in evidence, either.


  I'd say it wasn't a good evening to be a ratman foot soldier.


  Of course, so far, it wasn't that great an evening to be me, either.
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  I wasn't seeing double from drugs or concussion anymore. I was doing that from the bite of a pretty good brandy. Suddenly, I spotted a couple of Katie Shavers coming in the front door, dressed to stop the hearts of celibate clerics and to start those of guys who'd taken up layabout duty in the morgue.


  I gawked. And muttered, "One for each of us."


  Morley said, "Excuse me?"


  "What's she doing here?"


  "Well. . . . I believe she received a message explaining that you'd been badly mugged on your way over to her place. So make like you've got one foot over the line and she's the only thing holding you back."


  "Not to worry. She ain't the only thing but as long as she's here on this side, I'm staying, too. Hello, darling."


  Katie just kind of smiled and ate me alive with her eyes. Which is part of what Katie does so well. She doesn't say much, most of the time, but she's great to be with when she does. She has red hair, an all-time crop of freckles, and eyes that are a sort of gray-blue slate instead of the green you might expect. Nor is the red hair that brilliant shade that always comes with a difficult nature.


  Conversations stopped while Katie walked the length of The Palms. Women punched or gouged their men. Yet for all that, Katie is not a great beauty—though not even a madman would try to make the claim that she's the least little bit unattractive.


  What she has most is tremendous presence and animal intensity. Every minute with Katie is like a minute spent in a cage with a restless panther.


  "You are in bad shape," she told me, like she was surprised to encounter the truth. Her voice husked, of course, yet managed to sound like she was going to bust out laughing any second.


  I tried to tell her she ought to see the other guys. My mouth wouldn't form the words. The effects of the drug kept coming back.


  Katie scooted a chair around beside me, sat down next to me, took my hand, and leaned against me. "Cure for most anything," I croaked in Morley's direction. And all was right with the world.


  Morley nodded and drifted away.


  After a long time purring I managed to get out words to the effect, "I tried to see you to apologize for getting tied up with my work but your dad wouldn't even tell you I was there."


  "That's all right. I tried to see you, too. But Dean said you were out and he wouldn't let me in to wait."


  And never mentioned the fact that she'd come around, either. "What time was that?"


  "Midmorning."


  Ah. I was out. But she wouldn't believe that if I told her because she knows my habits. If I defended Dean at all she'd decide that I must've been with somebody else. Sometimes her mind works in nonsequential directions, disdaining cause and effect. "We need to get those two together."


  "Who?"


  "Dean and your father."


  "That's probably not a good idea. The only thing they'd agree about is that they should keep us away from each other."


  "You're right."


  "I'm always right, darling. You need to remember that."


  "You're right." They all are. All the time. Which means that there're really tens of thousands of realities all around us, happening all at the same time. Has to be, on the face of the evidence.


  Which brings to mind a joke first told me by Winger, of all people, and by just about everyone else I know since. If a man speaks in the heart of a forest and no woman is there to hear him, is he still wrong?


  Katie asked, "Have you been drinking?"


  "Yes I have. A little bit. Medicinal brandy. But the reason I'm goofy is because the ratmen tried to drug me."


  Morley returned now, accompanied by Marshall and Curry. The whole gang dragged me upstairs and put me away in a guest room, where Katie did her best to keep me awake while I was suffering a threat of concussion.
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  The Palms by daylight is a different world. As a soft light will flatter some women, so night and candlelight do wonders for Morley's nightclub. By day the cheap wall coverings and decorations that had upgraded the place from its former status as The Joy House revealed their shabbiness.


  The Joy House hadn't been what it sounds like. It used to be the same thing it was now, just patronized by a different clientele. Lowlifes. Grifters and pickpockets and low-level professional criminals. Ticks on the underbelly of society. The Palms, on the other hand, caters to parasites able to afford new clothes. But the upscale appurtenances have begun to show wear.


  I sat at that same back corner table sucking down herbal tea and trying to figure out if my head hurt because of the ratmen's drug, the brandy I'd consumed, or because various blunt instruments had thumped my skull in passing. It was a valuable exercise, in theory. If I could figure it out I could shun the causes in future. All I'd have to do is give up drinking or get a real job.


  Morley bent down to look me in the eye. He couldn't restrain a smirk.


  I grumped, "This place is starting to look tacky, buddy. Maybe you ought to start setting yourself up for another format change. Try selling granite wine to dwarves and trolls for a while, maybe."


  "Those kinds of people are much too hard on the furniture. The overhead would be too high. You started to remember anything about what happened?"


  He knew blows to the head sometimes work that way. Chunks of memory from right before the trauma disappear.


  "Some. I was headed for Grubb Gruber's place. Katie's dad had just told me to get lost. I hadn't seen the guys down there since before that business with The Call. It seemed like a good time to drop in."


  Morley offered me a thinly veiled look of despair. He asked, "Why would you want to hang around with that tribe of has-beens?"


  Because what they has been is what I has been, I didn't say. Morley would never understand. Guys down at Gruber's know what everybody else went through. Not many others do. And less than anyone those who stayed home to comfort the lonely soldiers' wives. Some of us don't need to go in there as often as others. "Because I learn more from them about what's going on around town than I can anywhere else. None of those guys feels like he's got anything to hide or anything to hold back."


  "Ouch! How the bee doth sting."


  I asked, "Did you perchance send word out about what happened? I was supposed to meet some people this morning."


  "I informed your partner. At his request I passed the word along to Playmate, too." Morley grinned. "He had a huge row with Winger. About whether or not she ought to get paid. Until he decided he had to relay the news to someone else."


  Morley seemed more curious than I found comfortable. Naturally suspicious, I examined that from a couple of angles while also wondering if it wasn't natural to want to know what was going on when you were involved. Hell, I wanted to know what was going on myself.


  Some of Morley's guys were sweeping, mopping, otherwise halfheartedly getting ready for the coming evening's business. Of a sudden, with no perceptible change in attitude or speed, they all headed for the kitchen. In moments the place was empty except for myself and the owner. And the owner no longer looked happy.


  I muttered, "Maybe I should head for the kitchen, too." Because I had a feeling I wasn't going to like what was about to happen.


  Imminence became actuality.


  The approaching coach, the rattle of which had cued the troops to vanish, wasn't approaching anymore. It had arrived.


  Morley said, "I do wish she'd take a little less of a personal interest in her business. It's your fault, you know. Nobody ever sees her till your name comes up."


  Two thugs pushed into The Palms. Once they stepped out of the bright sunlight they looked like miniature trolls, ugly and hard as jasper. I don't know where they find them. Maybe there's a mine where they dig them up. One held the door for Belinda Contague.


  Despite being who and what she is, Belinda persists in dressing herself as the Slut of Doom, the Vampire Whore in Black. She wore black today but with the light behind her not much of her shape remained a mystery.


  That ended when the door closed. Her dress was black and unusual but not particularly revealing without the backlighting.


  She said something to her henchmen. Both nodded. One went back outside. The other assumed a relaxed stance watching Morley and me.


  Belinda approached, perfectly aware of the impact she had because she worked hard at creating it. She was tall, with a shape well-favored by nature. She had a particularly attractive face, which, unfortunately, she insisted on covering with makeup as pale as paper. Her lips were painted bright red and slightly exaggerated by the color.


  We have been lovers. We might be again if she really insists.


  Very few things frighten me. Belinda Contague is one of them.


  Belinda isn't sane. But she has her madness under control and uses it as a weapon. She is deadlier and scarier than her father ever was because she's so much more unpredictable.


  She bent and kissed me on the cheek, lingering in case I cared to turn for something with a little more bite. I had to fight it.


  Belinda has her positive attributes.


  She sensed my temptation and was satisfied. She dropped into the seat beside me. The one Katie had occupied just last night. Luckily, Katie had gone home.


  Sometimes it's a curse being a red-blooded Karentine boy. Especially when the red-blooded Karentine girls won't leave you alone.


  I asked, "How'd you get here so fast?" I did know that Morley had sent her a message about the Reliance situation.


  "I was in town already. There was a matter I had to see to personally. I'm making arrangements for my father's birthday. This one is the big six-zero. I want to give him a party. I'll want you guys to be there. I wouldn't be around if it wasn't for you."


  Morley and I exchanged the looks of men suddenly and unexpectedly condemned.


  Belinda said, "Tell me about your problem with Reliance."


  I did so.


  "Why's this Pular Singe so important to you?"


  "She's my friend."


  "Do you make her squeal?"


  "She's just a friend, Belinda."


  "I'm just a friend but you've made me squeal a few times."


  "It isn't like that, Belinda. I've also helped you out a few times because you're a friend."


  She showed me some teeth and a flash of tongue. She was pleased with herself. "I owe you for Crask and Sadler. So I'll send out word, the way you suggested. That'll set you up. And it'll close out my debt to him for his part in saving me from those two."


  "You all over that now? You all right?" She'd been tortured and brutalized during the incident she'd mentioned.


  "Back to my old self. Able to best a Marine two falls out of three. Know where I could find a Marine who wants to wrestle?"


  "You're turning into a forward little sweetmeat."


  Morley made a face but kept his groan to himself.


  "Sometimes you've got to be direct. When all anyone does is worry about whether you're planning to cut their throat. I'm no black widow, Garrett."


  So she said. I had no trouble picturing her with a scarlet hourglass on the front of that dress, accentuating her already-enticing shape. She had no reputation for that sort of thing but there was ample precedent in her own father's treatment of her mother.


  "I don't think you are. What I wish you weren't is somebody who twists my head into knots every time I see you because that really gets in the way when I try to do business with you."


  She leaned against me. "Poor baby."


  Morley sat there in absolute silence, showing no inclination to draw attention to himself. He had no personal relationship with Belinda to help shield him from her unpredictable wrath. He preferred by far to do business at a grand remove.


  Belinda told me, "Tell me a little more about this case you're working." So I did. I could see no way that it would hurt. And there was always a chance she'd get a wild hair and do something that would help.


  "How does that tie in with your rat girlfriend?"


  "It doesn't, far as I can see."


  "I'll look around."


  In TunFaire it's far harder to hide from the Outfit than it is to hide from me or Colonel Block. The Outfit commands far vaster resources.


  "This have anything to do with all those flying lights everybody's been seeing?" she asked.


  "It might," I conceded, grudgingly, not really having considered the possibility before. There was no evidence to suggest it.


  Belinda popped up, in a bright good mood suddenly. Her mercurial mood swings are another thing that makes her a scary thing. She's much more changeable than most women.


  She planted another kiss, this time at the corner of my mouth. "Give my best to Tinnie."


  "We're on the outs. This week."


  "Alyx, then."


  "Nothing going on there, either."


  "There's hope for me yet. I'll definitely want you to come to Daddy's party." Out the door she went, bouncing like she'd shed a decade of life and a century of conscience.


  Morley exhaled like he'd been holding his breath the whole time. "You know what that means?"


  "Belinda having a party for the kingpin?"


  "Yes. He's not going to be sixty. Not yet. And I think his birthday really isn't for a couple of months yet, either."


  "It means she's confident enough of her hold on the Outfit to roll Chodo out and let everybody see what his condition really is."


  The purported overlord of organized crime in TunFaire is a stroke victim, alive still but a complete vegetable. Belinda has been hiding that fact and ruling in his name for some time now. Questions have arisen but the combination of Chodo's past propensity for bizarre behavior, a little truth, and Belinda's utterly ferocious, ruthless suppression of challengers have kept the kingpin position safely a Contague prerogative.


  Morley said, "There're some old underbosses who'll revolt. They won't take orders from a woman, no matter who she is."


  I sighed, too.


  Chances were good Belinda knew that better than we did. Chances were good that Belinda was ready to retire those old boys, and might do it at this marvellous party.


  I could figure that but they couldn't because they didn't know what I knew about Chodo.


  "How many times have you saved her life?" Morley asked. "Several, right?"


  "Uhm." He'd been there a few times.


  "I think she's gotten superstitious about you. I think she's decided you're her guardian angel. That no matter how bad it gets, if she's in trouble good old Garrett will bail her out."


  "That's not true."


  "But she believes it. Which means you don't really have anything to fear from her."


  "Except for her expectations."


  A sly look flicked across Morley's features. "You think she bought your story about Singe?"


  It took me a moment to get it. "You butthead."
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  I said, "I was afraid of something like this."


  Another woman had just stamped into The Palms. She headed toward me and Morley, elbowing Morley's men aside.


  Winger definitely survives more by luck than by any good sense.


  "Winger." Morley's greeting was less than enthusiastic. I suspect he'd had a bad personal experience there, once upon a time. Which would teach him to pay attention to his own rule about not getting involved with women who're crazier than he is.


  "The very one," she retorted.


  Winger is a big old gal, more than six feet tall, and solidly built, though she's actually quite attractive when she bothers to clean herself up. If she was a foot shorter and knew how to simper she'd be breaking hearts wholesale just by looking the wrong way.


  "Hey, Garrett," she roared. "What the hell are you doing sitting on your ass in this nancy dump? You was supposed to—"


  "You don't listen too well, do you? Word went out that I got the snot beat out of me last night. To you, too. The man who told you is standing right over there. Meantime, I've got bruises on my bruises. I'm stiff all over."


  "Yeah? How 'bout where it counts? Didn't think so. You're another one that's just all talk." She glared at Morley. "Get up and walk it off."


  Winger is something like a thunderstorm and something like a female Saucerhead. Except with better teeth. And she's a lot more stubborn than Tharpe. It may take Saucerhead a while to work something out but he'll change his mind. Winger has never been wrong in her life. Unless it was that time she thought she was wrong but it turned out that she wasn't.


  Big, blond, meaty, goofy, completely dangerous where your valuables are concerned, she's likely to be part of or taken in by the most outrageous scams imaginable. And yet she's one of my friends. One of the inner circle. One of those who'd take steps if something happened to me. And I've never figured out why we like each other.


  "Come on, Garrett. Get up off that fat ass. Don't you figure you done left Saucerhead twisting in the wind about long enough?"


  I did think that. But Saucerhead was getting paid. And he, too, had been told of my misfortune.


  I asked, "Where's Playmate? You're supposed to be covering for Playmate."


  "Oh, he went off somewhere this morning, before your messenger came. When I got bored I decided. . . ."


  I sighed. Morley shook his head.


  "What?"


  I said, "I'm sure you've heard the word ‘responsibility' a few times. You have any idea what it means?"


  Chances were she did but just didn't care.


  "What?" Winger demanded again.


  "If you came over here because you're bored, who's minding Playmate's stable so the other crooks don't walk off with everything in sight?" It was really stupid of us to have left all of Kip's inventions unguarded. But the gods of fools had been with us. Word had come that Playmate hadn't suffered any losses. He had wonderful neighbors. "Who's getting paid to make sure that doesn't happen?"


  "Other crooks? What do you mean, other crooks? Wiseass. Look, I'm actually here because I'm kind of worried about Play. I thought he was going off to meet you. I figured he'd come back when he heard you wimped out on account of you got a couple of bruises and a scrape."


  I said, "Well, I've had all the fun here that I can take. I'm going home."


  It took me nearly a minute to get out of my chair. Then I couldn't stand up straight. "Guess I'll have to look on the bright side." I looked left. I looked right. "So where the hell is it?


  "Winger, for heaven's sake, go take care of that damned stable." I had visions of footpads absconding with my own personal three-wheel. "And don't give me any of that crap about I'm picking on you because you're a woman. I'm picking on you because somebody hired you to do a job and you're just letting it slide. Again."


  "Gods. Somebody get this man a drink. He's gone totally cranky."
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  Singe and Dean both awaited me on the stoop. The old man came down the steps to help me make the climb.


  Winger had been right. A little exercise had loosened me up. But hardly enough. I still moved like somebody twice my age, suffering from rheumatism. I'd begun to worry that the ratmen might have done me some internal damage.


  Once I'd eaten and downed a quart of Dean's medicinal tea, though, I no longer felt like we needed to send for a witch doctor.


  With Singe's help Dean moved a padded chair from the small front room into the Dead Man's room. I occupied it, prepared to discuss business. Instead, I went to sleep. I stayed that way a long time. When I awakened Dean was there with more food and fresh tea. Singe fluttered about nervously.


  We find ourselves facing a disquieting development. Mr. Playmate has disappeared.


  "No. I didn't want to hear that." I don't like losing a client. That means I have to work three times as hard. Usually for no pay.


  Miss Winger sent word to the effect that he has not yet surfaced. I took the liberty of sending Dean to Mr. Dotes with an appeal that he send a few men to support Miss Winger. This would seem an opportune time for raiders to try scooping up Cypres Prose's inventions.


  "It would, wouldn't it? And it's Mrs. Winger. She's got a husband and a couple of kids she abandoned, somewhere out in the country."


  The good news is, an hour ago a messenger delivered a letter from Reliance. It was a bit formal, stiff, and strained, but he renounced all further interest in Miss Pular.


  "Hear that, Singe? You can go outside without worrying about the bad guys. . . ."


  Reliance cannot, and does not, guarantee the good behavior of all ratmen, Garrett. Call it a weasel clause if you like, but he did advise us that he is not able to control the actions of some of the younger ratmen. He denounced a certain John Stretch in particular.


  "To be expected, I guess. We're still better off than we were. I can't imagine too many of those youngsters being crazy enough to want to get the Outfit after their tails."


  The young often cannot connect cause and effect, Garrett. You see stupid behavior on the street every day. It will take only one fool who believes he can outwit Reliance and the Outfit to ruin Miss Pular's prospects.


  "I'm pretty sure Miss Pular is bright enough to outwit any of her kind who might be stupid enough to come after her."


  Indeed.


  Singe preened.


  But she will have to remain alert and ready for trouble for some time to come. Until the rat tribes acclimate themselves to the new situation. Reliance's letter is there before you. I asked Dean to leave it when he finished reading it to me.


  His mention of the letter was a hint that I should read it. I did so, wondering who had written it. I'd never heard of a ratman who could read or write.


  "I'd say this is less than a total victory for Singe."


  That is correct.


  Singe asked, "What is wrong?"


  "The way Reliance states this, he isn't just giving up his claims on you, he's telling us you don't have any more claims on the community of the ratpeople. He won't let you."


  Singe thought for a while. Then, "Please explain more. In case I do not understand correctly."


  "He's exiled you from your people. You know exile?" She nodded. "He's basically saying that since you won't play by his rules he isn't going to let you have anything to do with your own people. I guess you'll have to decide if that's a price you're willing to pay."


  "I have decided already."


  "Are you. . . ?"


  "Reliance does not have much longer. And while he does last he cannot be everywhere, keeping me from making contacts I might want. He is too old and too slow. And an enforced exile will compel me to learn my way around the rest of the city more quickly."


  "Wow!" I said.


  Yes. Perhaps you should marry her after all. In five years you might be a king.


  Old Bones let Singe in on the part where he showed that he was impressed. The rest he sent only to me. One of his poor excuses for a joke.


  Garrett. Miss Pular. You will have to pick up Mr. Playmate's trail at his stable. Track him to wherever his hidden demons have taken him. You might search the boy's workshop. It is conceivable that Mr. Playmate found something there that led him to believe he could find the boy on his own.


  Actually a notion that had occurred to me when first I'd heard that he was still missing.


  I said, "Excellent thinking, Old Bones. I see only one problem with the scheme. I'm so beat-up I can hardly move. At my best speed today I can grow a foot-long beard faster than I can make it to the river."


  A difficulty anticipated and overcome. In my communications with Mr. Dotes I arranged for you to be transported wherever Miss Pular's nose leads her.


  "Who's going to pay for all of this? We've got Saucerhead out there somewhere getting gray. We've got Singe and Winger working. We've got who knows how many of Morley's gang backing up Winger. Where's the money coming from? Kayne Prose don't have a pot to pee in. Her kids don't seem to be producing. Playmate isn't much better off than Kayne. Anytime he gets two extra coppers to rub together he gives one of them away."


  You are going to pay for it. As an advance cut out of your share of that lake of gold you see yourself tapping in the future.


  "What? Are you digging around in my head again?" There was entirely too much of that stuff going on around here lately.


  The outbreak of warfare amongst the pixies prevented me from going off on a rant.


  The Goddamn Parrot wanted a part of this action. He started hooting and hollering and cursing the pixies.


  I believe your help has arrived.
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  Somebody knocked on the door with a battering ram. Plaster dust fell all over the house. The pounding didn't stop. Dean came roaring out of the kitchen armed with a cleaver, ready to offer somebody some advanced training in etiquette. He beat me to the door. He was in such an evil temper that he opened the door without first using the peephole.


  "Gah!"


  Who would've thought a man that old could jump that far? And backward at that, while inscribing sagas on the air with the edge of his lightning cleaver.


  I caught him. "Hey! Maybe you want to settle down. Before you damage the woodwork. It can't be all that bad."


  "I'm all right," Dean insisted right away. "They just caught me by surprise."


  An odor wafted in through the open doorway, like the southern extremity of a northbound skunk or, more likely, the last thing you smell when you meet up with one of the big flesh-eating thunder-lizards out in the woods. It was bad breath on an epic scale. I hadn't encountered it in a long time but I knew it of old. Its provenance was just coming back to me when I got up to the door and leaned out just in time to get the full benefit of the exhalations of a pair of humongous creatures who'd bent down to peer into my house.


  These boys both fell out of the ugly tree at a young age, hitting every damned branch on the way down. Then their mommas whupped them with an ugly stick and fed them ugly soup every day of their lives. They were Uh-glee, with a couple of capital double-ugs.


  "Doris. Marsha. How're you fellas doing?"


  Doris and Marsha Rose were two of three brothers who insisted they were triplets born of different mothers. Doris and Marsha have a greenish cast and stand twenty feet tall. They have teeth that stick out all which way. One is crosseyed and one is walleyed but I can't keep that straight. Sometimes they trade off. They're grolls, a seldom-seen result of what can happen when giants and trolls fall in love. Doris and Marsha aren't very bright. But they don't have to be. They're so big hardly anything else matters.


  "We're all doing marvellously, actually," a small voice piped. Of course. The grolls seldom went anywhere without the third triplet, Dojango, who, being a half-wit, was the brains of the family.


  Dojango Rose isn't much over five feet tall. Well, taller than Bic Gonlit, so maybe he's five and a half. He's indistinguishable from a thousand other weasel-eyed, furtive little grifters on the streets of TunFaire. He'd have no trouble passing for human if he wanted, though he can't be more than one-eighth human in reality. In some fashion he's distantly related to Morley Dotes. Morley tosses snippets of work his way when finesse and a low profile aren't critical components in the grand scheme.


  I descended the front steps amidst booming greetings from the larger brethren and the worst carrying-on by the pixies since their own arrival. I barely noticed. Already their hell-raising was becoming a commonplace, part of the background noise of the city. Seldom is TunFaire completely quiet.


  Dojango Rose had himself in harness between the shafts of Kip Prose's two-wheeler man-hauling cart. He grinned. "Bet this's something you never thought you'd see, actually."


  "Actually. You really think you can haul that thing around town with somebody in it?" Dojango seemed to have gone a few rounds with consumption since last I'd seen him. He looked lucky to be able to shift himself.


  Based on prior experience chances were good he had his brothers carrying him most of the time.


  "I am kind of counting on my brothers to help, actually," Rose admitted. "But there's more to me than you think, actually."


  "Actually." Dojango Rose had some annoying verbal tics. "There just about has to be. Hey! Knock it off! Let her go."


  Doris unpinched thumb and forefinger. A pixie buzzed away in dazed, staggering flight.


  Amazing. Some people will respond automatically to any loud, commanding voice.


  "Ah, Garrett, I was just—"


  "I know what you was just." I climbed into the cart, every muscle arguing back. "Save it for the villains. We're liable to run into some. Godsdammit!"


  There I was in the street about a thousand steps downhill from my front door and I hadn't brought anything out with me. . . . Dean and Singe materialized, each with arms filled. They clattered down the steps. Singe dumped her load into my lap. That consisted of enough instruments of mayhem for me to start up my own small army.


  Singe and Dean stayed busy around the back of the cart for a while, with trips into the house and outside again. Then the old man headed back up the steps. Eventually, Singe came up beside me. "We are ready to travel." She tossed Dean a cheerful wave. Dean returned the gesture.


  She had outstubborned him and overcome his prejudice by force of personality. Singe was, indeed, a wonder girl.


  "What were you doing back there?"


  "Storing provisions. You do not plan your travels properly. Especially in the area of food. So Dean and I fixed us something to take along."


  While I was digesting that Dojango suddenly called out, "Where to, boss?"
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  There were subtle signs that some parts of Playmate's place had been searched. I asked Winger, "Has anybody been in here since you took over? Since Playmate wandered off?"


  "No."


  "You're sure?"


  "Absolutely." She was irked. I was daring to question her faithfulness to her commission.


  "I didn't think so. So you have to quit going through Playmate's stuff." While she sputtered I took a lamp into Kip's workshop. At first glance the only change there was the absence of the cart I'd ridden over here. Behind one or another of the grolls, mostly. As I'd anticipated.


  Three blocks from my house Dojango was already trying to mooch a ride.


  With Doris or Marsha pulling the cart, though, there were problems. Problems which sprang from their size. Neither could fit between the cart's long shafts. So whichever one was on the job dragged the cart along one-handed. The ride became a series of wild jerks as the groll swung his arms.


  Then there was the problem of height. The grolls' hands were eight feet off the ground when they stood up straight. When they pulled the cart I ended up lying on my back.


  But we had arrived at Playmate's stable. Marsha had volunteered to carry me around in his arms when he saw how much trouble I had levering my stiff old bones out of the cart. "I'd take you up on it, too," I told him. "Except for the fact that you're too tall to go anywhere inside here."


  That was one big problem with being those two guys. Hardly any structure in TunFaire was tall enough to accommodate them.


  So I limped a lot and leaned on things. I was crabby. I snarled at people for no good reason. And I didn't find a single clue as to where Playmate had gone. But I did have Singe. She'd located Playmate's newest track and was ready to move out on it long before I finished my rounds of Playmate's digs. I swore there had to be something incriminating somewhere. Something to tie him into the evil equine empire.


  I kept returning to Kip's workshop, convinced that there was something I was overlooking. There was nothing missing and nothing wrong there but something deep inside me kept telling me to watch out for something.


  I never did figure out what it was. But I trusted my hunch. I told Morley's associates to keep a close eye on Kip's junk. "Something here has something to do with what's going on. I don't know what it is yet. So I don't want you to let anybody in. Don't let anybody touch anything. And in particular, don't let Winger touch anything. But otherwise, consider her to be in charge."


  I gave Winger a big grin and a glimpse of the old raised eyebrow trick.


  Winger gave me the finger.


  "Promises, promises."


  That earned me a matched set of flying fingers.
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  Singe was having trouble concentrating. Dojango kept distracting her. He wouldn't shut up. Which was a habit of his that I'd forgotten. Kind of the way you forget how much a broken bone hurts until the next time you bust one.


  I explained, on three separate occasions, how difficult it was for Singe to follow a trace as old as Playmate's, to explain that she had to concentrate all her attention on the task at hand.


  "Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. I understand, Garrett, actually." And thirty seconds later it would be, "This's just like the time me and Doris and Marsha was running the bag for Eddie the Gimp, actually. If we wasn't right on top of what we was doing every second. . . ."


  I sent a look of appeal up toward Doris, whose turn it was to walk beside the cart. But it was too dark out for him to notice. So I asked, "Doris. How the hell do I get your little brother to shut up?"


  "Huh?"


  I got ready to groan.


  "I don't know. I just shut him out. Is he running off at the mouth again?"


  "Still. I can't get him to stay quiet for twenty seconds straight. He's driving me crazy and he's making it impossible for Singe to keep her mind on her work." I suffered a moment of inspiration. "If we don't pull this thing off, if we don't find this guy, we blow the job. Which means that none of us will get paid."


  "Dojango, shut the fuck up. You even cough, I'm gonna slug you." Doris waved a fist about the size of a bull's head in his brother's face. "Where we gonna put him when I do, Garrett? 'Cause I'm guaranteed gonna gotta do it on account of he can't even keep his mouth shut when he's asleep."


  "He managed to shut up when he had to that time we all went to the Cantard."


  "Yeah. But like they say, long ago and far away. And times change."


  They do indeed. I'd just gotten more words out of one of the grolls than I'd heard before in all the years I'd known them.


  Dojango couldn't help observing, "Actually, it ain't really polite to be talking about somebody like they ain't even there when you—"


  Bop!


  Doris's blow was almost casual. Dojango rocked and wilted. His brother scooped him up and carried him like a baby.


  I asked, "Wasn't that a little harsh?"


  "He ought to be getting used to it, Garrett. Actually." Doris grinned broadly. Moonlight glistened off his snaggle teeth. "This ain't the first time his mouth has caused us some trouble."


  "Amen, brother," Marsha said from up front. "We gotta love the guy on account of he's family, but sometimes. . . . If it wasn't for his connection with Cousin Morley. . . ."


  "Guys, we all have relatives like that. I've got a great-uncle Medford that somebody should've poisoned a hundred years ago."


  Singe stopped. "You are quite right about Medford Shale, Garrett." Great-uncle Medford had figured prominently in the case where I'd first made Singe's acquaintance. "Just as you were right about me needing no distractions if I am to follow this trail. Perhaps I can have Doris knock you out, then have Marsha knock Doris out, then pray that a building collapses on Marsha."


  "Or we could all take a hint and save the chatter till later."


  "You could do that. But I am willing to bet that none of you are able."


  Was it Mama Garrett's boy who'd said that this ratgirl desperately needed some self-confidence? She sure didn't lack for it in this crowd.


  Ten minutes later, I called, "Singe, I know where we're going." We were headed for the Prose homestead. Maybe Playmate's luck had changed. Or, from his point of view, maybe he had given in to temptation. "We're headed for the boy's mother's flat."


  "All right. If you think so. If you want to go there and wait for me, go ahead. I would prefer to stick to the trail. That will reveal if there were other stops he made along the way."


  A gentle admonition from the expert. I decided to heed it. The girl had a point. Suppose Playmate was headed for Kayne Prose's place but never made it there?
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  He did make it. But he'd gone away again. Singe explained that to me before I ever went upstairs and found a very frightened Cassie Doap holed up behind a barricaded door, refusing to open up for anybody.


  "Cassie, come on. This's Garrett. The man Playmate hired to find your brother Kip. Now Playmate's disappeared and I'm trying to track him down, too." I hoped he turned up soon. My body was doing a lot of aching. "He came here about. . . ." I looked at Singe, whispered, "How long ago?"


  "This morning."


  "He came here this morning. Why was that? Where did he go from here?"


  Cassie kept telling us to go away. She was terrified. But Singe could detect no odors that would justify such a strong response. And none of the neighbors showed any curiosity, which suggested that great dramas by Cassie Doap were not at all uncommon.


  I recalled Rhafi telling me that Cassie was an actress. She put on characters like clothing. Maybe she was overacting now.


  I wished I had one of my human lady friends along. Particularly Tinnie Tate of the shoemaking Tates. That professional redhead would know how to manage a mere blonde. Tinnie was an accomplished actress herself. At least where the manipulation of guys named Garrett was concerned.


  Singe did make a few calming remarks, loudly enough to be heard through the door, while I tried to talk Cassie out of her hysteria. Singe's comments were kind of childish but they had their effect. At some point Cassie decided to open the door a crack to see who was out there in the hallway with me.


  I don't know why my having a ratgirl along should've been reassuring, but it was enough so that Cassie decided she'd talk to us. She asked, "What do you want to know, Mr. Garrett?"


  My heart broke. That delectable young woman had called me "mister." I was nothing but a "mister." I wasn't on her list of prospects.


  It's a cruel world indeed.


  Probably just as well, though. Cassie was the kind of woman Mom warned me against. One goofier than me.


  "Where's Playmate, Cassie?"


  "I don't know. He went to find my mom."


  All right. That made sense. Maybe. To her.


  She was definitely afraid, for real. She had referred to her mother as Mom. She'd always called her Kayne before. "And why did he do that, Cassie? Was she in trouble?"


  "I don't know. She went to find Rhafi when he didn't come home. Then she didn't come home. So I went and got Playmate. And he decided to go looking for both of them. . . ."


  Without bothering to inform me. Or even Winger. Who hadn't mentioned Cassie. Which probably meant that Winger wasn't paying attention to what she was supposed to be doing.


  "Just as an aside, did you see a tall blond woman at Playmate's stable?"


  "No. Is that important?"


  "Probably not. All right. Let's go back. Rhafi disappeared? What's the story on that?"


  "That man you had watching Bic Gonlit. Rhafi was hanging around with him. Covering for him when he had to go off. Like that. Then Rhafi just disappeared. While that man was away getting them something to eat. He told us when Kayne and me went to find Rhafi on account of Rhafi was supposed to start a new job today. It's getting really hard to find somebody who'll give him a chance anymore. Kayne really didn't want him to screw it up this time."


  Now that she'd decided to trust me Cassie gushed, getting rid of the fear and the tension through a flood of words. She didn't really have much to say except that Rhafi had disappeared, then Kayne had gone looking for him while sending her to tell Playmate. Then Playmate had gone after Kayne. And he hadn't been seen since. And now Cassie was firmly convinced that the forces of darkness would come for her soon.


  "You get back inside and barricade your door again. I'll take care of it." I hoped. I'd done somewhat less than take care of things on several occasions lately.
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  "You still have a trail?" I asked Singe.


  "Yes. Getting better than it was."


  I grunted. I didn't try to shortcut this time, though I expected the track to lead us straight to Saucerhead.


  Which it did. More or less. Though Tharpe wasn't at his post.


  I didn't even ask. I just left Singe to work her wonders.


  "It is not entirely clear but it seems that Mr. Tharpe accompanied Mr. Playmate. Or he followed him within a very short time."


  "And they went over to that ugly yellow building, right?"


  "They were headed in that direction when they left here."


  That was Singe. Making no assumptions.


  "Can you detect any other odors here? That you might've noticed in that place we just visited?"


  "That blond woman was here earlier today. And maybe others who left traces in that building. The odors are very faint."


  "But there's nothing to contradict the story Cassie told us?"


  "You do not trust her?"


  "I've found that it's best to trust no one completely when I'm working a case. Nobody is ever completely honest with me."


  "Truly?"


  "Truly. Nobody wants to admit that they're desperate. But they are. Or they wouldn't come to me in the first place. They almost never do until things are out of hand. But that's human nature. You don't want people to know you can't manage your life. You're afraid to look weak."


  We walked while Singe and I talked. I was moving more freely now but I still hurt. Doris and Marsha were doing a wonderful job of keeping their mouths shut. Dojango was still napping. He was in the cart.


  I had everybody wait in front of the ugly yellow structure while I gave it a careful once-over from outside. The grolls attracted attention wherever they went, of course, but they knew how to discourage gawkers. A growl and a wave of the club each carried, more as decoration than as armament, were enough to discourage most people. For a while.


  I wondered if they would use their clubs if pressed. They'd employed them during our visit to the Cantard but they hadn't really wanted to. They were actually gentle people, the Rose triplets. Though the two big ones did get a kick out of panicking people once in a while.


  It seemed to me that it might be useful to know what was happening inside Casey's place before I went storming upstairs. "Doris. I need you to hoist me up so I can peek through a window."


  Only there wasn't any window.


  I stared at the blank brick, tried to visualize the inside of the tenement to see if I'd gotten turned around. I hadn't. So how had I misplaced a window made of glass?


  I had Doris put me down. Then I worked my way around the ugly structure. It did have a few unglazed windows, but very few, indicating that it had been erected during the last attempt at establishing a window tax, with the minimum legal number of openings. None of the existing windows were on the fourth floor.


  What the hell?


  Which was what the place had to be in summer.


  "How high can you count?" I asked Doris.


  "Garrett, I don't think questions like that are polite."


  "You're probably right. But I suspect that I don't much care. Here's what I want. Six minutes after I go in the front door you take your club and knock a hole through the bricks right up there where I was feeling the wall. Don't be shy about it. Haul off and pound a hole right through."


  "And then what? When they come to arrest me. Go down fighting? I don't think so."


  "Hey. . . !"


  "You're a big-time bullshitter, Garrett, but you ain't big-time enough to bullshit me out of knocking somebody's building down."


  "All right. All right." The recent outbreak of law and order was getting to be a real pain. "So don't bust a hole through the wall. Just thump on it hard enough to distract whoever's on the other side. Better give me eight minutes to get up there, though. That's a lot of stairs."


  Doris grunted, shuffled over to his brother. They muttered at one another, not pleased because whatever happened here would do so in front of witnesses.


  The grolls were beginning to attract gawkers who wouldn't run from a growl and a brandished club. Mostly they were youngsters who should've been asleep, but adults would gather, too, if it became obvious that the grolls would have some entertainment value.


  "Singe, you come with me." I headed for the entrance to the tenement. That was filled with spectators who wanted to know what was going on. "We're hunting for Kagyars," I told them, which dumbfounded everyone.


  The people of TunFaire and Karenta aren't much interested in their own history.


  My remark would've melted their spines half a millennium earlier. The Empire was still in place then but was suffering a swift decline because it was being choked to death by fanatic members of the Orthodox Rite. The Kagyars had been members of a gentle, nonviolent heretical cult whose beliefs must've terrified the hierarchy of the established religion. They invested all their energies and all the treasure of the state in a hundred-year campaign to exterminate the Kagyar heresy.


  All that horror and cruelty and evil and today not one Karentine in a thousand can tell you what a Kagyar was. Possibly not even one in ten thousand.
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  "What will you do?" Singe asked.


  "Knock on the door and see if anybody answers. Whack them over the head if they do." I brandished my headknocker. There was no peephole in Casey's door so he would have to open up in order to respond.


  I knocked. Singe looked around nervously. And sniffed. She said, "It's hard to tell but I think they may have gone back downstairs again."


  I knocked some more. "Playmate, Rhafi and I did come up and go down before."


  Still no answer to my knock.


  The building shuddered. Doris was on the job.


  Something fell behind the door.


  I did a fast picklock job between club strokes. "Get back against the wall," I told Singe. "Squeeze your eyes tight shut." I pushed the door inward, knelt, tripped the rug booby trap. I got the same crackle, pop, and flash. I avoided problems with my hair this time but did get the fuzz crisped off the outside of my forearm. Casey must've adjusted the aim of his sorcerous implement.


  A glance across the hallway assured me that was true. The wall was smoking at a site two feet removed from the previous. And the crisped area was significantly larger.


  I began to suspect that Casey might not plan to honor our new alliance. And I began to reflect on the fact that this particular silver elf wasn't as reluctant as the others to resort to violence.


  "Don't expose yourself yet," I told Singe. "This thing's going to pop a couple more times."


  Second try wasn't a charm. As before, the fury of the sorcery was considerably lessened. But its aim had shifted since the first flash. I lost most of my stick and got a mild case of roasted knuckles. The lead from the end of my stick was still liquid when I peeked.


  We were collecting witnesses now, the older ones probably thinking about launching a raid as soon as the dangerous people got out of the way.


  Doris kept whapping the outside wall. That was sure to attract attention out there. Police attention, eventually.


  I told Singe, "We probably won't have much more time." But haste could be painful. Or even lethal.


  I got down on the floor and slid my arm in to trip the third flash. It was more feeble than the last time I'd done this, though plenty bright enough to have me seeing spots.


  Then I recalled Casey having just hopped over the trigger carpet.


  Better safe than sorry.


  I hopped.


  There were no changes in the room behind the door. Casey had returned his possessions to their appointed places. Every item in the place looked precisely positioned.


  I had a suspicion that Deal Relway's place would be very much like this.


  I looked at the window that wasn't there on the outside of the building. The view it presented was impossible. What it should have shown was the wall of the building next door. Instead, I found myself looking down into the street out front.


  Interesting.


  Something thumped behind the closed curtain of Casey's bedroom.


  "Come in and close the door," I told Singe. "Keep an eye on this window. Look for anybody who might belong to the Guard. Or who just gives you the feeling that they might be trouble." I yanked the curtain aside. And said, "Well, hello."


  I'd found some of my missing people. Rhafi and his mother. Kayne was unconscious. So was Rhafi, but he was restless. Neither had a stitch on. Rhafi's clothing lay on the floor, as though discarded by someone undressing in a hurry. Nowhere could I find anything that looked like it might have come off Kayne.


  I tried not to get distracted by the still life.


  "Hey, Singe. You think you could track somebody's clothes if somebody else was wearing them?"


  She stepped over where she could see what I saw. "My." She kept looking back and forth between the window and the naked people. "Well." And, "Can you wake them up?"


  I was trying to do that already. I wasn't having any luck. I tried to avoid any expression as Singe took her opportunity to inform herself of the nature of human bodies.


  "Would you consider the female attractive?" she asked.


  With any other woman I know I'd have to consider that a trick or loaded question. Singe, I guessed, actually wanted to know. "Yes, she is. Especially considering her age and the fact that she's borne three children."


  Singe becomes horrified whenever she contemplates the size of human babies. Her people have babies in litters of up to eight, the aggregate weight usually being less than that of one human newborn.


  "And the male? Is he attractive?"


  "Not to me. But that's partly because I know him. He could be attractive to some women." Nature appeared to have blessed Rhafi in one respect. I returned to my question. "Could you track the woman's clothing? I think our villain might've used it to disguise himself."


  Singe eyed Rhafi dubiously, looked at me in mild alarm, then shifted her attention to the window. She thought. I kept trying to waken Kayne and her son.


  It became obvious that they were under some kind of enchantment that I couldn't penetrate.


  After several minutes of silence, Singe told me, "I can follow the horses again."


  "Meaning?"


  "Following the clothing would be extremely difficult. But I will have no trouble following Mr. Playmate and Mr. Tharpe. Who would have been with or who would have been following what they believed to be this woman." She eyed Rhafi again, growing more uneasy with what she saw.


  I opened my mouth to ask a question, then realized that I'd been outreasoned by a ratgirl. A ratgirl who had other things on her mind.


  Rhafi was getting more of her eye time than that window was.


  Casey had spun the tables on me.


  He needed help to get to Kip. He'd told me so. But he didn't want to be anybody's partner. So he became Kayne Prose and lured Playmate and Saucerhead into going where he wanted, where they would, doubtless, fight like lions to defend the lovely Kayne from the villainous silver elves.


  "Garrett! Something's happening!"


  Dopey me, I glanced at Rhafi first, figuring maybe he was having a happy dream. But nothing to startle Singe was happening there.


  "What?"


  "The window. It keeps showing different things."


  I stepped over.


  She was right. It kept alternating between four different live scenes. "Did you touch it? Did you do anything?"


  "No! I was over here, looking at. . . . I never thought they were so big. . . . I was picking at the colored spots on this strange gray stone." She shoved a paw at me. Her whiskers were way back. But she just had to take another look at Rhafi.


  I took the "stone." A number of not dissimilar items were scattered around the room. But not nearly so many as there had been during my previous visit. Which suggested that Casey might have taken some with him.


  Those elves we'd chased, who'd knocked me out over and over, had used some small fetish or amulet or whatnot to do so. Maybe all those things were different magical devices.


  Which got me thinking. We had a small collection back at the house, from that last place where Kip's kidnappers knocked us down, plus those I'd taken away from Rhafi. Should they stay there, dangerously near my partner, when we didn't know their capabilities? Might it not be more useful to surrender them to Colonel Block? That might earn me some obligation points. And might even be a service to the Crown. If these silver elves actually were a sorcerous threat from foreign lands.


  Singe made a squealing sound that might have been surprise, fright, dismay, or all three together. I glanced into the other room.


  I asked Singe the same question. "Did you touch it? Did you do anything?"


  Singe backed out of the room but couldn't stop staring until I closed the curtain. I chuckled but didn't pursue the subject. I did suspect that in future she'd be less inclined toward romantic experimentation.


  I thought it might be a good idea to gather up everything of potential interest to the people Block represented because minutes after Singe and I left it, Casey's place was going to get picked clear.


  "Garrett?"


  "Uhm?"


  "You said tell you if I saw anything interesting?"


  "You found Rhafi interesting, did you?"


  "Not that." Her tone put me in my place for my having my mind in the gutter. "In the window."


  I saw what she meant when the view of the street out front came up.


  Three silver elves had taken station across the way. They weren't out in traffic but, even so, you'd think people dressed that weird would attract some notice. That they attracted none whatsoever told me that some sort of enchantment concealed them from passersby but couldn't fool the window's eye.


  A hint of a flicker of afterimage indicated that they were pretending to be women. Women who didn't know their ways around. One stared at something in her hand as she swung her partially extended arm right and left.


  "We did something to attract Casey's enemies," I said. "And they got here fast. But they still don't quite know where to find him. We'd better get out of here while we can." I squinted at the window when the street view came back up. Did those elves really have waists and breasts? That was a fine crop of nubbins, to be sure, but damned if it didn't look like something was there, putting a little appeal into those elegant silver lines.
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  The silver elves weren't visible anywhere when Singe and I reached the street. I felt them vaguely, though, in the back of my mind.


  "Can you smell anything?"


  "Something cold. . . . Like what I smelled when we were tracking that boy. But not quite the same."


  "I think that's because this's a different bunch of elves. We have some kind of pyramid here. There's one guy, Casey, who's hunting two guys, Lastyr and Noodiss, because they're wanted for unspecified crimes. Then we have these three elves, evidently all female. In times past they raided Playmate's stable and the Prose flat, trying to lay hands on Kip. Then we have the four who actually did capture Kip. Unless Casey was lying—and his lips weren't moving at the time, on account of he doesn't have any—these people are all involved in criminal enterprises of some sort."


  We were moving away from the ugly yellow structure, Singe picking the way, me limping along in her wake lugging a sack filled with trinkets rescued from Casey's digs. I nodded to Doris and Marsha as I passed. I felt the invisible elves start moving behind me.


  Singe observed, "Reliance is involved in criminal enterprises. But a lot of his activities don't appear to be morally questionable."


  Though she hadn't stated it perfectly I was proud that Singe could reason to that level. "True. The law isn't always about what's right. Or wrong. A lot of times it's about somebody being guaranteed an advantage over somebody else. And that's human nature. That's the nature of any sentient species, I think. Damn! Those invisible people really are moving back there. I get the feeling that they're crossing to Casey's place."


  I hoped that was what they were doing, rather than falling in behind us.


  They were sure to walk in on some excitement if they went upstairs. I hoped they'd find Casey's place crawling with scavengers and voyeurs.


  I said, "I think it might be a good idea if we checked back to see how Rhafi and Kayne are doing, later." Those two could end up in deep trouble if that sleep spell didn't wear off.


  "Shush. I need to concentrate."


  So now it was me who was the distraction. The triplets weren't because they were keeping their distance, pretending they weren't with me. Good on whichever one of them thought of that. But I needed to toss my swag bag into the cart with Dojango. I wasn't about to carry it forever.


  My aches and pains had receded somewhat but they continued to hamper me. I limped and gimped and had no sense of humor at all. I couldn't even work myself into a state of amusement over Singe's recent discombobulation. And that was pretty damned funny. It could become a classic after a few retellings polished it up.


  When our path took us around a corner, thus taking us out of sight of any eyes tagging along behind, I halted. I didn't move until Doris and Marsha appeared.


  I tossed my swag bag into Dojango's lap. The results were satisfactory. Rose's enthusiastic barking demonstrated that he had been faking unconsciousness.


  I left him to his brothers. Singe and I traveled on into the night, me limping and groaning and demonstrating grand vigor in protesting my determination to find a new way to make a living.


  

  


  


  "Where in hell are we going?" I muttered. We'd been walking for hours. It was the middle of the night. I felt every step in every muscle and every joint. We were way up north, passing through neighborhoods where real elves roamed. Singe and I drew stares from folks curious about whether we were a couple. I could've told them that we were a couple of idiots.


  This was dangerous country. But if we stuck to the main thoroughfare, the Grand Avenue, we should be all right, partly because it was customarily safe ground, partly because Doris and Marsha were ambling along with us, their clubs dragging the cobblestones and their knuckles threatening to get down there soon.


  "I am following the trail, Garrett. I am not creating it." Singe was getting cranky, too. Probably needed to get some food in her.


  "This is why I hate working. Once you get started you can't just knock off when you feel like it and have a couple of beers. You've got to keep going until you drop. Why don't you eat one of your sandwiches?"


  Singe immediately went to the back of the cart and dug out several. "If it makes you feel better knowing, we are much closer than we were. Their scent is almost fresh. They are less than three hours ahead."


  Every silver lining has a cloud.


  "That's the godsdamned gate up there!" I grumbled, glaring at an island of light in the far distance. "Please don't tell me they left town."


  "All right." Singe sounded troubled. And she should. For ratpeople TunFaire's outer wall constitutes the edge of the world. Go past it and you fall off into the misty void.


  The situation wasn't much better for me. I don't like not-city. I don't go outside often. When I do I prefer to visit some rich man's estate, where I can be comfortable while I take care of business. I get back to town as fast as I can.


  If we kept going this general direction for a few hours we could drop in on the Contague estate.


  Although I know better intellectually, emotionally I feel like the deadly wilderness is clamoring at the city gate, all carnivorous or poisonous plants and animals, most of them bigger and faster than me, while the air is so full of man-eating bugs that you don't dare breathe deep. In reality, most of the countryside near TunFaire is well tamed. If it wasn't it wouldn't be able to feed the city. The exceptions are some bits unsuited for exploitation or which the wealthy and powerful have set aside as hunting reserves or whatnot. The rare incursions of thunder-lizards, mammoths, or even bears or giant ground sloths, are just that: rare. But they sure do get talked about plenty.


  Marsha said, "We maybe need to take a sleep break first if we're really going to go out there, Garrett."


  He had a point. A good point. Or, at least, a damned good excuse for us not to go wandering around the wilderness in the dark. Even if we were only a few hours behind our friends.
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  Wilderness is relative. Before sunrise we were in wild country compared to where I live. But we were in a carefully tamed and only mildly unkempt park compared to the places where I fought my share of the war.


  Of course, this was the worst nightmare wilderness Singe had ever seen. She couldn't take ten steps without stopping to sniff the morning air for the warning stench of approaching monsters. I kept after her to move faster. "The quicker we get there the quicker we get it over with and the quicker we get back to town. You don't want to spend the night out here, do you?" But instinct is hard to overcome. I prove that every time I get too close to Belinda Contague. "Besides, the grolls can handle anything we're likely to meet."


  Dojango had been yakking all morning, inconsequentialities. Typical of him, actually. So much so that nobody paid him the least attention. Though Doris did drag him out of the cart and have him pull it as one way of slowing his jaw down.


  "Wait a minute," I said. "What was that?"


  Because Dojango's mouth runs with no real connection to his brain he just chomped air for a minute. What might he have said that could interest me? He hadn't been listening. Then he went into mild shock because somebody was interested in something that he'd said. "Uh, I don't remember, actually."


  "About the thing you saw in the sky."


  "Oh. That happened while you were all asleep, actually."


  When the time had come we'd all just planted ourselves at streetside, grolls on the flanks, and started snoring. We hadn't been bothered.


  Size does matter.


  Dojango continued, "I decided I'd stand watch on account of all of the rest of you were out like the dead."


  He was fibbing. He hadn't been able to sleep because he'd spent all that time snoozing in the cart. It's easy to tell when Dojango is revising history. He forgets to use his favorite word.


  "And?"


  "And a ball of light came in out of the east, from beyond the river. It went somewhere south of us. It stopped for a while. I could see the glow. Then it came north, slowly, drifting back and forth over Grand Avenue. I had a feeling it was looking for something, actually."


  "And it came to a stop up above us?"


  "Yeah. After a while it shined a really bright light down on us. And that's all I remember." He shuddered, though. So there was something more.


  "What else?"


  He didn't want to talk about it but Dojango Rose is incapable of resisting an invitation to speak. "Just a really bad dream where the light lifted me up and took me inside the glow, into a weird, lead-gray place. They did really awful things to me, these weird, shiny little women. This one wouldn't leave my thing alone."


  "I see." He'd healed wondrous fast if he'd been tortured. "Something to keep in mind." I did some thinking. Some consideration of the circumstances. I came up with some ideas.


  The first time we approached a sizable woodlot which boasted enough tangled undergrowth to suggest that it wasn't used much I had Doris and Marsha carry the cart and its cargo deep inside and camouflage it with branches.


  Dojango cried like a baby.


  "I guarantee you I don't have a whole lot of sympathy, buddy. Why don't you use your sore feet to make the rest of you mad enough to smack some of those elves around when we catch up with them?"


  That bought me a respite. Dojango Rose is a lover, not a fighter. He probably heard his mother calling but couldn't run away as long as his brothers stuck it out.


  We passed gated estates. The grolls attracted considerable attention. Most of the guards were friendlier than they might have been had I tried to engage them in conversation on my own. Doris and Marsha make a convincing argument just standing around, leaning on their clubs.


  Some of those guards had seen Saucerhead and Playmate go by. But not a one had seen Kayne Prose. Or any other willowy blonde. Tharpe and Playmate had been bickering, according to several witnesses. They were, also, not making very good time. We were still only a few hours behind them despite our pause to enjoy a stone mattress.


  "We keep on with this and we're going to find ourselves out in the real country pretty soon," I observed. We were past the truck gardens and wheatfields and starting up the slope into wine country. Ahead the hills started growing up. Fast.


  We popped over a ridgeline, me cursing the day Kayne met Kip's pop and, even more bloodily, the day I let myself get into debt to Playmate. "Whoa! There it is. That's perfect."


  "There what is?" Dojango asked. I'd stopped. He'd sat down. He had one boot off already.


  "That bowl of land down there. Filled with trees. It has a pond in there. You can see the water. Runs down off all these hills. Looks like a great hiding place. Bet you that's where—"


  Some sort of flash happened under the trees. A dark brown smoke ring rolled up through the foliage. There was a rumble like a very large troll clearing his throat.


  "That was different," Dojango said. He levered his other boot off.


  "My guess is, our friends just found the elven sorcerers."


  Nobody rushed off to help. Dojango massaged his blisters and distinctly looked like he'd rather head some other direction. Any other direction.


  Singe had the sensibilities of a soldier. "If we can see what is happening down there, then whoever is down there can see what is happening up here."


  "Absolutely." I responded by dropping into the shade of a split rail fence. The Rose boys didn't need the whole speech, either. The big ones made themselves as scarce as possible on an open road that ran downhill through a vineyard where the plants were seldom more than hip high. To me. Dojango rolled into a ditch.


  A look around showed me a countryside not made for sneaking. The wooded bowl was entirely surrounded by vineyards. I could cover some ground on hands and knees amongst the vines but there wasn't a whole lot of cover for guys twenty feet tall.


  And there were people out working the vineyards. Some not that far from us, eyeing us askance because of our odd behavior. Before long most of the workers began to amble downhill to see what was going on.


  "There's our cue, people. Look like you've got grape skins between your toes."


  Dojango began to whine in earnest. Once out of his boots his feet had swollen. He couldn't get them back on.


  It was real. We'd have to leave him behind. Which was just as well, actually. Dojango has a talent for screwing things up by getting underfoot when times begin to get exciting.


  I told him, "We'll pick you up on the way back."


  He didn't act like his feelings were hurt.
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  Most of the vineyard workers reached the wood well before we did. Which was fine by me. Because something unpleasant was going on in amongst the trees. Something flashy, noisy, then smoky. Another doughnut of brown smoke rolled up out of the trees.


  The vineyard people decided they wanted no part of that. They went scooting right back up the hills. Not a one was interested in wasting valuable running time gawking at my odd company.


  At a guess I'd say people in the area had had bad experiences down there before.


  Once you penetrated the dozen yards of dense brush and brambles on the outer perimeter of the wood you found yourself in a perfectly groomed, parklike grove. Without undergrowth. With grass almost like a lawn. With a pond an acre in size, somewhat off center to the west. And with a big silver discus thing smack in the middle, standing eight feet above the grass on spindly metal legs. A flimsy ladder rose from the grass to an opening in the disk's belly. A silver elf lay at the foot of that, unconscious or dead. Likewise, one Saucerhead Tharpe, right hand gripping the elf's ankle, whose scattered attitude suggested that he'd been dragged back out of the discus.


  I saw nothing to explain the brown smoke rings, nor all the racket we'd heard while we were coming down the hill.


  The wood was perfectly still now. Not a bird had a word to say. Not a bug sang one bar to his ladylove. A few leaves did stir in the breeze but they kept their voices down. The only sounds to be heard were the distant, excited voices of vineyard workers who had decided they were far enough away to slow down and gossip.


  When I stopped and counted them up in my head I doubted that there'd been more than a dozen workers, total.


  We four froze with the moment, some listening, some sniffing. I turned slowly, trying to get a direction for the sense of presence I'd begun to feel.


  I whispered to Singe, "The Casey creature is here in the grove somewhere. Can you scent him?"


  "The odors here are very strange, Garrett. I am confused. I do scent something that might be Casey but I cannot locate him."


  A breeze stirred the leaves and branches. My eye kept going to an oddity of shadow that didn't stir with everything else. I examined it from the corners of my eyes. I squinted, right and left and direct. I moved several times so I could try everything from a variety of angles. Several times the dance of bright sunlight and deep leaf shadow made me think that I had glimpsed something that might have been Kayne Prose crumpled up beside a stump, trapped inside something like a heat shimmer. When I concentrated I discovered a shadow being cast onto the ground by something not apparent to the naked eye.


  I looked left and right. Nothing told me why the vineyard hands had run for it. Nothing told me where Playmate might be now. Nothing indicated the current whereabouts of the three silver elves not sprawled underneath their silvery discus. Nothing told me much of anything.


  I drifted toward the shadow that shouldn't have been, beckoning Marsha to follow, laying a finger to my lips. I got a few more glimpses of Kayne Prose. She didn't appear to be awake. The invisibility spell keeping her unseen was sputtering and maybe needed a little punching up from somebody who'd had enough schooling to know what they were doing.


  The spell did a whole lot of nothing to fool my sense of touch.


  I got Marsha down on his knees, guided his hands. "That's his head. You hang on in case he wakes up. If he does, let him know who's in control. Without killing him, if possible."


  "Gotcha."


  I began the task of frisking and disrobing a body I couldn't see. The stripping part didn't go well at all.


  A totally bedraggled imitation Kayne Prose materialized suddenly. In the same moment Singe said, "Gleep! Where did Garrett go?"


  Inasmuch as I had not gone anywhere I gazed with suspicion at the small gray fetish I'd just taken off Casey. "Singe. Come over here." When she arrived I put the device into her paw. She vanished. I assume I reappeared. "Now you're invisible. Hang on to that. It might come in handy."


  "Nobody can see me? Whoo! Ha-ha! What I could do with this!"


  "What couldn't we all do? Why don't you sneak over there and see if Saucerhead is still breathing?" I had a recollection of having turned up horizontal myself a few times after running into these elves. Only they hadn't knocked themselves out, too, those times.


  I couldn't see Singe but she did still cast some shadow when she stepped into the light. She said, "Mr. Playmate must have climbed up the ladder."


  "Singe! Don't go in there!"


  My last two words even I couldn't hear over the Crump! as a sudden ring of brown smoke blew down off the bottom of the discus. The smoke hit the ground, ricocheted back upward, into the sky. It seemed much less substantial than had the earlier clouds.


  "Singe? You all right?"


  A ratlike squeak resolved itself into, "Garrett? Can you hear me? I cannot hear right now. But otherwise I am all right. I am going to finish climbing the ladder now."


  "You damned fool! That's what just—"


  "I found Mr. Playmate. He is right inside here. Out cold. Lying on a metal floor with two more elves. One has a broken arm. At least it is bent the wrong way."


  Meanwhile, on the ground, I was continuing to make sure that Casey and the other unconscious elf wouldn't be able to go anywhere when they woke up. "Let's see if we can't get this costume off this one." I'd given up trying to strip Casey. And to Singe, "That's a good job, Singe. Don't go wandering around in there. Singe?"


  She didn't respond.


  The girl was getting a little too sure of herself. "Would one of you guys reach up in there and drag Playmate out?"


  Doris had taken over trying to get Casey's silver suit off him so Marsha crawled under the discus. It was a tight fit. He ended up twisting himself around so he was seated on the grass, his head and shoulders inside the opening. "Gosh, Garrett, it's weird in here." A moment later he dropped an elf.


  "Hey! You damned near hit me with that." I was having no luck stripping the elf who had fallen with Saucerhead. The new arrival didn't look like he'd be any easier.


  "Here comes the one with the broken arm. You might want to take him so he don't get hurt any worse."


  I jumped up just in time to grab the body Marsha handed down.


  The elf weighed hardly anything at all.


  "Hey, Garrett! Look at this."


  I turned. Doris was standing up, his top half up in the foliage. He seemed to be looking back up the hill that we had descended to get to this adventure. I shed my burden, skipped a dozen yards to a point where I could see the hillside myself.


  I thought the vineyard workers would be up to something. But they were just making tracks.


  Instead, Dojango was in deep sludge. But he hadn't noticed yet.
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  It was kind of funny, actually, because he didn't see it coming until after Doris and I began watching. He was, probably, just sitting there throwing pebbles at grasshoppers and congratulating himself on having gotten out of all the work when he spotted the glowing balls. By that time they'd bracketed him and were descending.


  Doris said, "Maybe he didn't make up all that shit about them pulling him inside and doing something to him. They sure didn't have no trouble finding him again, did they? Even after we ditched that cart and all that magical stuff."


  "An excellent observation, brother." I watched Dojango jump up, try to run in several directions, all of which turned out to be blocked as soon as he chose them. He never stopped trying though, like a squirrel in a box trap. While prancing on stones because his tender feet were bare.


  I noted that the vineyard workers were trying to make themselves seem scarce while they watched, too.


  Once the balls of light were on the ground they faded to become three eggs of lead-gray metal with little in the way of exterior features.


  I said, "We can probably expect their company in a few minutes. We'd better roll up our sleeves and get ready." Playmate came flopping down out of the discus. Marsha started dragging him away. I said, "Hide all these people in the woods. Under the brush, maybe. Then get yourselves out of sight. Where is that girl?" I hopped over the foot of the ladder. "Singe!"


  Singe didn't respond.


  I said, "On second thought, leave Saucerhead and Playmate lying out in the open. This guy, too." I used a toe to nudge the silver elf lying nearest the ladder. "That'll give them something to focus on. So they'll maybe overlook the rest of us. You guys hide. Take whatever steps seem appropriate."


  Gritting my teeth, I reached out and touched the metal ladder. Quick and cautious, using just the tip of one finger.


  Nothing happened.


  Not even a hint of brown smoke.
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  The ladder took me up into a small metal room that was maybe ten feet across. Its ceiling was five feet high. I had to move in a stoop that started my back aching in moments. At its extremities the room's floor conformed to the external curve of the discus. The room itself seemed suitable only for storage.


  "Singe?"


  My voice sounded strange in that place.


  Singe didn't answer me.


  "Don't be playing games just because you're invisible."


  Still no answer.


  The back side of the ladder went on up to another level. I swung around there, looked up.


  There did seem to be an opening—which was closed. Mostly closed. A bit of fabric had gotten caught in a gap where the closure abutted the head of the ladder. The lighting was poor but the fabric resembled that of Singe's shirt.


  I pushed. Nothing gave but the muscles in my back. I tried again, twisting. The closure slid sideways an inch. I thought I had it now. I pushed and twisted some more. The crack widened a few more inches, then wouldn't respond to any effort I made.


  I tried to look through the crack. I couldn't see anything but nothing. I followed up by snaking a cautious hand in to feel around. Nobody stomped on my fingers. It's a wonderful life when the highlight of your working day is that nobody stomped on your fingers.


  I felt around some more. It seemed that the main reason the entry wouldn't open any farther was that Singe was lying on it. Getting her off proved to be a challenge. But I was up to it. I was a trained, veteran Royal Marine.


  Eventually I slithered through the gap. Singe was lying in plain sight, mostly on another metal floor like the one below. This room was perfectly round, with another ceiling that had to be uncomfortably low even for the elves who used it. One of those was slumped in one of four chairs gracing the room. The chairs were all fixed to the floor.


  The wonders of that round room were too numerous to recount. I think I was too numb to recognize a lot of them as anything special. There seemed to be thousands of little glowing lights, for example. Some were green or red, or yellow or purple or even white. Some kept flashing on and off. Most seemed content just to be there, showing themselves.


  I've seen some wild sorcery in my day, including the kind that melts mountains. Yet I was more impressed with this vision than I'd been with anything I'd seen before. The numbers were what did it.


  Then there were windows something like the one at Casey's, most of them more nearly horizontal than vertical. But the really eye-popping thing, the overwhelming thing, was the outer wall, all the way around the room.


  It was like that was missing, not there at all until you touched it. The woods were visible there pretty much as I would've seen them had I been standing on a fifteen-foot-high platform. I was seeing the world from the altitude that Doris and Marsha saw it.


  I couldn't hear anything, though.


  I checked Singe's pulse. She'd be all right. I checked the elf. Somebody had slugged this one from behind. I'd bet on any invisible ratgirl. I couldn't find a pulse in any of the usual places but he was twitching already. I got him plucked of his possessions and tied up with odds and ends. Just in time.


  And just in time for the arrival of the three glowing balls. Those touched down carefully after a wary approach.


  When he saw that happening, my captive elf began to kick and struggle. He wasn't pleased. I felt an inarticulate mental pressure but he never said an actual word.


  I shut the door in the floor and parked both Singe and the elf atop it. When he tried to move I admonished him gently with a toe. He learned faster than a pup.


  I looked outward again.


  The three glowing objects gradually stopped doing that. They turned out to be dull gray lopsided metal eggs not more than ten feet tall, the fat half of each egg downward. Each stood on three metal legs as skinny as broom handles.


  Nothing happened for a while. Then, as an opening began to appear in the side of one of the gray eggs, Doris came bounding out of the woods and dealt that very egg a mighty overhand smack with his club. The blow left a sizable dent.


  Then there was a flash. And Doris staggered away, not knocked down but not real sure where he was anymore. A vaguely feminine silver elf dropped a ladder from the assaulted egg and scrambled down to the ground. She seemed to be seeing the fact but didn't want to believe that Doris hadn't been destroyed by the flash.


  I got all that from feelings within me and from elven body language that probably meant nothing of the sort because the creature wasn't human.


  It hit the ground running toward Doris, in a truly foul mood. The groll himself had gotten lost in the woods. He was blundering around in confusion.


  The other two silver elves left their eggs. They showed hints of femininity, too. From the remove at which I watched I couldn't be completely sure, however. Though there did seem to be minor physical differences from the other elves, nothing was absolutely convincing. Maybe if you were a silver elf you could tell. Kind of the way slugs can tell the boys from the girls.


  Plainly, they didn't label themselves the way humans do, sexually or by pinpointing weirdness, physical disparity, or attractiveness.


  Never mind. I don't need to get my ulcers burning about human nature. I'm all growed up now, Maw. I know we ain't gonna get nowhere wishin' an' hopin'. People are too damned stubborn.


  Speaking of stubborn. Here came Marsha, half the size of a house, crawling on his belly, sneaking up on the lead egg only abandoned a moment earlier by a silver elf with cute little crabapple breasts. Marsha had learned something while watching his brother precipitate attack.


  When he was close enough Marsha reached out and, with a sideways swipe of his club, swatted one of the egg's legs out from under it.


  Which didn't turn out to be quite as clever as I'd thought before he did it.


  When the egg fell it tipped straight toward him. He had to scramble to get out of the way. And even then he wasn't safe.


  The elves decided to chase him.


  The violence of the egg's fall shook the discus. For a second I was afraid I was going down, too.


  The fallen egg began to glow in a patch on its bottom. Then it started sliding around drunkenly, darting and stopping like a water bug, spinning, tearing up trees. It knocked over the only uninjured egg, struck the discus a ferocious glancing blow, and panicked the new arrivals. They didn't know which way to run. Finally, the egg blistered off in a straight line, ripped through the pond and the woods beyond, then plowed a deep furrow through a vineyard almost all the way to the top of the slope before it came to rest. At that point it seemed both to melt and to sink slowly into the earth.


  Marsha had to be amazed by what he'd accomplished.


  The silver elves were amazed, too. And distraught in the extreme.


  I was now reasonably confident that they did communicate the way the Dead Man does. I couldn't pick out any words but the atmosphere was pregnant with emotion. There was a lot of blaming and finger-pointing going on, driven by a terror of being marooned. That fear became a notch more intense when the three examined their surviving egg and discovered that Doris's ill-advised attack had crippled it somehow.


  "Uh-oh."


  The three all stared at the disk like it might be their salvation. After a brief commune they all produced a variety of gray fetishes and began poking at them with long, skinny, nailless fingers. One of the little girls came forward, toward me, passing out of view beneath my feet. Two minutes later there was a whining noise from the area where Singe and the captive elf lay sprawled.


  I scooted over there. The door in the floor was trying to move. The weight piled on it kept it from doing so. I sensed a considerable frustration down below. That was one—maybe—lady who didn't think things ought to be going this way. A—maybe—woman whose day had been on the brink of triumph, but which had turned to shit in her hands in a matter of minutes.


  "Been there, sweetheart," I muttered. I began to look around, seeking something identifiable as a nonlethal weapon. I didn't want to hurt anybody if I really was dealing with women. Possibly the most bizarre aspect of this business so far was the fact that no one had gotten killed. We had one elf with a broken arm and we had me with a bumper crop of aches and bruises—acquired from ratpeople not directly involved in the case—but otherwise the whole thing was almost civilized. And no silver elf had yet done anyone a direct physical injury.


  I didn't find anything that could be used as a weapon. Maybe I could rip an arm off the elf I did have and use it to harvest the new crop. I did retain plenty of pieces of steel in a variety of shapes and sizes, all with very sharp edges, should the situation grow hair, though.


  Even so, these weird people didn't seem to be impressed by weapons. Which left me wondering just how bright they could be.


  The elf downstairs tried to get the floor door open again. I sat down nearby, ready to crack her knuckles with the butt of a knife if she stuck a hand through the way I had. I'm not always a perfect gentleman.


  Some of the little flashy lights expired suddenly. Outside, the most voluptuous elf began to jump up and down. Evidently she'd solved some puzzle and was totally excited. She didn't jiggle much, though.


  The other elf looked over her shoulder. Clearly, she disapproved of her sidekick's demonstration but was pleased with their results. Her daddy longlegs fingers began to prance across another of those gray fetish things.


  More lights went out. There was a declining whine, fading fast, never noticed until it went.


  "I don't think that's a good sign," I told myself.


  Still more lights went out.


  "Definitely not a good sign."


  Up on the see-through wall—which I just now noticed had a curved shape in the vertical dimension that allowed it to show a lot more than a flat window would—I saw a large piece of deadwood come arcing out of the woods, spinning end for end horizontally. It was a log I would've had trouble lifting.


  It got both silver elves.


  I felt their rush of pain inside my head.
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  The elf downstairs made a run for it. She dropped out the bottom of the disk and headed up the path already blazed by the self-immolating egg. Marsha didn't have any luck catching her. I didn't let it worry me. She was completely weird and doubtless had no clue how to get by in the country, without help from her strange, sorcerous toys. She should not be hard to track. Just follow the commotion she caused.


  Maybe Colonel Block could get me a big fat medal for having saved Karenta from the foreign sorcerers and sorceresses. Maybe the flying pigs would start evicting the pigeons from their traditional roosts. Which sure would leave a mess around all those dead and incompetent generals posing outside the Chancery.


  The common wisdom among former grunts is that competent generals wouldn't have screwed up so bad they got themselves killed and therefore there wouldn't have been any need for a memorial.


  Soldiers are a cynical bunch.


  In the process of exploring the interior of the discus I discovered Cypres Prose installed in a padded box behind a door that locked from the outside. The little horizontal closet was soundproof. It was on a floor above the one with the marvelous lights and the wonderful view.


  The upper level seemed to constitute of crew quarters and such, if you went over it just guessing.


  My years in the Corps, with its ancient and traditional naval associations, clicked in at last. This thing had to be some kind of aerial ship or boat. With a crew. With decks and bulkheads and hatches instead of floors and walls and doors. With heads instead of toilets and galleys instead of kitchens—and all that special navy talk us Marines always resented.


  The silver elves must have been trying to teach Kip something, stashing him in a padded box. But they hadn't been harsh enough. Their rewards and punishments must have been too subtle. The boy began to complain the second the door opened, never once going for a "Good to see you again," or, "Thanks for coming to find me, Garrett." That being the case I shut him back in while I went on to explore the rest of the aerial ship.


  After a while I reopened the hatch confining Kip. "Where can I find Lastyr and Noodiss?"


  Bitch, bitch, piss, and moan.


  "All right. Your call." I shut the hatch.


  I went back outside "Hey, Marsha, did you happen to look for Dojango? I'm pretty sure they dragged him into one of those lead eggs."


  In the excitement we'd forgotten the little brother.


  Marsha went over to the fallen egg and yelled in the doorway. He didn't get a response. For a moment he and I both stared up the hill along the path taken by the berserk egg. Then Marsha went and yelled into the dented egg. That didn't do any good either.


  "I'd better look," I said. "Chances are they wouldn't have left him in any condition where he could do some mischief." These silver elves were highly weird but I doubted that they were highly stupid.


  I was right. I found Dojango in the dented ship, as unconscious as Singe and Playmate and Saucerhead Tharpe. "This is not good," I kept muttering to myself. Until my superior intellect finally seized the day.


  I went up into the vineyards and asked around until I found a somberly clad, gloomily serious young man willing to abandon his post for a fee. I gave him messages to deliver to the Dead Man, to Morley Dotes, and to Colonel Block. In that order. I gave him half of his handsome messenger's stipend before he departed, giving him to understand that receipt of the balance was contingent upon his getting the job done right. He nodded a lot. All his mates seemed to think his going to the city was a huge joke.


  Then I just felt like I could lie back and take it easy until reinforcements arrived. Taking a few minutes every hour to go see if Kip had started to catch on yet.


  That boy was slow. After a while he mentioned hunger. "That right there's you one more motive for turning cooperative, I'd say. Whew! It's really starting to get ripe in there, too. Guess those good old silver boys let you out when you had to go." He refused to understand that right away, too.


  Back outside, I asked, "How is Doris looking, Marsha?" I'd been rooting for a swift recovery. Making small talk with the healthy brother had worn thin in a hurry. Once we'd used up business and gossip all Marsha could talk about was the shortage of suitable females within his size range.


  "An' you can stuff them ideas right there, Garrett. On account of I've already heard all the jokes about mastodons and blue oxen."


  "Then I shan't belabor the obvious. Actually, I was going to suggest that you jog up and get our cart back. Singe packed us a load of sandwiches." She'd also eaten a load of sandwiches along the way but I hoped a few might have survived. And if not, I'd at least get a respite from the mighty lover's whining.


  Marsha thought that was about the best idea he'd heard all week. He took off right away, tossing back, "Keep an eye on Doris, will you?"


  "I will indeed." On account of I didn't want to be in the wrong place when the big goof tripped over his own feet and came tumbling down.


  I made my rounds of prisoners and patients. They were all being incredibly stubborn about recovering, though I now saw some signs that they were coming back. Singe had begun babbling in her sleep, thankfully mostly in ratfolk cant. My grasp of the dialect is feeble. I was embarrassed only about half the time.


  Doris was coming along fine. He made sense about seventy percent of the time. He stayed fine as long as he didn't get up and try to walk around. His sense of balance was out of whack. When he did try to walk he drifted sideways. Then he fell over.


  Twenty minutes after Marsha left we had a visitor. Some sort of vineyard manager or overseer or supervisor, name of Boroba Thring. Boroba was a fat little brown guy on a skinny little brown donkey. He believed devoutly in his right to claim everyone and everything in sight in the name of his employer, evicting me in the meantime. Evidently he seldom dealt with anyone who told him "No." He'd come visiting alone and didn't see that as a disadvantage. He was one of those particularly irritating characters who couldn't conceive of anyone thwarting him, let alone ignoring him. Which is what I did for a while when first he spouted his nonsense. Once I became sufficiently sick of his voice, I said, "Hey, Doris. You can have this one to play with."


  Thring didn't last long. I had Doris dump him in with the other prisoners. After that I passed the time amusing myself by figuring out how to strip silver elves.


  The material they wore was tough but I discovered that it wouldn't stand up to a really sharp piece of steel.


  Marsha arrived with the cart. "You're probably gonna want to keep those people in the shade, Garrett. I've seen albinos with more color to them."


  "They definitely don't get out much." My, oh, my, the cargo area on the back of the cart still contained sandwiches that Singe hadn't eaten. And some beer in stoneware bottles. That was a nice surprise. I shared the sandwiches with the grolls. I shared the beer with me. I reserved the last sandwich and went to see Kip.


  


  


  


  49


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  "This is the way it goes, kid." I waved the sandwich, took a small bite. "You can talk to me, the nice guy who's here to help you. Or you can talk to the Guard when they get here and take over. I know. You're a tough guy. You've been getting yourself ready for this in your daydreams for the last fifteen years. And so far it hasn't hurt much more than an ordinary dream. But when the Guards get here they'll have someone from the Hill with them. And you know those people won't think any more of stepping on you than they would of stomping a roach."


  I looked into Kip's eyes and tried to imagine what he was seeing as he looked at me. Definitely not what I thought I was. Probably just a minor villain, laughing and rubbing his hands together while cackling about having ways to make him talk.


  Time was getting to be a problem.


  What I had to get around was Kip's absolute vision of himself as the hero of his own story. Which at this point meant crushing him in a major way because I couldn't come up with a means by which he could see an honorable escape route he could use without believing his escape was some sort of wicked betrayal.


  I did some estimating of how much time I might yet have before those I'd summoned arrived. Seemed like it should be quite a while yet if things ran their usual course in officialdom.


  I did some soul-searching, too. Because I wanted to know why some part of me was so convinced that it was important for me to get to Lastyr and Noodiss.


  When I start thinking, and wondering about my own motives, life really starts to slow down. I can see why Morley gets impatient with me.


  Marsha built us a fire. Doris had recovered enough to help without falling in. I gathered some of my favorite people in the circle of warmth. Singe. Playmate. Saucerhead. Casey and a member each from the other crews. They didn't look like much naked. The males were like shriveled up old prunes. Like mummies. One of the two females wasn't much more promising. The other got barely passing marks from me because I possess a prejudiced eye.


  I hoped somebody would thaw out and tell me something interesting.


  Neither Doris nor Marsha had any trouble leaving brother Dojango a subject in the realm of silence. Dojango never said anything interesting. Dojango just said.


  Saucerhead recovered first. He was in a predictably foul temper. He insisted he was starving.


  "Save yourself some agony," I told him. "I've been where you're at now, three times. If you try to eat anything it'll come right back up."


  "Let me learn the hard way." His stomach growled agreement.


  "Your choice. But the only edibles in the area are those grapes up yonder. And if those were ripe they would've been picked already."


  Saucerhead wasn't interested in common sense or rationality but he could handle them when they happened. "Then I'm going back to sleep." Presumably a trick he'd learned in the army. Doze as much as you can until flying misfortune makes you get up and go to work.


  "Don't get into it too deep. I sent for the Guard. I can't see you wanting to be lying around here napping when they show."


  "Which won't be for a while. And I can count on my good friend Garrett to kick me in the slats and wake me up as soon as he sees them coming over yonder ridge. Go on and get away from me. My head is pounding and I ain't in no mood."


  I did get a smile out of Playmate before he turned nasty on me. Somehow, while he was unconscious, all his pain and misery had become my fault. Ignoring the incredibly stupid thing he'd done, chasing after a Kayne Prose who wasn't even the real deal, a dozen miles into the countryside.


  Singe tried harder to be nice when she came around, but she did find it difficult to be understanding about the food shortage.


  Seems I spend my whole life listening to people complain.


  Maybe I should get into the priest racket. But I'm either too cynical or not cynical enough.


  I told Singe, "If hunger becomes a bad enough problem we'll eat our pal Casey over there."


  Casey didn't respond even though he was awake.


  None of the elves seemed able to communicate without their clothes on.
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  I took a nap myself. It lasted through most of the night. I awakened to find my accomplices feeling better physically but no less testy. They all complained of hunger. The prisoners were all awake now, too, but were unable, or unwilling, to communicate. When I gave Casey his suit back, in hopes that that would help, but he just stared at the ruins and shook his head. Evidently my knifework had deprived him of his sorcery permanently.


  I said, "I've had a thought."


  Saucerhead grumbled, "Don't go spraining your brain."


  "This one just popped right up, no work at all."


  "Like a toadstool, probably. Growing on a cow pie."


  "Somebody from town should be showing up pretty soon. But they don't need to find the rest of you here. They don't know about you so there's no need for you to deal with their crap."


  Playmate said, "They'll just hunt us down later."


  "Not if I don't tell them. None of these elves can talk."


  "There's that grapestomper."


  "He's only seen the big guys. I can make him a deal that'll guarantee his silence."


  Playmate gave up arguing. He enjoyed official scrutiny as little as the next man. "What about Kip? We haven't found Kip. Kip is what this mess is all about. It's all a waste of time, money, and pain if we don't get the kid back."


  "I'll keep looking. He's got to be here somewhere."


  "I have to take him back, Garrett."


  "I know." Overly moral me, I'd decided that I couldn't let a kid fall into Colonel Block's hands. Not even that kid. Block is a decent enough guy—for a royal functionary—but there are a lot of people, way nastier than me, that he's obliged to keep happy. And Kip meant nothing to him personally. There were ten thousand Kips in town.


  Maybe I get him together with Kayne Prose. Make Kip mean something long enough for the Hill folk to lose interest.


  I strolled over to the discus. I climbed inside. The bulk of a sandwich awaited me beside the hatch to Kip's compartment. I was tempted to enjoy it myself. But I was concerned, too. That sandwich had drawn no flies. When I reflected on the matter I realized that I had yet to see any insect inside the aerial ship.


  Now there was a sorcery worth stealing.


  "Hello, Kip. This could be your lucky day. I have something for you to eat and a chance for you to get out of here before Baron Dreadlore and the Civil Guards arrive." Dreadlore was a fabrication but somebody with a name very much like that would turn up soon. Maybe several of them, considering how much damage a sorcerer could imagine himself doing if he owned the secret magery of flight.


  "Water."


  "Dang me, Kip." I hadn't even thought about water. I should have. I must be getting senile. "There's a whole big pond of the stuff right outside. And a nice cold spring. You still want to be stubborn?"


  Yes, he did.


  I told him, "They got hold of your mother and Rhafi, you know."


  He croaked, "That was Casey."


  "How would you know? How would you know that name?"


  "The Drople and the Graple both told me. They have ways of observing things that are happening in the city." He didn't explain who the Drople and the Graple were. Two of his captors, presumably.


  "They talked to you?"


  "They hoped to convert me to their cause. They didn't get the job done." It was nice to see the kid too weak to be a smart-ass. "I couldn't understand what they were talking about. Lastyr and Noodiss are the only ones of them that I ever actually do get. They just want to go home."


  "How'd they get here in the first place?"


  "In a sky vessel. Like this one. But they didn't know how to work it well enough. They crashed it."


  "I don't recall the incident."


  "They crashed in the river. Whatever's left of their ship is underwater."


  At last I was starting to dig something out. Not that it made a lick of sense.


  "That being the case, why not let Casey take them home?"


  "Because Casey isn't here to take them home. Casey is here to take them to prison."


  "They're escaped convicts?"


  Kip was losing patience with me and my questions. "No. They have the wrong politics. Although politics isn't exactly what it is. Not like what we mean when we say politics here. It's all politics and philosophy and science and law and research with all three groups. And even though I've talked and talked about it with Lastyr and Noodiss I still don't understand much better than you do without ever having heard them explain anything. It seems like there's a war going on between people who've got different ideas about how knowledge should be handled. The party Lastyr and Noodiss belong to, the Brotherhood of Light, believe that knowledge is the birthright of all intelligent life-forms. That it should be freely shared with anybody able to understand it. That's why they came here. So they could teach us."


  I believe I've mentioned my tendency toward the cynical reaction. I sneered at the charity of Kip's friends.


  I said, "The way you're hacking and croaking, I'll bet you're ready for a long, cool drink of springwater."


  Kip grunted.


  "So point the way for me."


  In complete exasperation, the boy told me, "I don't know where they are!"


  "You know how to contact them. Let's go, Kip. It isn't a game anymore. It isn't an adventure. People are coming for you who'll pull pieces off you like you're a bug. The stakes are probably a lot bigger than either of us can imagine."


  He gave me a look that belittled my imagination. I kept plugging. "We need to do whatever we can to get ourselves out of their way."


  The kid looked at the stale sandwich but didn't fold. I had to admire him even if, from my point of view, he was being stubborn for all the wrong reasons.


  "You win, kid. Eat hearty." Time to change over to Plan Q.
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  "Ifound him," I told Playmate. "They had him stashed in some kind of locker. Marsha! Get everybody ready to hit the road. We're gonna move as soon as we can get the kid cleaned up. Playmate, take him to the pond."


  My instructions inspired a hundred questions. I ignored them all, located my local buddy Mr. Thring. He had value under the new plan. He glared daggers once I removed his blindfold but he'd begun to understand that bluster and attitude weren't his best tools here. "Mr. Thring. Good morning. I've been talking with my associates about what we should do with you. Most of them think we should take you over to the pond and hold you under until you can't remember names or faces anymore."


  Surprise and fear lit up the dusky round face of the estate manager.


  "But it seems to me that you might be more use to us healthy. If you'll help us with a little something and can leave us comfortably assured that you wouldn't discuss your adventures with anyone later on."


  Thring was eager to provide assurances. He couldn't by virtue of having been bound and gagged.


  "What I'm looking for is a little-known path or road we can use to slip away from here." Inside I was kicking myself for not having pulled this together last night, when we'd had a lot bigger lead on the folks who'd be headed our way now.


  That messenger was going to end up having to whistle for the second half of his stipend.


  "You do know this country well enough to help us with that, don't you? Probably grew up around here? Came right back after you did your five? Right?"


  The man nodded his head.


  "Good. I'm going to take your gag off now. And we'll get started on making you one of the crew."


  I scanned the group. This wasn't a promising crowd for making a running retreat. Kip was in no shape to travel. Neither was Mr. Thring. Dojango would whine a lot but he could walk. Limping. He'd soaked his feet. Playmate and Saucerhead would manage what they had to manage. Doris and Marsha would end up doing more than their reasonable share, as usual, probably by having to carry somebody. And I would want to take an elf or two along.


  The females seemed the most promising hostages. They were lighter and from what little I could sense of what was going on inside them, they seemed more cooperative, more likely to talk about things none of the several crews wanted known.


  Playmate, Saucerhead, and I could take turns pulling our prisoner cart.


  Saucerhead approached. "What's up, Garrett?"


  "I've decided not to wait for Colonel Block. Mr. Thring here has been generous enough to offer to guide us out of here by back ways so we can get out and go home without having to deal with those special people who're likely to show up here with the Guard."


  "I gotcha. Good idea. You suppose he could guide us somewhere where we could get something to eat?"


  "I'll talk to him about that."


  A little hunger probably wouldn't hurt us nearly as much as leaving a clear backtrail. Once we put some miles between ourselves and the wrecked skyships, though. . . .


  I was ready for a snack myself.
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  I was so agitated. All my paranoia went to waste.


  When I reached home, after an epic death march that brought the survivors and me into town through the west gate, I learned that the Dead Man hadn't received my message at all. Neither had Morley, because Morley would've contacted His Nibs if he had.


  What that meant was, there was still a gang of elves out there, tied up and maybe dying of thirst and exposure.


  I headed for the al-Khar immediately. There wasn't much of me left when I got there. I need to work on my strength and endurance.


  I had no trouble getting in to see Colonel Block. He really was interested in what I was doing.


  I related a comprehensive version of my story. It ran light on the sorcery side and came up short on names but was solid enough to let the colonel know that here was a matter genuinely in need of his attention.


  Block asked, "Did you happen to catch the name of this weirdly dressed fellow who was supposed to bring me your message?"


  "Yeah. Earp. Eritytie Earp."


  "Was he Michorite? That sounds Michorite."


  "Possibly. Maybe one of those cults, now that you mention it. He dressed the part."


  "And I'll bet all the other hands yucked it up when he volunteered to take the job. Am I right?"


  "There was some amusement. But nobody else volunteered."


  "You know what? Your boy is going to wake up in the Tenderloin stone-cold broke, without even his farmboy brogans, undoubtedly so wrecked that he can't remember his own name, let alone those of people he was supposed to give messages. Those ascetic cultists don't deal with temptation well when they come up against it without all their sour fart buddies watching over their shoulders, holding them back."


  "Hell, that could be me. But at least I've been there enough times that I know what I'm missing."


  Block gave me a concerned look. "You may end up with some legal problems if any of those elves die. Can you produce trustworthy witnesses to back you up when you say they kidnapped this kid?"


  "Hell, Wes, you had a guy there when it happened."


  "Not exactly. Oh, I do believe you. More or less."


  "So why don't I just stipulate that you've got me over a barrel? Get somebody out there. Those creatures can't do you any good dead. If you really need me, you know where I live."


  "I thought you'd go along. Be right there handy when questions start popping up."


  "You thought wrong. I'm going home. I'm going to eat and sleep and not do anything else for about nine days. I'm allergic to the country. It takes me a long time to get over it. I'm just trying to do my civic duty here, anyway."


  "You always were a bullshitter, Garrett. I'll let you know how it comes out."


  I'd heard that before. He'd forget about me the second I left. The only reason he'd mentioned taking me along was to make me more eager to get out of there. He wanted to grab the benefits of this for Westman Block.


  Damn, that was smart of me, being stupid enough to hire a messenger who'd get lost in the red-light district before he thought of doing anything else.


  From the little I've heard about the Michorites and related cults, that's a rite of passage. They—the men—get one chance to sneak away and wallow in sin and depravity. Then they spend the rest of their lives keeping an eye on each other, every miserable man making sure nobody else has any fun ever again.


  "In your hands," I said. "I hope you get more out of it than I did."


  "Go on. Before I change my mind." He might, just to show me that he could, so I got.


  

  


  


  The house was crowded, what with Singe, Kip, and the captive silver elves staying over. Singe offered to ease the crowding by moving into my room with me.


  I begged off again. Kip and the elves ended up sleeping on the floor in the Dead Man's room, where he'd have the least trouble keeping them under control.


  I'd really hoped that Singe's encounter with Rhafi unclothed would scare her off. It seemed to have whetted her curiosity instead.


  The situation amused His Nibs immensely. He wasn't going to help me get out of it, either. I fell asleep in a household drenched in the miasma of his amusement.
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  Dean never gave the bitching a minute's rest but he did cook up breakfast enough for the whole wretched crowd.


  The elf women joined in timidly. Dean tried them on everything in his arsenal. Tea they found acceptable. Honey seemed to be all right, in tea or straight from the pot. One nibbled a biscuit, also with honey aboard. Bacon revolted the two of them. The more obviously feminine member of the pair—the one who looked like she'd actually made it a few weeks into puberty—attacked the mustard once she discovered it. Dean scowled and muttered to himself. A lot of work goes into grinding seed and preparing the condiment. There's always a pot on the table, mainly because I don't much like mustard.


  The other elf woman, the elder and senior woman—judging by wrinkles—seemed terrified, though no one even spoke to her. I got the feeling she'd never seen the inner workings of a Karentine household.


  Fear or no, she did appear to me immensely curious about everything.


  Kip was a shuddering zombie, controlled by an increasingly exasperated Dead Man. Kip never stopped fighting him. Something was missing in that boy's makeup. I couldn't understand how he'd managed to stay alive this long.


  Singe and I removed to the Dead Man's room as soon as I'd had enough to eat. She brought a platter along with her, loaded with seconds or thirds. Having no better idea what to do with herself, the slimmer elf woman tagged along. She wouldn't sit when I offered her my chair because that would leave me standing between her and the door. The other one stayed with Dean, exploring the wonders of the kitchen.


  "So where do we stand, Old Bones? Have we learned anything?"


  Perhaps. At the first instance, probably that we should not have allowed emotion to sweep us away and get us involved in this. As I see it now, we have stormed into the middle of something that was none of our business. We have done nothing but trail chaos and dismay wherever we have gone.


  "What do you mean, ‘we,' Big Daddy Homely? You can't really talk about someone else in the royal plural, can you?"


  Do not become tedious. I am struggling to translate what little recognizable material I find in the thin creature's mind. This is truly an alien intelligence, Garrett. I have encountered nothing like it in all my years. Nor have I ever heard of such creatures. . . . Unless. . . . There may have been similar folk here when I was a child. Visitors, they were called then. They were all murdered for their secrets. Inasmuch as they did not reveal anything they were soon forgotten.


  I am having difficulty communicating not just because of what you would call a language barrier but also because of her fear. She is awash in fear, not just of us, here, whom she finds terrifying enough, but of being cut off from her own people. She is completely unmanned by the possibility that she may never be able to return home. And least of all, but still there in the mix, is a fear of the consequences of the failure of her mission.


  "And that would be?"


  I do not know. That is in a sealed part of her mind.


  "What about the other one?"


  She is frightened, too. And her mind is more closed. But behind her fear there is a hint of her seeing this personal disaster as a potential opportunity for. . . . I do not know what. Something compulsive. Possibly obsessive. Possibly something wicked. Worms of temptation have begun to awaken way down in the black, mucky deeps. . . .


  I hate it when he meanders off on a free association, poetic ramble. I guess because I can't ever figure out what the hell he's babbling about. "What about Kip? Did you get anything new out of him?"


  Yes. Once I became aware that there was something that should be there. But it is not much. And I do not know if we can justify hunting down Lastyr and Noodiss.


  "Of course we can." But I couldn't think of any reasonable argument in favor of that. "Is there any chance some of those elves might've put a compulsion into my head somewhere along the way? Like one of those times when I was knocked out?"


  At the moment I am unable to investigate. All of my mental capacity is occupied by the boy and these foreign women.


  "They definitely are both women, then."


  By birth. You unclothed them. You saw.


  "I didn't see much." But what I had seen had been curiously interesting. "The one in the kitchen at least raised a crop of lemons."


  Many human women are not as voluptuous as those in the range you usually find interesting. This one's primary sexual characteristics are somewhat atrophied. I would expect that to be true of the others, as well.


  "I did notice that." In the women it all added up to a sort of virginal innocence that was attractive in its own fashion.


  Singe hissed at me. I think it was supposed to be laughter.


  I suspect that this is not an individual aberration. I suspect that we would find the males even more atrophied.


  "Weird." I shuddered. "The ones I stripped down out there definitely weren't built to boogie. Maybe I ought to introduce this old gal to Morley."


  The pixies out front launched one of their racket shows, which wakened the Goddamned Parrot.


  She may be beyond seduction, Garrett. They may have tried to breed the sexual impulse out of themselves. The same madness has been tried by countless cults in our part of the world in a shortsighted effort to shove all those distractions aside.


  "How the hell do they get little elves, then?"


  Exactly. No such cult lasts more than a generation. Perhaps the silver elves have found a way around that limitation. Possibly they have a separate breeder caste. I do not know. I do know that no living creature I have ever encountered, save the rare mutant, has lacked desire, however distorted the core impulse might have become because of stresses upon the individual. I would suspect them to be present in these elves. But buried deep.


  "So have you gotten anything out of the kid concerning his two weird pals?"


  Truly, he does not know how or where to find them. He does not have a reliable means of attracting their attention. His method worked only two times in five tries. The rest of the time they just turned up at their own discretion, almost always when he was alone. It has not occurred to Kip to wonder but they almost certainly knew that he was alone before they visited.


  Dean stuck his head in. "That racket out front is because the wee folk have spotted Bic Gonlit."


  Dean was talking to the pixies now? Times change. I gave him the fisheye, on general principles. He wouldn't be feeding them, too, would he?


  "Now why would Bic. . . ?"


  I have him. Go bring him in, Garrett. He flashed me a pixie's-eye view of the spot from which Bic was watching the house. I noted that it was farther away than the Dead Man had shown he could reach before when trying to manipulate a human being. After that, take Kip home to his mother. He is nothing but a distraction here.


  "This is the real Bic Gonlit?"


  The genuine article. Evidently determined to be foolish. Help me find out why. He will not run this time. He will not see you leave the house.
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  Though he was mad as hell Bic couldn't get his body to move. He couldn't do anything but flinch when my hand settled on his shoulder. "Bic, my man, here you are again. Lurking. Let's go for a walk."


  Gonlit stood up and zombie-walked over to the house with me. I talked to him all the way, mainly in an admonitory tone. There was no need to get any other watchers overly excited.


  I did blow Mrs. Cardonlos a kiss. She was out on her porch, keeping her eyes open. She needed her reward.


  Mr. Gonlit is after Miss Pular again. Now on behalf of a ratman who calls himself John Stretch.


  "You get the joke, Singe? John Stretch?"


  "No. Why would the name John Stretch be a joke?" The notion seemed to irritate her.


  "John Stretch is what they used to call the hangman, before we got civilized and started lopping off heads instead."


  "Is that true? I wonder who he could be." Singe had almost no accent left, despite her vastly different throat and voice box. Scary how talented the girl was. But her tone was so controlled even I knew she was dancing around something. I was surprised the Dead Man didn't get after her. Although, sometimes, he just doesn't pay attention to anything but himself.


  Mr. Gonlit does not know who John Stretch is. He does not care. One of the hard-nosed youngsters with ambitions toward Reliance's throne, if you care to call it that. A somewhat naive youngster willing to pay part of Mr. Gonlit's fee up front.


  Mr. Gonlit enjoyed a wonderful gourmet dinner last night. He followed it with a bottle of TunFaire Gold and a deep pipe filled with the finest imported broadleaf tobacco. Probably a Postersaldt. Now Mr. Gonlit finds himself in a position where he has to deliver something that will please John Stretch.


  "Hey, Bic. You know we warned you to back away from us."


  Gonlit shrugged. "People warn you off, pal. I don't recollect you ever running away."


  That stuff is pretty obnoxious when somebody else is throwing it into your face.


  "Must be the boots talking, Bic. Making you braver than you ought to be."


  "What're you gonna do, pal? Send me to the Cantard?"


  Bic tried hard not to betray his interest in the silver elf woman. Her interest in Bic, however, was both frank, blatant, and troubled. The manly posturing thing seemed both to excite and repel her. She was eager to see what happened next.


  "There's an original question, Bic. Well, I have work to do. Errands to run. I hope you took that John Stretch for a potful of gold. By the time I get back home you'll probably be unemployed. Kip! Where the hell are you? Get your sorry ass ready. I'm taking you home." With a side trip to The Palms along the way, of course.


  I needed to see my old buddy, my pal, Morley the celery stalker and carrot killer.
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  I passed the word to Morley. "The number one boy out to scrub Reliance is a rat who calls himself John Stretch."


  "That's cute. What've you been up to?"


  "I thought Reliance might be interested. What do you think? How do you mean, up to? Why do you want to know?"


  "We've had some unusual people turn up here the last couple of nights. They're the sort who dress up in black and manage to suck all the joy out of a room just by entering it."


  "Why would they come here?"


  "I thought you might be able to tell me."


  "Not a clue here." And I really didn't have one.


  "That the kid you were looking for?"


  "The very one. Am I good, or what?"


  "So you got him back."


  "Damn me with faint praise if you want. I'm taking him home to his mother now."


  "You think he's smart enough to make it there, then?" Kip had just done something to test Sarge's patience.


  "I have hopes. I'm counting on his ego. And once I'm shut of him I'll be the happiest boy in town. I'd go on a toot if I didn't have work to do."


  "Ooh! You have another job lined up already?"


  "Nope. Just studying the excesses of the rest of you. I'm considering entrepreneur stuff. Because I'm going into business for myself."


  Morley looked at me for a while. "All right. This ought to be entertaining."


  "What? You don't think I can be a serious businessman?"


  "No. Because a serious businessman has to stay sober most of the time. A serious businessman has to make his decisions untouched by emotion. And, most of all, a serious businessman has to work. All day, every day, enduring longer hours than the most dedicated character on his payroll."


  I took a deep, cleansing breath, sighed. "O ye of little faith."


  "Exactly. Tell me everything you've left out about your adventures, Garrett."


  When I got to the part about the Michorite messenger Morley began to laugh. He said, "I guess that explains the kid who turned up here a few hours ago."


  "What?"


  "He was a dark-haired boy of draft age, as handsome as they come, some mother's son, wearing nothing but a loincloth. But he stank like an alley in the drought season."


  "How long did you fiddle with the words to put that together?"


  "Then till now. Sounded good, didn't it? He couldn't remember why he was supposed to see me. The boys in the kitchen gave him some leftovers and sent him on his way."


  I grunted sourly. "Hey, Sarge, no need to hold back on my account. The kid asks for it, smack him. Probably won't do any good. But he's got to learn somehow, someday."


  Though I was just about convinced that Kip never would.


  Only seconds later, Smack!


  Kip bounced off Sarge's fist, slammed into a wall, folded up into a very surprised pile of dirty laundry.


  Morley said, "Sarge wasn't just a medic. He did one tour training recruits."


  I asked, "How'd you teach that kind when you were in the army, Sarge?"


  "Ain't dat hard, Garrett. But foist ya do got ta get dere attenshun."


  Excellent, in theory. But we were dealing with Cyprus Prose who, I feared, could not be reached by mortal man.


  The kid got up, still looking surprised as he shook his head. He started to say something.


  Sarge popped him again. Harder.


  And, moments later, again, harder still.


  And that was all it took. Kip looked right at Sarge, as though really seeing him for the first time.


  "Dere. Dat's better. Let's you an' me talk, boy."


  Then a miracle occurred.


  Kip paid attention.


  Morley opined, "I believe it has to do with Sarge having no emotional investment. Everyone else who ever tried to teach the boy manners didn't want to hurt him. Down deep he always knew they'd pull their punches. And they'd give up after they'd failed a few times. So he learned to outlast them. Sarge doesn't have an investment. He doesn't care if the kid lives or dies. He'll just keep on hitting, harder and harder, until he gets results. People sense that. They give him their direction. The way the boy has. Ouch!"


  Sarge had smacked Kip again, this time turning him ass over appetite.


  "A smart mouth always calls for a little reminder. Let the master work a while. You'll be glad you did."


  So I did. I kept one ear turned Sarge's direction while Morley and I tried to figure out what the hell I'd gotten myself into this time. Sarge talked to Kip softly, gently, probing his core knowledge of courtesy and the social graces. Kip knew the forms. What he lacked was any understanding. Sarge managed to pound a few insights into his thick, young-adult skull.


  I told Morley, "That sonofabitch just went up about ten notches on my approval board. He had me fooled. You think he could do anything with a blasphemous parrot?"


  "Where is the lovable Mr. Big?"


  "I'm sure he's out there somewhere, spying on me."


  Morley chuckled, but said only, "There's more to almost anyone once you get to know them, Garrett. But you knew that already. It's the kind of thing you're always throwing at me when I've decided it's time to break some totally deserving jerk's arm."


  Most of the time he goes for the neck, actually. "That's different."


  "Oh, absolutely. Garrett, at the risk of causing you a seizure because of my departure from the norm, you're full of shit."


  Morley gets a kick out of arguing morals and ethics with anybody who'll sit still for it.


  I said, "I need to get going. I only wanted to get the word to Reliance."


  "You're beginning to pile up a real debt."


  "I don't think so. You do still recollect who it was who didn't bother to tell his buddy that he was lugging a coffin full of vampire to a certain meeting with the gentleman who was the kingpin before our current, lovable Chodo Contague? What was that villain's name?"


  Dotes rolled his eyes, looked to heaven and to hell. "I'm never going to hear the end of that, am I? I'm never going to hear the end of that."


  "Nope. At least not while I have a parrot on staff. Hey, Kip. It's time to take you home."
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  Naturally, Kip had to find out if it was possible to resurrect the old order. I told him, "I learned something today, too. Bottom line, what it adds up to is, I don't put up with any more attitude from you. You give me any crap, I pop you. You don't behave like a human being, I hit you even harder than Sarge did. Sarge is a good man but he never was a Marine."


  I led Kip to Kayne Prose's co-op. Kayne was pleased. Kayne squealed in delight, like a girl younger than her daughter. She hugged and kissed her baby. She hugged and kissed her baby's rescuer. She refused to turn the latter loose until he promised her an opportunity to demonstrate her gratitude more fully.


  But when the smoke cleared away and the emotions settled out, Kayne still had sewing to do. She asked me to take Kip home. Where I found his sister Cassie trying on a new personality. This one was much more appealing. This one was very friendly indeed. I account it a miracle that I was able to escape still wearing my trousers, trailing a "Maybe later" that started me drooling every time I thought even a little bit about Cassie Doap.


  What a life.


  Rhafi did get the job.
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  One of the good things to happen in my life has been the unshakable friendship I've formed with Max Weider, the brewery magnate. I've done several jobs for Max. They didn't all work out the way we hoped but we did become friends of the sort who trust one another absolutely.


  Where money and women are not concerned.


  Max has a very lovely daughter named Alyx. Alyx is a bit of an adventuress, in her own mind. Alyx could complicate things without even trying.


  A new man answered the door at the Weider mansion. Max doesn't go out much anymore. Like the old majordomo, this character's pointy nose spent most of its time higher in the air than did that of any member of the Weider family. That nose wrinkled when he saw me. I told him, "Go tell Gilbey that Garrett is here. It's business."


  I cooled my heels outside until I began to suspect that the majordomo hadn't bothered to deliver my message. Manvil Gilbey, Max Weider's lifelong sidekick, wasn't as keen on me as everyone would be in a perfect world, but he was certain to let new help know. . . . How do you get a job like that? If you're the employer, how do you find somebody to do it?


  The door opened. This time Manvil Gilbey himself stood on the other side. Behind him lurked a disappointed doorman. "I'm sorry, Garrett. Rogers only started yesterday. In all the confusion I forgot to let him know that you're one of the people we always want to see. Is there something going on at the brewery?"


  "Could be. But this don't have anything to do with it." I told the doorman, "Thanks for nothing, Bubba. Hey, Gilbey, how do you go about finding and hiring a guy who can be snooty about opening doors?"


  "Max is in the study. Napping when last I checked. Let's go up. Maybe if you needle him a little he'll show some interest in life. Are you involved in anything? I believe it would be useful if we had you work your magic at a few of the smaller breweries we've acquired the past couple of years. Two or three of them keep showing some screwed-up numbers."


  "You kept the original workforces, right?"


  "Top to bottom." Max always did, till individuals proved themselves not worth keeping. Weider wasn't sentimental about deadwood or crooks. "We only put in a handful of our takeover guys. To study their processes. We try not to change the final product. Unless it's really awful. But we do look for ways to increase profitability. You'd be amazed how many inefficiencies persist in this industry simply because things have always been done a certain way."


  From the day they launched their first brewing operation Weider and Gilbey had produced a quality product the most efficient way possible. Today they control seventy percent of the human-directed brewing in the city. And they have shares in many of the nonhuman breweries. Even ogres understand enhanced profit margins and good beer.


  Gilbey pushed through the second floor door to Max's study, held it for me. I passed through into the heat.


  Max always has a bonfire going in the fireplace there, these days.


  I missed a step. Max had aged a decade in the weeks since last I'd seen him. He used to be a little round-faced, red-cheeked, bald on top, smiling, twinkling-eye sort of guy. Not now. He looked terrible. He had suffered a severe decline in a very short time. Which wasn't that huge a surprise. Life had been exceedingly cruel to Max of late. He'd had two children murdered and his wife pass away, all on one horrible day.


  Max wasn't napping after all. "Garrett. I see that you're not here to brighten my day. And that your wardrobe has begun to decline already."


  "I guess I'm just a natural-born slob."


  "Do we have trouble on the floor again?"


  "Not that I'm aware of. Manvil did ask me to check out a couple of the new satellite breweries. And I'll get to that right away. Before the end of the week. But what I came for this time is to beg the borrow of some business expertise."


  Weider steepled his spidery, blue-veined fingers in front of his nose. The rheum went out of his eyes. His now nearly gaunt face showed a bit of light. I'd managed to pique his interest.


  Gilbey, who had moved to a post beside his employer's chair, shot me a look that told me to get on with it while there was a chance of getting Max interested and engaged.


  I could do this. I know how to keep a corpse awake and interested. Sometimes.


  Manvil Gilbey isn't just Max Weider's number one lieutenant, he's his oldest and closest friend. They go back to their war years together. Which makes for a hell of a bond.


  "What it is," I said, "is that I've stumbled across this kid who invents things. All kinds of things. Some are completely weird. Some are completely useless. And some are really neat. What I want is for somebody with a lot more commercial sense than I've got to eyeball the inventions and tell me if I'm fooling myself when I think somebody could get rich making some of them."


  "Ah," Max said. "Another business opportunity. First time this week we've been offered the chance to get in on the ground floor, isn't it, Manvil?"


  I pretended to miss his sarcasm. "I'm not looking for anybody to go in on it with me. I have that part worked out. If I could just have Manvil give me his honest opinion of the stuff in the kid's workshop, and if it matches mine, I'll see if the Tates want to manufacture them. Now that the war's over there isn't much demand for the army boots and leather whatnots they've been making for the last sixty years."


  Max asked, "What's your take, Manvil?" He was well aware of my precarious relationship with one of the Tate girls. And he thought I was a raving romantic instead of a tough, lone, honest man battling to scourge evil from the mean streets, which is what I know that I really am. As long as I don't have to get up before noon to work the flails.


  "I think friend Garrett might be even less devious than we've always thought. You weren't going to cut us in, Garrett?"


  "Huh? Why should I? You guys already got more money than God and more work than—"


  Max stilled me with a wave. "See what he's got, Manvil. Garrett, Willard Tate is a good choice. He's an excellent manager. And he does have that gorgeous redheaded niece besides." He knows about Tinnie because Tinnie and his daughter Alyx are friends. "I like your thinking there." Maybe because a Garrett involved with a Tinnie Tate again meant a Garrett not involved with any Weider daughters.


  We may be friends but he's also a father.


  Max leaned his head back and closed his eyes. End of consultation. For now.


  Manvil actually smiled. I'd managed to get his buddy interested in something, at least for a little while.
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  "Sounds like a riot," I said. Gilbey and I, in the Weider coach, were nearing Playmate's stable.


  Possibly it was a neighborhood war. A lot of sturdy subject types, armed with knives and cudgels, were trying to adjust the larcenous attitudes of the biggest daytime mob of ratmen I'd ever seen. There were dozens of them. And things weren't going their way. The street was littered with ratmen already down. The survivors were trying to retreat, burdened with booty. And just as Manvil and I arrived the Domains of Chaos spewed another ingredient into the cauldron.


  At least twenty more ratmen appeared. They attacked the smash-and-grab guys with a ferocity I hadn't seen since the islands. They were determined to leave bodies behind. And they got as good as they gave.


  I leaned out the coach door and told our driver, "Just stay real still and try to think invisible thoughts till this blows over."


  "What's happening?" Gilbey asked. There was no color left in his face. He didn't get out on the town much.


  "We seem to have strayed into the middle of a factional skirmish amongst members of the ratman underworld. What it was before it turned into that I won't know until I get a chance to look around." But I had a feeling it boded no good for me and my industrial schemes.


  "Your life is never dull, is it?"


  "A little dull wouldn't hurt, some days. I've thought about calling my autobiography Trouble Follows Me. The problem with that is, the troubles in my life are usually waiting when I get there."


  The battle outside turned tricornered. Playmate's sturdy subject type neighbors couldn't tell one ratman from another. And most of them just plain welcomed a chance to whack on a thieving ratman anyway.


  Whistles sounded in the distance. The Guards were gathering. I expected that, like the Watch before them, they would move in only after they were confident that they had nobody to deal with but people who couldn't crawl away.


  I slipped down out of the coach. "Better stay in here for now, Manvil."


  "No problem. I used up my adventurous side a long time ago."


  One thing that's never in short supply around Playmate's stable is the rough hemp twine his hay-and-straw man uses to bundle his products before he brings them into town. Playmate saves the twine and gives it back.


  I gathered a load and started tying rats. Neighbors thought that was a marvelous idea and joined right in.


  "Not that one," I told one of the sturdy subjects. "The ones wearing the green armbands are the good guys. Sort of. We can fail to see them getting away if they're able to go."


  That earned me some dark looks but no real arguments. Emotions were surprisingly cool, considering.


  I tied fourteen ratmen personally before the Guard arrived. There were more still unbound. Almost all of the neighbors had started to carry Playmate's possessions back into the stable. They ignored instructions not to disturb the evidence. Most of that, I noted, was stuff that had been looted from Kip's workshop.


  I returned to the Weider coach. "Come on. Let's see if they left anything I can show you."


  To my delight, the three-wheel, my three-wheel, hadn't been disturbed. "This's the main thing I want to make. The biggest thing. Right here. Watch this." I climbed aboard, zoomed around as best I could in the confined space. "I can see every rich family in town wanting one of these for a toy. Come on. Try it."


  As Gilbey was trying to get the hang of making the big front wheel turn in the correct direction I caught a sound from behind me and whirled, expecting an attack from some desperado ratman who'd been knocked down earlier or who'd gone into hiding when the tide had turned. What I found was a weak, cross-eyed Playmate trying to get up from where he'd been laid low by a blow to the head.


  I gave him a hand up, which wasn't the best thing to do for him in his condition. I supported him till he could get his backside planted on a bale of hay and his spine pressed against a post. "How bad does it look, Garrett?" I was checking the top of his head.


  "You're going to need a real surgeon. You've got a piece of scalp peeled back. The wound needs cleaning. You need a bunch of stitches. You're going to be enjoying headaches for days. What did they want?"


  "They never told me but they meant to haul off everything Kip ever made."


  "Didn't I warn you?"


  "Yes. You did. How's Winger?"


  "I don't know. I haven't seen her. She supposed to be here? I'll look around. Manvil, would you keep an eye on my friend, here? You remember how to deal with a head injury? Don't let him go to sleep."


  I found no sign of Winger anywhere. I went back to Playmate. "You sure Winger was still here?"


  "I still have fresh blisters on my ears from the language she used when this started, Garrett. She was busting up ratmen like she was killing snakes or something. They won't be good to her if they took her away."


  "You Garrett?"


  I jumped. I hadn't heard this guy come in. He was way shorter than me but plenty wide and all muscle. He had big, brushy eyebrows that met in the middle over mean-looking little blue eyes that, surely, concealed a bright mind. He was clad in businesslike apparel that managed to look shoddy even though it was relatively new. I knew what he was before I asked, "Who wants to know?"


  "I do. Lucius Browling. Extraordinary Guard Services. Reporting straight to the director." Lucius Browling didn't offer to shake. Neither was he rude or confrontational.


  "The director? What director?"


  "Director Relway. Of the Emergency Committee for Royal Security."


  Good old Relway. Count on him to paint the outside of his house of righteous thugs with colorful, high-sounding monikers. Monikers that would change as fast as people figured out that each was a hollow mask for something more sinister, probably.


  "In that case, Garrett just left. If you hurry you can catch him. He's a little weasely-faced guy with a skinny black mustache. . . . You know, all of you guys would get along with the world a lot better if you could just figure out what it means to have a sense of humor."


  "Quite possibly you have a point. The director occasionally mentions how much he values your opinion. Perhaps you can raise the matter personally once we get to the al-Khar." He raised a hand to forestall my next question. "Colonel Block and the director both want to consult you concerning recent events. I'm just a messenger. Just one of a dozen EGS men in the field, hoping to run into you at one of your known haunts."


  Implications, implications. They knew I wasn't at home. . . .


  There was no point fighting it. "I'll be with you in a minute, then. Let me wrap up here." I stepped over to Gilbey. Manvil had been smart enough to get off the three-wheel before any outsider could get a good idea of what he was doing. Right now he was just a civilian who happened to be hanging around. "Tell Max. Let me know what you guys think." I turned. "Playmate. I want you to go see Drak Shevesh about your head. I've used him. He's the best there is. And it won't bother him that you're human."


  I told Lucius Browling I was ready. He didn't cheer. He didn't say much, either. Which was just as well. I was a little preoccupied trying to spot the Goddamn Parrot and being worried about Winger.


  I did tell Browling, "If your people have any real interest in what happened here you should round up a bounty hunter named Bic Gonlit. He had something to do with it somehow."


  I was getting piqued with Bic. He was as stubborn about sticking to his job as I could be.
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  Colonel Block was in a formal mood when Browling led me into the biggest chamber I'd yet seen inside the city prison. It appeared to be several cells converted into a meeting room. There was a large table of mediocre quality, some uncomfortable chairs, no windows, and not nearly enough light. You could hide werewolves and vampires in the shadowy corners. Today those only held Deal Relway, playing ghost. Lucius Browling vanished as soon as I'd been delivered.


  Three other, silent men were present. Nobody introduced anybody.


  I didn't push. Those three likely told Block what to do and when to do it, and whether or not to smile while he did it. They had that Hill look.


  Block said, "We've gotten back our first reports from the country, Garrett."


  "Wow. You guys move fast when you want to. I take it something didn't go the way you wanted."


  "Our people found physical evidence and local witnesses to corroborate your report. But your silver elves were gone."


  So. The girl who got away must've come back to rescue the others. Elven enemies possibly having more in common than silver elves and people do. Or maybe it had to do with wanting a ride home.


  Block continued, "The disk-shaped flying engine was gone, as well. The pear-shaped flying engines had been destroyed. Melted down in a heat so fierce they'd sunk right down into the earth. A search of the area produced nothing but these." He showed me several of the gray fetish things, similar but not identical to one another.


  Without invitation I suggested, "If they were that thorough about cleaning up after themselves you'd better consider the possibility that those things there were meant to be found."


  A small stir. The observers exchanged uneasy glances.


  "You been holding anything back on us, Garrett?" Relway asked from his shadow.


  "Deal," Block cautioned. "Garrett? It's a pertinent question, despite Deal's tone."


  I wondered if Relway ever got to be the nice guy. "And the answer is, probably. Without meaning to. Remember, I brought this stuff to you guys. I don't have any idea what you need to know, let alone anything at all about the much vaster category of ‘want to know.' "


  "We don't need to get into any pissing contests, Garrett. I have a job. All I want to do is to get it done."


  "And I'm not up for any macho headbutting, either. Where we have trouble is, you don't want me to know why you want to know what you want to know. You even probably don't want me to know what you want to know. Which'll really make it impossible to answer your questions intelligently. But you'll still put the blame on me when you don't hear what you want to hear. Chances are good you'll even accuse me of lying or holding out."


  One of the observers made a gesture. Block cocked his head slightly. Although I wasn't included in I understood that there was some communicating going on in much the same fashion as when I conversed with the Dead Man. A very small handful of the most powerful of our wizardly overlords have been able to develop that talent.


  I was able to read the emotional overtones.


  A man entered the room. His interruption earned him frowns from everyone but me. I didn't care. He whispered to Relway briefly. Relway studied me as though he'd just suffered a mild surprise.


  That did nothing to make me more comfortable.


  Colonel Block admitted, "Your argument has considerable merit, Garrett."


  In private I would've accused him of being a poetaster or some other artsy critter equally heinous. In front of people, where I might embarrass him, I said only, "My thinking is that we're all on the same side despite maybe having different goals. . . ."


  There was a sign from another of the observers. I shut up because I could sense that this particular guy had taken a negative shine to me and wasn't likely to invest a great deal of patience in me.


  Block said, "These silver elves seem to control a lot of powerful sorcery, the flight thing being only the most obvious. We'd very much like to explore some of those secrets. And right now you're the closest thing to an expert on them as exists."


  "And I've given you everything. . . . Wait a minute. There's Casey. Though you should know about Casey on your own."


  "Casey?"


  "The only silver elf I've actually talked to. His name is something really weird. He prefers Casey. He claims to be a cop. He says he was sent out to arrest two elves nobody's seen except maybe one crazy teenage boy. A boy who, after I grilled him mercilessly, turned out to have no clue how to find any elves. A boy who couldn't even find his own way home without help. Casey wasn't sure what crimes the fugitives had committed. And he didn't care. That was for his judges to worry about. He had an apartment. . . ." I gave the directions and details and recommended extreme caution on the parts of any investigators. Questions arose. I answered as many as I could.


  Relway had another visit from the whisperer. He took an opportunity to do some whispering of his own, to Colonel Block, before he left the room in a hurry. To put together a raid on Casey's place, I assumed.


  Once he was gone, Block said, "There're people here looking for you, Garrett. Legal type people. Did Browling do something wrong? Did he manhandle you or insult you or in any way demonstrate a lack of courtesy?"


  I paused, definitely puzzled, but then observed, "Either you're really naive or you just don't understand what you and Relway have created. There isn't any need for Lucius Browling to be anything but Lucius Browling for alarms to sound and people to get upset."


  He didn't get it. We didn't lapse into a philosophical pissing contest in front of the wizards. For such they surely were, in mufti.


  "You aren't a prisoner, Garrett. You aren't under arrest. You're an expert we called in to help us with a particular problem. And I wish you'd tell those people that. Evidently they're making life very difficult for the staff up front."


  "They won't go away just because you trot me out. What kind of legal beagle is going to take the word of a man who's in the hands of—"


  "Thank you, Mr. Garrett. I suspect that I've just learned a valuable lesson. And that I'll be happy that Relway wasn't here to pick it up as easily. Might I request your presence and assistance for as long as it takes Relway to investigate that elf's hideout. I'll provide a small honorarium."


  "I'll go tell the folks in the waiting room. But if they're the kind of people I think they are, they won't leave until I do."


  Block glowered.


  And I was right about the lawyers.
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  The Casey raid was a disaster for the secret police. Almost everything had been removed from the place except for an extensive array of booby traps, most of them so cunning there was no way to detect them before they did their evil work.


  "There were two corpses in the place when we got there," Relway told us. "According to people in the building both were tenants who sprang traps while they were looting the place. They'd been there a while. They were getting ripe. The same people told us the elf came back this morning, beat-up and dirty. He did whatever he did in his apartment, then went through the building reclaiming his stolen stuff, which he loaded into a waiting wagon. He did leave a few things behind because he didn't have time to recover everything. He was still there, at it, just ten minutes before we arrived. But, somehow, he knew we were coming. At ten minutes he dropped everything and took off."


  I offered a suggestion. "Look for a livery stable in the neighborhood. A place that has donkeys stabled. Possibly for rent. And don't count on being able to recognize this guy if you run into him. He loves disguises. And he has sorceries that help him look like other people. And some of the other elves have demonstrated the ability to make themselves invisible."


  "What was that about a donkey?"


  I rehashed my first encounter with Casey, disguised as Bic Gonlit. And then explained that the real Bic Gonlit seemed to be making his living working for ratman crime bosses these days. And that I suspected that the raid on Playmate's stable had been incited by the false Bic.


  Block wanted to explore the whole Bic Gonlit question more closely. There seemed to be one long coincidence right in the middle of things, that being that both Bic Gonlits would cross my path on unrelated matters.


  "It probably wasn't total coincidence," I mused. "But I'm confident that there's no grand plot. In order to pretend to be Bic Gonlit, Casey would've had to get close to the real Bic to study him. So Bic's probably had an unexpected friend during recent months. You might see what he has to say about that."


  Colonel Block gave me a hard look. I'd just set poor Bic up for some difficult times. But Block said, "Suppose there isn't a coincidence? Is it possible that this Casey wanted to pull you in? Maybe so he'd have somebody who really knows TunFaire looking for the two elves he wants to find?"


  I considered the almost compulsive need I had, at times, for finding Lastyr and Noodiss. "It could be. I think it could be." So did that make it the grand plot that I was confident didn't exist?


  I don't think so. I have a feeling there was a lot of opportunism and seizing the day going on around me, particularly by Casey and Bic Gonlit.


  None by me, of course. I'm too damned dumb. And then some.


  "It's been another long day, Colonel," I said. "And I don't see how I can possibly be any more help, no matter how much I might want to be. Other than to get those people up front out of your hair." I was curious about that. I didn't know anybody in the legal profession. Not well, anyway. Lawyerdom is a small community with very little official standing outside the realm of commercial relations. "And you do know where to find me if you need me."


  Block seemed distracted as he said, "All right. You're right. You might as well go home."


  As I rose, I said, "Here's an idea. Everything that used to belong to the elves. Whatever you've managed to gather up. Isolate it somewhere. Try not to talk out loud around it. And if you try to figure out how something's magic works, make sure you don't give away any of your own. I really believe they can spy on us through those little gray blocks, somehow."


  Colonel Block got up and walked me out himself. Once we were well away from that meeting room and the heart of his little empire, he asked, "You do know who those people were, don't you?"


  "Not specifically who. I know what."


  "All right. Listen to this. You've crossed paths with two of those three before. As I understand it. One of them doesn't like you even a little bit. I don't know what you did to inconvenience him, when or where, but he's definitely not big on forgive and forget. If we convene one of these brainstorming sessions again, consider the remote possibility that you might do yourself the most good by not volunteering any information. Or suggestions. They don't trust anything they don't have to work to get. They're cynical at a level that makes your cynicism look like playacting."


  I didn't argue. I didn't see any point. I wasn't quite sure I got the point he was trying to make, either. He was sort of doing that sidewise friend thing where he thought he didn't dare be direct. I guess he was telling me to watch my back where spooky people off the Hill were involved.


  To me that didn't seem like a lesson that needed to be taught to anyone over the age of seven.
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  The legal talent had been laid on first by the Weider brewing consortium. Manvil Gilbey being quick on the draw. Later, a gentleman had arrived who, allegedly, was associated with a rather more sinister enterprise.


  Harvester Temisk has been the legal point man for Chodo Contague for ages. He continues to handle some things in Chodo's name, even though Belinda is in charge now, secretly. Which likely is no secret to him.


  I couldn't imagine how Harvester Temisk could've gotten involved with my problems. And he wasn't the least bit forthcoming when I asked. All he had to say was, "I want you to come see me as soon as your current calendar clears."


  Inasmuch as his presence might've led to my elevation from detainee to paid consultant, I told him I'd look him up as soon as I could.


  I was profuse in my gratitude to the Weider man, too, a skinny little critter with a balding head, a huge brush of a mustache, and the oddball name Congo Greeve.


  Neither lawyer could've done a lot for me, legally speaking, because the Guard were pretty much making things up as they went. What the lawyers' appearance did was put the Guard on notice that influential people were concerned about my welfare. And influence, nepotism, cronyism, and bribery are how the system works, Deal Relway's mad notions of universal justice and meritocracy notwithstanding. And the actual producers and the gangsters have far more influence than our masters on the Hill see as reasonable.


  

  


  


  I first spotted the Goddamn Parrot when I was only a block from home. That animated feather duster was getting too clever about going unnoticed.


  And just after I spotted the bird I realized that I hadn't been entirely forthright during my interview. I'd forgotten to mention my elven house guests.


  In fact, I'd forgotten them completely.


  Take care, Garrett. There are unfriendly ratmen in the neighborhood.


  That seemed hard to credit after so many had gone down at Playmate's stable. Still, Old Bones isn't in the habit of being excitable.


  It turned out there were only two unfriendly ratmen. And one of those had a limp so profound he was no threat to anyone but himself. The uncrippled individual approached me in a manner so bold that people on the street turned to marvel. "Mr. Garrett?"


  "Guilty." This close to the Dead Man I didn't feel any special risk. "What do you need?"


  "I bring a message from John Stretch. He has the woman Winger."


  This ratman was no Pular Singe. I could barely understand him.


  As a point of information, Garrett, this fellow is John Stretch. He has only a handful of followers left, most of them injured. He fears they will desert him if he demonstrates any hesitance or lack of resolve.


  "Couldn't happen to a more deserving guy. I hope they enjoy a long and prosperous marriage."


  The ratman appeared nonplussed. "John Stretch says he will trade the woman Winger for the female Pular Singe."


  "Hell, so would I. You're kidding, right? One of my friends put you up to pulling my leg. Right? Who was it? You can help me get him back."


  The ratman was confused. This wasn't going anything like he planned. "John Stretch says he will harm the woman Winger—"


  "John Stretch isn't likely to live long enough to harm anybody or to make deals with anybody. Rather than making more enemies John Stretch ought to be trying to find himself some new friends."


  Bic Gonlit.


  Yes, indeed. "I might do business if Bic Gonlit was available for trade."


  The ratman had been difficult to understand when he was delivering a rehearsed message. Now I had to rely on a relay from the Dead Man in order to grasp what he was trying to say.


  "You do not want the woman Winger?"


  "What would I do with her? Nope. She's all yours. And she's going to take some feeding, I'll tell you. But I am strongly interested in getting my hands on Bic Gonlit. Bic Gonlit has messed me around a couple of times lately. I'm ready to settle up."


  "Perhaps that could be arranged." The ratman looked thoughtful.


  "Actually, there're two Bic Gonlits. The real Bic is short for a human male. He wears white boots covered with fake gemstones. The second Bic is a pretender. He's a little taller and never wears boots. This false Bic Gonlit has created a lot of mischief. I believe he was responsible for the bad advice that led to the disaster at the stable today."


  The ratman had questions, suddenly. He had big trouble asking them without revealing that he was, himself, John Stretch. He was no genius but he did understand that he wasn't going to come out on top if we got into a scuffle.


  I told him, "The false Bic is really a wicked elf who has disguised himself so the real Bic will get blamed for the evil he does. I still haven't figured out why he wants to cause strife and unhappiness. I guess he just does. Maybe it's fun."


  I didn't believe that but it sounded like the sort of behavior and motivation that would make sense to a John Stretch.


  John Stretch was a record-setter of a ratman. He had berries the size of coconuts—but limited smarts to go with them. Though a lack of brains never has been a huge handicap in TunFaire's underworld. Guts and daring get you ahead faster.


  "I want them both. But the false Bic more than the other."


  The ratman twitched, mad as hell. But he maintained his self-control. "I will inform John Stretch. What should I tell him about the woman Winger?"


  "I don't know. She's his problem. You could let him know she's involved with The Call. And that one of her lovers is Deal Relway. Of the Guard. He might find that information useful when he decides how to dispose of her."


  The Call is a virulently racist veterans' organization, armed and organized as a private, political army. It shares a good many goals with Deal Relway. I wouldn't want to be a ratman who came to The Call's attention because I'd done harm to a human woman.


  And Deal Relway is Deal Relway, increasingly the bogeyman to all those who practice wickedness in TunFaire.


  

  


  


  I stopped to visit with some of the pixies. From brief encounters I knew two of the youngsters by sight, a daring boy who called himself Shakespear and a young lady named Melondie Kadare, who was so sweet and pretty I wished I could whack her with a transmogrification stick and grow her up to my size.


  Melondie was the pixie who had followed me into the alley out back on the occasion of my first encounter with a silver elf in a Bic Gonlit disguise. Back then she'd been a precocious, curious adolescent. Now she was a serious, refined young woman. More or less. When the old folks were looking.


  Pixie lives race away far faster than our own. I think that may be why we're uncomfortable around the little people. They're so much like us, in miniature. Their swiftly lived lives remind us, piquantly, that our own more numerous hours are still painfully and perfectly numbered.


  


  


  


  62


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Singe let me into the house moments after the Goddamn Parrot, evidently under the illusion that he was some kind of eagle, slammed down onto my right shoulder and tried to carry me off to his aerie.


  He couldn't work up quite enough lift. So he gave up.


  I feared Singe was going to climb all over me exactly the way I'd wished about a thousand young women of passing acquaintance would've done in days of yore. And she might've done so if the sexier silver elf hadn't come out of the Dead Man's room to see what was happening. She wore a tattered old shirt probably taken from Dean's ragbag. It might've served as a child's nightshirt before it acquired all those holes. It was barely sufficient to cover the subject. Most of the time.


  That was distracting. Even on her. Because there was nothing but her underneath the tatters.


  Maybe it was some sort of experiment by His Nibs.


  Singe settled for clinging to my arm. "So what great adventures did you get to enjoy out there today, while the rest of us were locked up here, dying of boredom?"


  I detached the Goddamn Parrot from my shoulder. "I traded you to John Stretch for two Bic Gonlits and a sugar-cured ham." I tossed the jungle chicken in the general direction of his perch, in the small front room.


  "What?" Singe shrieked.


  "John Stretch really wants you. You really turned his head."


  Garrett, do not be a fool. Miss Pular is about to fly into a panic. What you are saying means more to her than it should.


  "I'm sorry, Singe. I'm sorry. I didn't mean that like it sounded. I was teasing you. Yes, I did tell John Stretch that I'd trade you for two Bics. But his chances of. . . ."


  Garrett!


  "All right! Singe, no matter what I told John Stretch, I'm not letting you go. Nobody is going to take you away. So relax. Take some time, again, to see if you can't figure out when you're being teased. And I'll try to rein it in. If I can. Humans seldom speak straightforwardly and direct. I find that frustrating myself, sometimes." Like almost every time I spend more than a few minutes in the company of most human women. "Anyway, even if I was that big a villain, how likely is it that John Stretch would keep his word?"


  "Because he's nothing but a slimy little rat, you mean, and we all know that ratpeople are nothing but stupid, lazy, lying, thieving, smelly animals?"


  While Singe shouted the Dead Man passed along one or two points of interest. Well, well. The ratman who calls himself John Stretch was born Pound Humility, of the same female one litter before Miss Pular Singe. It may be that his interest in her is less political than personal. Miss Pular suspects an unwanted brother's concern for his sister's welfare. From the viewpoint of a ratman she would be making a huge mistake by getting involved with you.


  "Whoa! Whoa! Singe! I'm sorry! I apologize! That isn't what I meant at all." I felt a variant of Winger's question kicking in. If the woman who heard it wasn't human was the man still wrong? Apparently so. I'd tripped a triggerwire and I wasn't going to talk my way out of this one.


  Good to see that you are not going to deny that she is involved with you, even if you do not feel that you are involved with her.


  The Dead Man rescued me. This once. Because this wasn't a hole I'd dug for myself without help and because Singe was creeping up on the edge of true hysteria. And if there's anything the Dead Man dislikes more than females in general, or as a class, it's hysterical females.


  There was one plus side to the whole emotional circus. Although ratgirls do get upset, they don't shed tears.


  The silver elf woman just kept standing there, gaunt as Famine Himself in that old shirt, taking the scene in with those huge, strange eyes. She didn't seem frightened anymore. I wondered how much she was picking up from the Dead Man.
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  Dean brought food and drink to the Dead Man's room. He seemed to have adjusted to the extended presence of guests. He and Singe, in particular, seemed to have achieved a sound accommodation.


  After relating my extensive adventures I asked the Dead Man, "Have you been able to learn anything from our elven guests?"


  A great deal. Beginning with the obvious fact that they are not actually elves, nor are they members of any similar or familiar species. Nor are they a mixture of familiar species. Nothing that I have learned, by the way, was provided to me voluntarily. They suspect, but do not yet know, that they have revealed a great deal about themselves and their kind. This one knows herself as Evas, which is the diminutive for something even I cannot fathom. The other is Fasfir and was the captain of their party of three. They have much more complex interior lives than human beings, yet seem to envy your emotional freedoms. Fasfir, curiously, seems to have a rudimentary sense of humor.


  "All right. Your talents are mighty and your cleverness surpasses anything the world has ever seen. What do we know now that we didn't know yesterday?"


  We now know that Casey is what he claims to be, an officer of their law sent here a year ago to arrest Lastyr and Noodiss. Insofar as I can decipher the images in Evas' mind, which is much easier to penetrate than is Fasfir's, those two are religious missionaries originally sent out by an outlaw cult known as the Brotherhood of Light. Proselytization is a major crime under the laws of these people. Casey is supposed to arrest them, simply for their intent to proselytize.


  They stole the skyship they used to come here. They were not skilled in its operation. They crashed it into the river. Their motives for teaching Kip to invent things have to do with wanting him to create things that have to exist before they can begin to make the tools that they will need to fix their ship.


  Which takes them into another entire realm of crime entirely, apparently. That of revealing the secrets of state sorcery. Another department sent out Evas and her companions to seize Lastyr and Noodiss for betraying sorcerous secrets, the fact of those crimes having been included in Casey's reports, which somehow leaked over to the competing bureau.


  "If they needed a ship why didn't they just go down to the waterfront and hire one?"


  Evidently the journey is too long to make in a normal sailing ship, which supposedly cannot travel fast enough to make it to their country in even a Loghyr's lifetime.


  "Wow." What else could I say? I've always known that the world is bigger than what I've experienced in my thirty years, but distances on that scale are beyond my comprehension. "And what about the elves from the flying disk? Who are they? Still more cops?"


  They appear to be something resembling a sorcerer who, though he spends his whole lifetime studying magic and discovering new things about it, never does anything more practical with his discoveries than just write the information down. They are members of a fraternity where the search for knowledge is an end in itself. The excitement about Lastyr and Noodiss alerted them to the existence of Karenta and TunFaire, so they assembled an expedition to come study us. Apparently they wanted to grab Kip Prose because their ship is suffering its own problems and they thought that if they could open communications with Lastyr and Noodiss, working together they could produce one working vessel from the two cripples.


  I do stumble into the weird stuff. And you can't get much weirder than this.


  These last four may also have been doing commercial surveys of some sort, as a condition of gaining financial support for their research. At least one of them may be a ringer who really works for a law enforcement bureau that somehow oversees commerce. Fasfir holds all four in complete contempt. At the same time she is convinced that they are her crew's only chance of ever getting home. If their aerial ship can be made capable of completing one more long voyage, Fasfir sees two ways of accomplishing that. One calls for an improbable amount of good luck making repairs to the one aerial ship you saw up close in the wine country. The other requires that she and her friends find Lastyr and Noodiss so that their wrecked flying ship can be cannibalized to make repairs to the other. Fasfir is much more knowledgeable than is Evas, who seems to be the junior member of the mission.


  The creature Casey will have a ship of his own hidden somewhere, of course. There is a general consensus that he will rescue no one but himself. He feels no responsibility for the others. But he will take Lastyr and Noodiss back as prisoners. And Fasfir is afraid that those two might be ready to surrender. They came here to save Karentine souls and teach Karentines forbidden magics that would make their lives easier but after a year of exposure to our savage ways, she fears, even those two have to have become convinced that we deserve our damnation.


  "Not exactly original thinking there." A quick visit to the Chancery steps will expose you to all the outrage against the moral destitution of our times that you can possibly stand. Most of us are so poverty-stricken morally that we don't realize that we're missing something. According to the rant-and-ravers.


  It was unoriginal when I was a stripling. It is a long slide indeed that never reaches bottom.


  "You ever find any way to communicate with them directly?"


  I have not yet given the matter much consideration. However, and despite any pretense to the contrary, this one understands spoken Karentine perfectly. They have a sorcery which allows them to learn very quickly.


  Meaning she was tracking my part of the conversation.


  Exactly.


  "Ouch. But is there any solid reason for us to hide?"


  Evas stood motionless, regarding me with those huge, unblinking eyes, possibly trying to see inside me, to the place where I was listening to the Dead Man. I wondered if she was having any success. I conjured a vivid erotic vision of the two of us rather energetically being boys and girls together. The Dead Man made his disgust known immediately. The silver elf did not, though by happenstance there was a huge crash in the kitchen.


  I did get a somewhat puzzled look from Singe, which confirmed my suspicion that she might be slightly sensitive herself.


  Very slightly. For which be grateful. Had she viewed that image we might be dealing with hysteria all over again.


  "You know, I still ache all over anytime I sit still for very long. I don't want to be a detective anymore today. And when I get up tomorrow I just want to be an accountant trying to figure out how to make sure we get paid for all of this. Can they read and write?"


  I do not know. And now I can no longer see inside Evas' head without hammering my way in. For some reason she has begun to suspect that someone here might be able to read her mind. You would not have any notion why she might suspect that, would you?


  I shrugged. It didn't seem likely, did it?


  I'm not usually much concerned about money—as long as I've got some. I was growing concerned because of this mess, though. We were spending and spending and spending to hire help and buy food and there seemed to be an ever smaller likelihood of us managing any return on investment. Kip was back home with his family. The silver elves seemed to have lost interest in him. After the country confrontation, they all knew that he couldn't finger Lastyr and Noodiss.


  But Old Bones was having him one hell of a good time, I could tell. This thing was the most fun he'd had in years. It was something new. These two weird women, Evas and Fasfir, were, to him, as exciting and alluring as was my friend Katie to me.


  I said, "This's the least violent, least traditional thing we've ever been into. I'm not comfortable with it at all. The stakes are trivial and these silver elves are too alien for me to find very interesting."


  Perhaps you will feel differently in the morning. Try considering the stakes from a viewpoint not your own. I will be doing that myself now that I have the mind time free. One obvious avenue of exploration is the possible dangers the Lords of the Hill fear.


  "Those old paranoids are only scared because they think the whole world is infested with people as cruel and wicked and mean-spirited as they are."


  True. But that does not render them automatically wrong in every instance. They can be afraid in a huge way because it is possible for them to have huge enemies to make life terrible, not just for them but for us all. Just one of these silver elves needs to be wicked and willing to use their weird but powerful sorcery against us.


  He was right about that. Those people controlled some very strange powers.


  He was right about me feeling differently in the morning, too—for reasons entirely unrelated to any remotely within his consideration at the time.
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  I wakened suddenly, thinking those pixies had to go. But they were quiet. Instead, there was a weak light burning and I wasn't alone in my bed. When I turned to tell Singe, yet again, that this couldn't happen, a spidery gray finger fell upon my lips. Another spidery finger touched a large eye, then tapped my temple.


  Oh, boy. What was this? The silver elf woman, Evas, knelt on the edge of my bed. She'd seen that naughty image after all. And she'd brought a sheaf of papers with her. I recognized them. They'd all been in my office, on my desk, before I'd come upstairs.


  Evas could read and write Karentine. And she'd been a busy little scribbler.


  She placed the papers in my hands. The top sheet said, simply, Teach me.


  She removed that raggedy, short shirt. And again placed a finger on my lips when I started to tell her to go away.


  That petite form definitely did have its appeal, suddenly. I couldn't resist wondering about its possibilities.


  Later I would wonder if there was any chance my thoughts had been guided from outside.


  Evas moved the top sheet of paper to the bottom of the stack.


  Followed a story of an extremely ancient people who, ages ago, had decided to set aside the insidious and constant distortions of the intellect that are caused by the stormy demands of sexual reproduction.


  I could relate to that. Some would claim that I'm intellectually distorted most of the time. I confess freely that I'd be much more respectable and much less emotionally vagrant if the gods hadn't seen fit to bless and curse the rest of us with women.


  Evas declared herself a despicable throwback who suffered wicked urges and curiosities all the time. She'd fought those successfully until now only because she'd always been surrounded by people who wouldn't let her get into situations where she might embarrass herself.


  Here, tonight, she had an opportunity to pursue the curiosities that were driving her mad. And her people would never be the wiser.


  Chances were excellent that such an opportunity would never come to her again.


  She knew the mechanics. She'd taken advantage of her ability to move around unseen to indulge her curiosity intellectually. They all had. She was the only one who hadn't been repelled.


  Back to sheet one and Teach me.


  Hers was a whole new, entirely intellectual approach to the art of seduction. Backed up by what my rude senses could gather of her mental state. Evas wasn't kidding. And in that weak light she looked far more exotic and desirable than weird.


  I had fallen into every red-blooded boy's favorite daydream.


  

  


  


  At some point Evas took time out to use a thin fingertip to trace letters on my skin to pass me the message, "I will not break." She wanted me to know that she wasn't nearly as fragile as she looked.
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  "Good morning, Sunshine," Dean told me, nudging me to let me know he'd brought my tea. I was half-asleep at the breakfast table, unable to stop grinning.


  I grunted.


  "Odd. You're smiling. And you got to bed at a reasonable hour for once. But you're as crabby as a mountain boozelt."


  "Them damned pixies. They never shut up. All night long."


  He didn't challenge me. That could only mean that he didn't know any better.


  Singe appeared, obviously having been up since the crack of dawn. She was chipper, though possibly more conspiratorial than ever. She was pleasant to me. Nor was I getting any grief from the Dead Man.


  When Evas turned up she was coolly indifferent to everything but some tea heavily sweetened with honey. She was exactly as she had been yesterday except, possibly, for projecting a somewhat more resigned attitude toward her captivity. Her sidekick Fasfir, though equally cool, presented a puzzle. She kept looking at me the way you might regard a twenty-foot python you found coiled atop the kitchen table: repelled, wary, awed, maybe a little intrigued and excited.


  Still nothing from the Dead Man.


  That must've been one hell of a dream I'd had. Especially since it'd reawakened all my aches and pains and had added a few that were new.


  Evas might be willing to let me think it had been all a dream spawned by my wicked imagination but I noted, with some satisfaction, that she moved very carefully and did so mainly when she thought no one was paying attention. Fasfir noticed, though.


  So. She knew.


  My grin spread a little wider.


  "What evil thought just burst into your mind?" Singe demanded. There was an actual teasing edge to her voice.


  "Nothing special. Just a warm memory."


  Once I finished eating, and began to feel a little more awake, I moved to my office. I was feeling positive and eager to get things done. But before I could start I had to go round up a pile of missing paperwork.


  During the course of the morning, various people came by the house. Most wanted money. Playmate was effusive with gratitude but didn't bring one copper sceat to defray the costs of my efforts to salvage his madonna's useless infant. I responded to two written requests for clarification or additional information from the good people at the al-Khar. I received a note from Manvil Gilbey telling me that Max Weider wanted in financially. The same messenger brought a sealed note from Max's daughter Alyx, who complained that she was dying of loneliness and that that was all my fault and when was I going to do something about it?


  There were other notes in time, including one from Kayne Prose, inscribed for her by a professional letter writer. That was meant to impress me. And it did, a little. Then there was a discreet letter from Uncle Willard Tate, who invited me to the Tate compound for dinner because he'd just enjoyed an intriguing visit from a certain Manvil Gilbey, associated with the Weider brewing empire. The paper on which the letter was written had a light lilac scent. The hand in which it had been inscribed was familiar and almost mocking.


  It reminded me which redheaded, green-eyed beauty managed the Tate correspondence and accounts.


  I'd have to gird my mental and emotional loins for that visit. Tinnie was sure to play me like a cheap kazoo if I was bold enough to venture onto her home ground.


  The afternoon saw the arrival of a formal, engraved invitation to participate in the celebration of Chodo Contague's sixtieth birthday party, two weeks down the road. And a "Just wanted to say hi" note from solicitor Harvester Temisk, implying that he'd really like to visit before Chodo's birthday celebration.


  Dean began to grouse about having to answer the door constantly—when he wasn't hard at work pursuing his custom of charming whatever woman happened to be staying in the house. It was he who took Evas far enough along to lure forth a spoken word of gratitude. She didn't pronounce the word right and she had difficulty saying it but she did demonstrate that at least one silver elf besides Casey came equipped with a capacity for speech. Yet one more talent unsuspected by us primitives until she betrayed herself. Possibly she was a throwback in more ways than the one.


  Fasfir didn't seem pleased.


  I had begun to develop an idea of the personalities of our reluctant guests. Evas was cool and brilliant and collected and always in control. In her own mind. But in real life she'd be her own worst enemy. A sort of foreign Kayne Prose with a mind. With her self-destructive urges skewed at a different angle. Fasfir would be cool and collected and always in control but, like the best officers and sergeants, would be skilled at failing to see those transgressions which did not threaten the world with an immediate descent into chaos and anarchy.


  Singe invited herself into my office to preen and gossip. There wasn't a lot to gossip about, though, unless she wanted to discuss the recipes Dean had begun sharing with her.


  I asked, "How close are you to your brother?" I didn't think family was important among ratpeople, but had only prejudice and hearsay to go by.


  "I do not have a brother. What does this one say?" She had started leafing through my papers.


  "Which side?"


  With unerring accuracy she had chosen the side which said, Teach me.


  I told her.


  "What does that mean?"


  "I don't know. This isn't a royal style business. I don't have a few million people I can gouge for taxes anytime the urge takes me so I have to make do with whatever bits and pieces of paper come my way. My stuff is on the other side."


  I hoped Singe hadn't done any poking around in here. There were almost two dozen identical sheets of paper inside my desk drawer, with both faces still virgin to the pen.


  I stuck to my subject. "What do you mean, you don't have a brother? What's John Stretch, then?"


  "Oh. Well. We do not see some things the same way you do. Humility belongs to the litter before mine. He would have a different father." Ratpeople follow social and mating customs much closer to those of rodents than they do those of civilized beings such as myself. Chances were excellent that few of Singe's littermates shared the same father.


  "Humility?"


  Singe responded with one of her rehearsed shrugs.


  "So his real name is Pular Humility?"


  "No. It is Pound Humility." That's right. The Dead Man did tell me that. "His sire is believed to have been Hurlock Pound. Chances are good. My mother managed to retain some choice and self-control even during the peak of her season. I hope I will have the strength to do the same. Though I am less likely to go into season as long as I remain in exile."


  The name Hurlock Pound meant nothing to me. "Never mind. I'm too groggy to keep up with all that. Let's stick with John Stretch. Why did you get upset yesterday when—"


  "Because I have spent too much time around you people. I suppose. And because Humility was always good to me when I was little."


  "But now he wants to use you as a counter in his effort to make himself king of the ratmen."


  "Just do not go hunting him. All right? That way I cannot blame myself for whatever he gets himself into."


  "I guess. Whatever." The child was strange. I was convinced that she didn't know what she wanted most of the time. Unlike her doomed brother, she didn't know where she wanted to go.


  Then again, I'm sometimes wrong.


  "I have been wondering, Garrett. Do you think it would be possible for me to learn to read and write?"


  So that was where she'd been going when she'd chosen that sheet of paper. I gave it some thought because, honestly, "I've never thought about it. That's probably because of the prejudices all us humans are brought up with. Do you know any ratpeople who can read or write?"


  "No. Reliance is the only one I know who needs to. So he has a couple of slaves to keep his books and write his letters. The same goes for the other ratman gangs."


  I kept a straight face. "Have you ever heard of anyone who tried to learn?"


  "I've met some who wanted to learn. Wanted to try to learn. But who would teach them?"


  Who indeed? Nobody in TunFaire, of whatever race, wanted ratpeople getting notions, taking on airs, thinking above their station.


  "All right. Karentine is the main language in TunFaire so it's what you'll know best." I recovered the sheet carrying the request, Teach me. Ironic. "Do you know any of these letters by name?"


  She didn't then but half an hour later she knew them all and had a solid grasp on the concept of how characters and groups of characters represent the sounds that make up spoken words. That was because she'd paid attention most of her life. To everything going on around her.


  I sorted out every paper I had that had anything on it in Evas' handwriting—which was, actually, laborious, tiny printing—and got that all put away. "We humans might ought to have you strangled right now, Singe. I swear, you're going to take over the world in a few more years."


  For once she grasped the compliment. She was learning in every direction.


  I hoped she was as good in her heart as she seemed. Otherwise, I'd be helping to create a monster.
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  I did hear the pixies get excited but missed the knock on the door. I'd fallen deep into contemplation of Eleanor, who seemed to be contemplating me right back. She didn't approve of the way I'd been running my life lately. When Eleanor disapproves I know it's time to do some serious reassessment. I thought I had a handle on it, too.


  Dean stuck his head into the office. "There're some very nervous ratmen on the stoop."


  John Stretch.


  "John Stretch?"


  "One gave me that name."


  "I'm on my way."


  Bring them to my room.


  I swung the door open. "Get in here, guys. They're watching the place most of the time these days. Bic, bitty buddy. How're you doing? Not too good, I guess. And Casey," as a second Bic shuffled forward. "I know that must be you in that disguise. Screwed up, eh? Damn, John Stretch, you got them both. I didn't think you could do it." I made sure the door was solidly locked, just to retard any attempt at a hurried exit. "Go into the room behind the door on the right, please. Dean! These guys look like they're starved. Singe! Where are you? We've got company. Give Dean a hand."


  In my heart I was wondering if, perhaps, Singe wasn't the only genius pup produced by her mother. And this other pup did want to be in charge.


  John Stretch and his friends didn't know what to make of the Dead Man. It's hard to do, him sitting there like an idol that gives off just a hint of bad aroma. Chances were excellent that they'd never run into a Loghyr before. It could be, in fact, that they'd never heard of the Loghyr race.


  They didn't know what to make of Fasfir when she invited herself in, either. She drew plenty of attention from Casey, though. Casey seemed amazed to find her alive and more amazed to find her clad in ragged native garb. But he kept his opinions to himself. The Dead Man assured me that Casey had closed his mind with a determination that was stunning. For the time being he was locked up tighter than Fasfir was.


  He must suspect something.


  Either that or he was a natural-born paranoid.


  I took my seat. "Damn again, John Stretch. How in the world did you manage to round up these two?"


  Interesting. He has a talent of his own. He can use his normal rat cousins to scout and spy for him, much as I employ Mr. Big. Though his reach is very much shorter than mine.


  "It couldn't be any other way." I continued, "You put me in a nasty position, John Stretch. My reputation for keeping my word is my most important asset."


  Last time we met, I thought John Stretch must be dim. He wasn't. Not even a little. He understood that I wanted to weasel out. "You agreed to a deal. We have fulfilled our undertaking." His Karentine remained hard to follow but was adequately understandable. His courage was beyond question. Ratmen don't talk back to humans, let alone imply threats.


  "The problem is, long before I made the deal with you I swore a solemn oath to Singe that I wouldn't let any of you people drag her away from here."


  "And he knows that if he does not keep his word to me he will soon wish he was enjoying the torments of one of his human hells instead of basking in my displeasure." Singe staggered under the weight of a tray of hastily assembled sandwiches. She set that on the little table, began to help herself. John Stretch and his ratmen waited only long enough to get a nod from me before they assaulted the pile.


  Singe brought her muzzle within inches of John Stretch's. With her mouth full and crumbs in her whiskers, she demanded, "What the hell do you think you are doing, Pound Humility? I am not a pawn in your game. I will not be a pawn in your game. I will not be a quiet, obedient little ratgirl who lets herself be passed around like a weed pipe." John Stretch and his henchmen glared daggers at me. This was all my fault, this ratgirl getting uppity. "If Garrett will not whip up on you and throw you out of here I will kick your mangy tail up between your hind legs myself. Then I will go to work on your idiot friends."


  John Stretch could not find words for a while. Finally, he asked, "You are not a prisoner here?"


  "What? A prisoner? You are an idiot. I live here. This is where I want to live."


  Gah! I had a feeling that the cunning ratgirl had just jobbed me. A strong hint of Loghyr amusement supported that hypothesis. That damned Singe could think on her feet.


  It is quite true that John Stretch believed Miss Pular was in need of rescuing. In addition to being a clever and competent criminal he appears to be an unabashed romantic and as vulnerable as you might want to hope from that quarter—as was, if you will believe it, Reliance, in his time.


  He was going to get bashed if he tried anything here. "John Stretch, let's you and me step over to my private office for a minute and talk, man to man. Go ahead, grab another sandwich. Before Singe consumes the whole pile."


  

  


  


  I started in while John Stretch was still reeling from his first look at Eleanor. "What'll your guys do if they find out everything they've been through was just to rescue a ratgirl who refuses to be saved? There've been people killed. A bunch have been dragged off to the al-Khar. You know their prospects are going to be dim there."


  "Those will not be much worse than out on the streets. The war is over. There is no more work. Humans have no more motive to treat us with respect. For those imprisoned the misery just will not last as long. The stable disaster was bad luck. Bad timing added to the fact that we were not told just how much material we were expected to remove."


  "Maybe you didn't know the temper of the neighborhood very well, either."


  "Of course we did not. No ratpeople live there. But the promised payoff seemed worth the risk."


  "It always does. Until the pain starts."


  "Possession of Pular Singe is more than a personal matter. All ratkind is watching. Yes, I would have rescued her. Even having heard the words from her own mouth, in Karentine rather than cant, I find it hard to believe that she prefers to live among humans."


  "I'll tell you why. You know the saying, ‘Lower than a ratman's dog'?"


  "I know it. I understand it."


  "I'll tell you what's lower than a ratman's dog. A ratwoman. Think about it."


  He got it. A point in his favor. Most ratmen wouldn't have if you'd drawn them a picture. "That may be another reason why Reliance considers her an important symbol. She is living proof that things can be done in ways other than the ways they have always been done."


  "Reliance has been advised by a higher power. He's renounced his interest in Singe. In return the Syndicate will let him live. But he's just stupid enough to think he's clever enough to sneak around the Outfit, somehow. So I'm going to invest in some rough insurance as soon as we're done here."


  "You mean that?'


  "Singe is my friend, Pound Humility. She's one of the most remarkable people I've ever met, of any species. I want to see her become everything she can. I want to see what she can become if she's given the chance. Despite the customs and politics of ratpeople. Despite the prejudices of everybody else. You understand?"


  "No. But I can accept. If Singe is safe from Reliance."


  "Answer my question. What'll your friends do if they find out what you were doing?"


  "If we do not have possession of Singe? They might be angry enough to kill me."


  "Thought so. You ratfolk aren't subtle people. So maybe you'll want a running start. . . . No. Wait a minute. Wait just a minute. I might have an angle. Hang on here for a second."


  I zipped across the hallway. "Singe, come out here. Yes, bring the sandwich." I shut the door behind her. "Singe, my sweet, whatever happened to that now-you-see-me, now-you-don't fetish we took off Casey out in the country?" I knew we hadn't turned it over to the Guard. Mainly because I'd forgotten all about it.


  Singe's whiskers folded back. Way back.


  The significance of which I intuited instantly. "Oh, no. You didn't. You wicked girl." Not only did she know about Evas, she'd been there to watch. "You figured out how to work the box." Now she was a sorceress, too. And she hadn't said a thing. "Old Bones. Are you listening?"


  I am here.


  "Then show Singe what I want her to do." There were too many untrustworthy ears in the place tonight.


  And now the Dead Man knew about Evas, too. He hadn't before, though three people in the house did know. Evas must have some considerable skill at sealing memory blocks, including those in minds not her own.


  But I did know, Garrett. Because the pixies knew. However, it was none of my business. He had nothing to say about his failure to be a direct witness himself.


  But the pixies, too. Who didn't know?


  Dean. So far.


  Even Fasfir?


  Even Fasfir.


  Grrr! He was right before. This was personal stuff. But when had that ever kept him from butting in with his opinion? And why hadn't the senior elf woman blown up like a bad batch of beer?


  Now wasn't the time to worry. We needed to get on with business. "Keep Singe posted on what I'm saying." I returned to John Stretch. "Here's what we'll do. Singe will go with you, all docile and bashful, for your sake. Because we think it'll be good to have you for a friend. Let all ratkind marvel at your coup. But I want to warn you. Singe is going to vanish. Like a candle being snuffed. I want you to lie low for a few days after that. Things will be going on with Reliance and his like. Pay attention. Try not to repeat their mistakes after your luck turns."


  John Stretch had no idea what I was talking about but he listened.


  He'd know the whole story soon enough.


  "Have another sandwich while Singe gets ready."


  Stretch and his henchrats dug in, eating with an amazing devotion. I told Stretch how he could pick up a little extra pocket change by hunting elves.


  I continued to have this strong desire to meet Lastyr and Noodiss.


  I heard Singe's distinctive step descending the stair. I met her at its foot. I told her, "I want you to be careful. Don't let anybody get close enough to get a good hold on you. Disappear first time they're all looking at something else. Once you figure they can't blame it on John Stretch. Don't leave a trail they can sniff out."


  "You care."


  "Of course I care. You're my friend. I worry about you."


  "Good. It is all right, you know. You and Evas. Or you and Kayne Prose. Or you and her daughter. That sort of thing does not trouble ratfolk like it does your people. I was curious. Evas suspected I was there after a while but by then she did not care."


  If I'd had whiskers they would've been back far enough to tie behind my head. The more I saw of Singe the less well I seemed to know her. Maybe I needed to stop using her as a mirror.


  "Please be careful."


  "I will be careful, Garrett. Because I mean to have my turn. Someday."


  Help!
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  "What have we got with these two?" I asked the Dead Man, after I'd seen the ratpeople into the street and after I'd turned the Goddamn Parrot loose to keep track of them.


  Singe needed watching. Reliance couldn't be blamed if he attacked his enemies and, lo! Pular Singe happened to be tromping around with them. That wouldn't violate the letter of any agreement with higher powers.


  "Other than a big-ass grudge, of course."


  Very little that is new or interesting. Mr. Bic Gonlit did persist in trying to sell Miss Pular after you asked him to behave. For which effort his reward has been to end up here, traded for her.


  Bic winced badly. He was getting the benefit of the Dead Man's wisdom.


  The thoughts must have been particularly strong. Fasfir stirred back there in the darkness, where she sat cross-legged atop a stool. She would've been an elegant sight had there been enough light to reveal her. None of the silver elves seemed to be acquainted with the concept of underwear. Or of modesty, either.


  Officer Casey did hire those ratboys who just left. A great many of them, going well beyond John Stretch's gang. They were supposed to steal everything from Cypres Prose's workshop, without exception, evidently because Casey's superiors had ordered him to see that it was all destroyed.


  I didn't speak aloud, just articulated my questions softly in the back of my throat. "He can do that? He has the sorcery to be able to talk to people in another country?"


  Evidently.


  No wonder the Hill crowd wanted to lay hands on these people. I had trouble imagining the full power of the weapon that would be instantaneous communication. There would be no defeating armies with that capacity.


  Indeed. It is extremely difficult to dig information out of Casey. But it can be done, slowly, if one approaches the task with considerable patience. He does not appear to be as adept at concealing himself as Fasfir is, when worked over time.


  "So maybe she can get him to cooperate. You have any idea where his ship is? It's the only working one left. If we knew where it was the rest of the silver elves would turn into our best friends."


  Quite likely. And I do know where the ship is. Approximately.


  "Approximately? And? Or is it a but?" It would be something.


  Severe sorceries project it. And actually finding it might be difficult. Our visitors do not envision spatial relationships the way you do. They see different colors, hear different sounds, sense things you do not sense at all.


  "Oh, well. Will Casey just do more mischief if we cut him loose?"


  He will try. He is what he is. He shares many of your character traits. He will try to do the job he has agreed to do. He has, just recently, received those orders concerning the eradication of inappropriate knowledge. Whatever that may mean. I suspect that that means there is now an actual physical threat to Cypres Prose, simply because he has so many wonderful ideas. Ideas he received from his elusive friends.


  "Then we'll just have to keep him around here." If he got too rambunctious, I could always send him off for a wondrous vacation in the al-Khar.


  In a conversational sort of voice, I said, "Bic, we're going to give you one more chance to get out of our way with your ass still strapped onto the rest of you. All it'll take is for you to carry a letter from me to Colonel Block at the al-Khar. Because I don't have time to handle it myself. Can you manage that without getting distracted? Knowing that the letter means enough to me that I'll hunt you down and feed you your magic boots, one from each end, if my message doesn't get through within the hour?"


  "Garrett, how come you're so damned determined to make my life miserable?"


  "Maybe you'd better look at the facts, Bic. Who did what to who first? I think your beef is with Casey. This critter right here, dressed up like you. He had you jumping through hoops by pretending to be Kayne Prose in heat. While he was working Kayne, pretending to be you." I'm so clever. Sometimes I can spot a pothole only minutes after I've stumbled into it. "And you and Kayne both ended up screeching because you couldn't get all the way lucky. Old Case couldn't pretend that part."


  Bic growled. Bic didn't want to listen to any damned theories.


  "Look at him, man. He looks like you in a funhouse mirror." A mirror that skinnied him down and tailed him up.


  "Never mind. I'm not going to argue till you're convinced."


  "So just give me your damned letter and let me out of here."


  "And don't forget to remember me in your will. Because I've treated you better than anybody else in town would've done." I found myself lusting after a beer. Or something with a better kick. I hadn't had a drop since our country picnic. But I couldn't take time out now. I had business to attend to, outside the home. "Bic, I'd kiss you good-bye but then you'd just come back for more."


  

  


  


  I shut the door behind the little man at last, leaned against it. "I sincerely hope that that's the last time I ever see Bic Gonlit." The man was like a mosquito. Not a major problem but one persistent annoyance if you didn't kill him.


  "Can he possibly have any other reason to buzz around my ear, now?"


  Suppose the Guard arrest and question him.


  "I didn't think of that." I hadn't, which seemed real dim of me the second the subject came up. "But he will. And he's clever enough not to let that happen. I wish the bird was here to send out to watch him."


  You might send a pixie. They have not yet done much to earn their keep.


  "That seems a little dangerous. For the pixies. Let's just trust Bic to do what he said he'd do. I'm going to clean up and change now. I'm heading up to the Tate compound. To see Willard Tate."


  Old Chuckles failed to seize the opportunity, though I'm sure he noted my unnecessary explanation of why I had to put myself in close proximity to a certain ferocious redhead who couldn't quite seem to decide how big a part of my life she wanted to be.
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  "Ithink we're in business," I told the Dead Man when I returned in the wee hours, a little light-headed. Willard Tate enjoys his brandies and loves to share his pleasures with people he likes. He likes me right now.


  The rest of the Tates are wine people, every one with a favorite vintage. I'm not much on the spoiled grape juice myself. I prefer that Weider barley soup with plenty of hops. But I couldn't be impolite when a taste was offered.


  And it was hard to keep track of how much sipping I did when I was a little distracted, off and on, by Tinnie and her wicked cousin Rose.


  I said, "I'll have a sitdown with all the principals as soon as I arrange for Morley to make space available."


  I would take Morley on a nostalgic voyage into his past, returning The Palms to the days when it was The Joy House and neutral ground for meetings just like the one I planned. He was a good friend. He deserved to get the business.


  Excellent. And though I do begrudge admitting it, I believe you have suffered one of your better ideas this time.


  "Did Singe get back yet?"


  More than an hour ago. All went well. She ate and drank like a lumberjack, then went to bed. That child has an amazing capacity for beer.


  "If she's going to keep sucking it down here, she'd better start showing an amazing capacity for bringing in cash. What about the jungle chicken?"


  Still out there. Watching the al-Khar now. To see how the Guard responds to your message.


  "There's only one response possible. Don't tell me they haven't done anything."


  Nothing dramatic. There have been comings and goings but, not being familiar with the routine around the jail, I do not know if they are unusual. And it would behoove us to recall that we live in a political world. What Colonel Block should do and what he is allowed to do might not be identical—if someone important upHill happens to be an investor in Reliance's undertakings.


  "I know. I know. It's a blackhearted world. I'm going to go put away some beer myself. Then I'm going to sleep till noon."


  

  


  


  A man's fondest dreams and dearest ideals often become storm-tossed wrack upon reefs of reality.


  I wakened to find myself already deeply involved in some extremely heavy petting.


  Evas had decided school was in again. Only. . . . It took a few moments of exploration to determine that tonight's pupil wasn't Evas. Perhaps Fasfir had pulled rank.


  Fasfir was a dedicated student, give her that. Her focus matched Evas'. It seemed she wanted to practice till she got it right. She didn't go away until people started stirring around the house.


  Good thing I'd announced that I meant to sleep in.
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  Dean didn't get the word. Or didn't care. He wakened me. His stern look of disapproval was the one he reserved for my sloth, brought out on occasions when he felt he couldn't state his opinion aloud. He would've employed an entirely different and much uglier scowl had he known about Evas or Fasfir.


  He told me, "You need to get up. There are messages awaiting your attention. And Miss Winger is in the street outside, apprising the world of all your shortcomings."


  "I doubt that. She hasn't had a chance to catalog them. Unless you've signed on as her adviser."


  He plowed ahead. "And the workmen have arrived." He said that last quickly and softly, as though it was a minor, mooshy afterthought of no consequence whatsoever.


  I didn't think about it. Which was the point.


  John Stretch had cut Winger loose. Good for him. Good for her. Maybe not as good for me if she was going to roam the streets accusing me of being in cahoots with those ugly fraternal twins, Mal and Mis Feasance. Although I certainly had trouble imagining why she might do that, considering she slept in their bed herself, most nights.


  "None of that sounds all that pressing to me," I grumbled, knowing he was going to be disgruntled simply because I was in bed when it was light outside already.


  Dean shrugged. His usual, aggressive morning attitude seemed to have abandoned him. He was intrigued by something on the floor. Something he might possibly have last seen hanging off Fasfir. He frowned deeply as he tried to get a mental grasp on the facts.


  I saw the change when he decided he was imagining things.


  I said, "I'll be down in a few minutes."


  

  


  


  On instructions from the Dead Man, Dean let Winger into the house. She stormed from the front door directly into the kitchen, where I was working on breakfast while surrounded by my harem. "Have a cup of tea, Winger." Then I said, "If you insist on being abusive I'll just chuck you right back out in the street. Where you can keep on entertaining the secret police spies who watch this place every minute."


  Winger was wound up. She blistered the air with her extemporaneous remarks. However, mention of Relway's gang got her stuttering fast. Unfortunately for her immortality, I wasn't paying enough attention to recall her exact words for posterity. Which was probably just as well. She hadn't been doing a whole lot of nun-style talking.


  "You're running around loose, aren't you?" I wedged the question in while pouring tea for myself and Evas, who seemed astounded that something like Winger existed. "Imagine that. And you didn't get one single precious little hair on your pretty head harmed, either. Amazing." I wasn't responsible but she didn't need to know that.


  Winger thought some. The implications made her stumble some more. She decided to sit down and enjoy an eating contest with Singe—at least until she'd worked herself up for a fresh round of accusations.


  Once she had her mouth full, I asked, "How did those ratmen manage to capture you? I expected something to happen. Morley was supposed to send some men to back you up. Didn't they show?"


  "Those pussies?" I think that's what she said. Her mouth was still full of dribbling crumbs. "Those assholes ran out on me."


  I sighed. That wasn't that hard to translate. It meant she'd been such a bitch that Morley's guys had decided that the job wasn't worth it, that Winger deserved whatever she got. Morley would back them up. And would demand that they be paid for their suffering. And he'd have the moral right of it, probably.


  Winger remains her own worst enemy.


  Maybe she ought to try a little adult education with Sarge.


  Some crashing and banging started up front. "What the hell? Sounds like somebody's beating on the side of the house with a sledgehammer." For a moment I envisioned Doris doing to my house what he'd refused to do to Casey's place.


  Nobody told me anything. But Dean's attitude suddenly seemed evasive.


  I recalled his having said something about workmen.


  I drained my teacup and headed for the front door, noting that I wasn't hurting much of anywhere this morning. Which was wonderful. And surprising. I ought to have some cramps, or something, considering the rigors of my instructional duties.


  The racket got the Goddamn Parrot going. "Help! Help! Oh, Mister, please don't. . . ." I leaned in to tell him, "Aw, shut yer ugly beak, ya little pervert," before I went on to the door. "Ain't nobody here who ain't heard it all before."


  Wait.


  "Huh?"


  I believe we are about to have a caller.


  "But somebody's trying to wreck the outside of the house."


  Masons are removing a couple of bricks to permit the pixies access to the hollows in the middle course of the wall.


  The outer walls of my place are three-course brick masonry, a very dark, blackish rough red brick. Typically, the center course of that sort of construction includes a lot of voids.


  So some genius had gotten the notion that those voids could be turned into pixie apartments. Gah! Now I'd have them squabbling inside my walls, day and night.


  I supposed chances were excellent the guilty genius spent most of his life making and unmaking messes in my kitchen.


  As the Dead Man had predicted, someone knocked on the front door. The knock had that peremptory character I associated with the secret police, that combination of confidence and impatience.


  Nor was my guess in error, though my visitor was no one I recognized. And had been chosen, no doubt, because of that fact. If they had to deal with me directly, they would show me too many faces to remember. "Yes?"


  "Courier. I have a message for you from Colonel Block." A written message at that. He slapped a small, scroll-style document into my hand, then turned and took off, stepping like he was marching to a drumbeat pitched too high for human ears. He headed straight up the street to Mrs. Cardonlos' rooming house, probably to collect the daily reports. Which meant they'd given up bothering to pretend.


  Well?


  Reading, I closed the door with shoulder and elbow. "A report on what they've been doing about Reliance and some other rat gangsters using human slaves to manage their bookkeeping."


  Generous of the colonel.


  "Yes, indeed. And I'll tell you this. I wouldn't want to be a known ratman criminal right now." What Block was willing to commit to paper would be just the tip of the iceberg. And what he'd been willing to set down was so vicious and wicked that I felt belated reservations about having unleashed the whirlwind.


  "Here's an interesting ‘Did you know?' Did you know that ratpeople, alone of all the intelligent peoples of TunFaire, have no legal standing whatsoever? Less, even, than an ox or a draft horse? That anyone can do just about any damned thing they want to them with complete legal impunity? Just the same as if they were regular rats?"


  Easy to understand why, then, they would be bitter.


  "Better believe." Not one in a hundred of my fellow royal subjects had a conscience sufficiently well developed to understand why I found that situation troubling, too.


  Do not bruit that about. Few people know. Were that common knowledge, someone would soon be killing them for their fur or their teeth or their toenails, or something such.


  And people capable of that were out there, strangers to conscience, remorse, and pity, who were constitutionally incapable of encompassing those concepts however often they were explained.


  "I've unchained a beast."


  This once may be for the best. Mr. Relway may know no limits but those he imposes from within. Which may make him appear infinitely ferocious even while those internal limits do exist. He will exterminate ratmen with wild enthusiasm but everyone who perishes will have been a true villain.


  "Or if they weren't they wouldn't have gotten themselves dead. Right? I know that game of old."


  Mr. Relway will dwindle away to that point someday, no doubt. But it won't be today. Today he still recalls that he's just a man. An overly idealistic sort of man.


  "Shall I tell Singe?"


  She will learn of it anyway.


  "Tell Singe what?" Singe demanded, having entered the Dead Man's room soundly equipped to avoid starvation for at least a generation.


  "That the Guard have attacked Reliance and several other leading ratmen. With the sort of acutely accurate intelligence you'd expect of Deal Relway. The Guard did it because Reliance has been keeping human slaves." Though the slaves' humanness shouldn't have mattered. Slavery at its most blatant and obvious has been outlawed for generations, no matter the race of the slave.


  Today we have indenture and apprenticeship and several forms of involuntary servitude involving debtors and convicted criminals but nobody owns another intelligent being outright. In law. Sometimes reality can be pretty ugly.


  Acute and accurate intelligence? Then how come they hadn't known about the slavery? Or had they?


  My cynical side quickly had me wondering if the raids weren't just image-building stunts launched at this point only because somebody with a big mouth and an overly moralistic attitude now knew what the ratmen were doing.


  I told Singe, "The attacks have been remarkably vicious and violent." Because the Guard wanted to make an unmistakable point. A major new power player had entered the lists.


  There would be truly big trouble if Relway ever got so overconfident that he went after the Outfit. Because there are a whole lot more of their bad guys than there are of his good guys. And those bad guys have far greater resources.


  "And this would be the insurance you were taking on my behalf?"


  There was no ducking the truth. "No Reliance, no threat from Reliance."


  Singe did not get upset with me. What distress she did betray she directed at herself. She might not have willed disaster to devour Reliance but a disaster had occurred on her account. "You are right, Garrett. You are completely right. Life is a bitch."


  "And then you die."


  "Will Humility be all right?"


  "I don't know. I tried to warn him. I hope he listened. I think he's someone I could get along with. And what I do, it's all connections."


  "What we do, Garrett."


  I started to speak.


  Might I suggest a level of caution usually reserved for speech in the presence of Miss Tate?


  He might. But that didn't mean I had a whole lot of use for it.


  Singe continued, "I am part of this team, now. And I am not really asking for a salary, or anything."


  "Nobody draws a salary here. But the more people there are around here, the more work has to be done to keep everybody in clothing and food. And the way you keep putting it away. . . . You aren't pregnant, are you?" All I needed was a horde of rat pups underfoot, atop the rest of the zoo.


  Not a smart suggestion, Garrett. Not a smart suggestion.


  He was right. I'd managed to offend Singe at last. And her main complaint was a sound one: I'd tossed off a remark like that without ever having bothered to learn enough about ratpeople to know that she couldn't get pregnant unless she was in season. Unlike human women. And she hadn't yet gone into season, except once, her first time, under rigorously controlled conditions, with her mother and some older sisters there to make sure nothing untoward happened.


  "After the first time any ratgirl with half a brain can manage her schedule. I go to the same apothecaries human women do. And the same hedge wizards." Singe rolled up her left sleeve, showed me a fancy yarn amulet not unlike those worn by every human female I knew who'd passed the age of nine. This is a cruel, wicked, unpredictable, and exciting world. Bad things happen to good girls. Good things happen to bad girls. Nobody with any sense risks having her life shattered by chance joy or evil.


  Which isn't to say that there aren't scores of accidents happening out there every day. Common sense isn't.


  "It is really easy. But a lot of males do not want females controlling their fertility. And very few ratgirls are as courageous as I am. It takes a lot of nerve to sneak away and get fitted for an amulet. Even though everyone knows where to get one."


  "What happens if you get caught using one of those things?"


  "Basically, they get really unhappy with you but, mostly, they just take it away. Then they crowd you till your season comes on you. They believe that once a female has enjoyed a vigorous season of mating she won't want to delay another one ever again."


  "Is that male arrogance? Or is it true?"


  "I cannot tell you of my own certain knowledge. I have seen females little older than myself swilling an herb tea they believe will bring them into season sooner. At the same time taking other concoctions supposed to prevent pregnancy or to terminate one if it starts."


  Sounded to me like love amongst the ratfolk could be as mad as it is amongst human folk.


  "It is a good thing to be a girl who thinks ahead," Singe said. "So my older sisters tell me. They say a girl can futter herself blind for weeks on end if she makes the proper preparations and takes the right precautions."


  I was beginning to get uncomfortable.


  Singe fluttered her eyelashes. "Weeks."


  My luck was mixed. That didn't go anywhere because Winger burst in. She started barking at the Dead Man and me. "You guys aren't gonna stiff me, Garrett."


  "A straight line I cannot resist—"


  "Don't give me no shit, Garrett."


  "Winger, why do you have to be a pain in the ass every day of your life?" She wasn't, really. Most of the time she was good people. My directness startled her silent long enough for me to add, "I ought to hire the Rose brothers to follow you around with a couple of huge mirrors so every time you start in on somebody they can shove one in front of you so you can see what's happening."


  Winger got a big, goofy look on her face. She isn't deep at all. She'll take that sort of remark literally, often as not. This time she cocked her head and thought about it for a few seconds before she decided it was just, somehow, some more of Garrett's candy-ass, goody two-shoes, crapola, pussy philosophy. A category which included anything I ever said that she didn't agree with or didn't understand. She gave her hair a violent toss. "You guys ain't gonna get outta giving me what I got coming."


  "Oh, you're going to get what you've got coming. One of these days."


  Her blind, fool, drunk good luck has got to run out someday.


  

  


  


  Upon repeated advice from the Dead Man, in the face of my own deeply held principles, I sent Winger off with a little money in her pocket. She was happy to get it. She knew perfectly well that she didn't deserve it.


  Now she'd go do some drinking, get into a fight with somebody who reminded her of her husband, maybe bed him if he survived the action. Then, while she was still drunk but already beginning to feel the bite of a hangover, she'd drag Saucerhead Tharpe out of bed and try to con him into helping her manage some criminal enterprise noteworthy for its complete boneheadedness. Like the time she got poor Grimmy Weeks drunk, bopped what little brains he had out, then talked him into helping her pilfer the Singing Sword of Holme Prudeald.


  That damned sword has no value whatsoever. It's not fit for fighting and its only magical property is its ability to sing. Badly.


  The damned blade never shut up after they pinched it. Everywhere Grimmy and Winger went, it boomed out off-key operatic arias about henpecked top gods, brothers who plooked their sisters in order to create psychopathic, dwarf-murdering heroes who tended to forget that they were married to defrocked, doomed, and not very bright Choosers of the Slain. Which might not have been too bad if Winger hadn't gotten a wild hair and tried to sell herself as the nimrod Chooser.


  They say it made great street entertainment.


  Winger panicked when she figured the sword's owner would get word. She did a runner when Grimmy had his back turned, leaving the poor befuddled dope holding the scabbard, so to speak.


  I'm probably the only guy in town who bought Grimmy's sad story about the big blonde who'd led him to his despair.


  If Grimmy survives four years of forced labor in the silver mines he'll return to the street having learned a valuable lesson about getting to know your partners in crime before you begin to work together.


  She hadn't even given him her real name.


  "Hey, Chuckles," I said, popping into the Dead Man's room. "What're we going to do with Casey and the girls?" The male silver elf was too much trouble to keep under control. But if we turned him loose he would become dangerous. And he didn't deserve to be turned over to the Guard. And I didn't want to kill him.


  I have been giving that matter some thought. It is not simple. I have been unable to find a satisfactory answer yet. I will continue to reflect. Possibly Casey himself will present us with an idea.


  That didn't seem likely.


  

  


  


  I was in my office. After our recent power spending our financial picture was no longer rosy. I scowled. That might mean having to take on more work.


  Evas eased into the room, cold and aloof and remote. Today she wore an unflattering tattered dress that had been handed down by one of Dean's much heftier nieces. The dress wouldn't have been flattering when it was new and on the form it fit. The weavers had strung a lot of ugly thread into the woof.


  Evas closed the door. Then she began to change into the very friendly Evas. "I . . . cannot . . . wait." I got the sense that she was mildly ashamed of herself because she couldn't control herself.


  After a while I managed to get away. The first tentacles of a marvelous idea had begun to stir in the darkened rooms at the back of my mind.


  Damned if it didn't seem like Eleanor winked at me.


  Had to be a good idea.


  If I could survive the next few days. . . .


  "How well do you know my parrot?" I asked. "Come on. You should get to know him."
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  I made sure my crew were the first to arrive at The Palms. Even Dean came along, mainly to make sure Morley's barbarians did things right. If there was much surprise at the appearances of Singe and Evas, Morley's people hid it well. I'd left Fasfir behind. Fasfir seemed to have learned everything she'd wanted to know during her one protracted lesson.


  Quite possibly nothing could surprise them.


  One quick glance around and I asked Sarge, "What's going on? I paid you guys good money. You were supposed to set the place up for—"


  "You jus' go on up da stairs dere, Garrett. Puddle's up top. He'll take care a you."


  Puddle could make that climb and survive?


  "Smart-ass," Sarge said, reading my mind. "Dey's gonna come a time when yer gonna have some slick pup mockin' you fer havin' stayed alive so long."


  "Maybe so. I hope so." If my luck shaped up.


  My manners were less than impeccable.


  I scurried up to see what was what, leaving Singe and Evas under Dean's protection. Puddle pointed when I reached the top.


  I've been in and out of Morley's place for as long as we've been friends. I'd been upstairs a hundred times. Morley has his office and living quarters up there. I hadn't thought much more about that floor. Now I discovered a narrow hallway beside his office that, on previous occasions, must have been covered with a panel that looked like part of the wall. The hallway opened into a banquet room, complete with dumbwaiter to the kitchen.


  I suppose I should've suspected. The existence of the place seemed entirely reasonable once I saw it. There was a lot of room up there. It might be a major adjunct to Morley's business.


  I wondered what went on there when he wasn't renting it out to me.


  Morley materialized. In his most ingratiating, oily manner, he asked, "Is it satisfactory, sir?" He'd noted the fact that I was nonplussed. He loved it. "Is there anything else I can do?"


  A double-width table array had been set up with seats for twenty people, eight along each side and two at each end. The settings were basic but correct as far as they went. Dean didn't register any objection when he arrived, which eventuality occurred while Morley and I were talking.


  There was something else Morley could do but we'd get to that later. "No. This's fine. Except you've got extra places set."


  "Don't give me that dark look. I'm not inviting anybody in. We've just found that setting extra places saves embarrassment when the invited guests decide to bring along someone you didn't plan to have attend. People do that. Even though it's terribly bad manners."


  "I understand." All too well. Dean had brought in a covered birdcage containing one guest I hadn't wanted to invite. This one wouldn't be getting his own chair. And, if I could avoid it, the cover wouldn't be coming off his cage, either. He could be the Dead Man's proxy without participating in anything.


  I remarked, "Your guys ran out on Winger at the stable the other day."


  "And should've left an hour before they did. The woman is insufferable. And she keeps getting worse."


  "She's got a problem with you that she was taking out on them?"


  He didn't want to talk about it. So I asked, "You totally trust all your guys downstairs?"


  "Of course."


  I tilted my head toward Evas. "Colonel Block has some high-level friends who'd love to sink their talons into her. We took a coach over here so nobody would see her on the street."


  "If you need to keep her secret, why risk having someone see her?"


  "Her presence is an important ingredient for the success of my evening."


  "She is a she, isn't she?"


  "You'd better believe. Not extravagantly so, just to look at, but between us guys, don't let that fool you. Her public attitude, either. The ice does melt. In fact, it goes straight to steam. A touch of wine helps. So she has an excuse for making Katie seem repressed and distracted."


  "You didn't. You know Tinnie will come with her uncle. She'll figure that out before she's all the way into the room."


  The possibility had occurred to me. But the potential of the evening seemed worth risking Tinnie's wrath. I mean, that would come down on me sooner or later, anyway. It's like weather. Some days we're going to have some.


  "She'll notice Kayne Prose and Cassie Doap long before she notices Evas."


  "You didn't. You rogue."


  "Rake's the word, I think. But don't go playing pot to my kettle, pal. It took a lot of arranging to get everybody here tonight. And I had to get away from the house for a while. At least none of them are married."


  In general, Morley prefers women encumbered with husbands. Rich husbands are especially good. Their wives are much less likely to make demands he'd rather not meet. They have too much to lose. Besides, he's a married elf himself. So he claims. I've never met his wife. He hasn't seen her himself since he was a kid, supposedly. Or maybe she wasn't a wife, just a fiancée.


  Arranged marriage. It's an elven thing. And an everybody else thing, sometimes. When substantial estates are involved.


  I added, "The rules of our relationship, laid down explicitly by Tinnie herself, clearly state that neither of us has any right to demand anything of the other as long as the relationship remains informal. Which's the way she wants it kept."


  "Garrett, you're thirty years old. Do you still believe in the tooth fairy, too?"


  "I'd say there's a better chance of me running into the tooth fairy than there is of Tinnie actually living up to the letter of that."


  "I hope you know what you're doing."


  Morley left us in Puddle's care. He said he wanted to head downstairs so he could make sure my guests went the right direction when they arrived. Which probably meant he didn't want those lowlifes mixing with his class clientele.


  I resisted the temptation to let the Goddamn Parrot get away.


  Dean assumed his post, the seat to the left of what would be mine at the table head. He laid out paper, pens, and ink, and a couple of Kip's writing sticks. He'd try to record what got said accurately enough that there could be no arguments later. I was confident that others would do the same. I was just as confident that there'd be arguments over who said what and when later on. There's always somebody who insists the records are wrong.


  Evas and Singe lurked behind the old man, both of them trying to read his notes as he made them. I wondered how much success they actually had.


  It was scary how fast Singe was picking up the art. Writing was giving her trouble, though. Her body wasn't built to provide the necessary fine motor skills. I suspected she'd never manage anything but tedious block printing.


  Even that would make her unique.


  I separated Evas from Singe. "The man I was talking to was the one I told you about."


  She showed an interest immediately. She'd reached the point where she was having trouble sustaining her public frost. She was obsessed. Which had been cute for a while but which had become disturbing once I found myself ambushed whenever I was alone.


  I thanked the stars or fates that Fasfir had needed to try her wings just the one time. It had been sweet enough work keeping up with Evas.


  I reminded her, "He'd be a better teacher than I am. Much better. Elves are known for their endurance." If you could believe a quarter of what this particular half-elf said about himself. "He's not bad looking, either. By our standards."


  Near as I could read a silver elf's face, Evas seemed thoughtful.


  I settled beside Dean. "All set?" He was studying one of Kip's writing sticks, looking dubious.


  "I'm not sure I can do this anymore."


  "If you can't get it word for word make sure you get the high points. Ah. Playmate's here."


  As I moved that way, Singe sidled up. "What are you trying to do with Evas?"


  "Nothing."


  "Garrett."


  "Just trying to help my best pal get a chance to experience an amazing phenomenon."


  "I think you are up to something."


  "Really? Look, I need to talk to Playmate." Playmate had Kip in tow but not Kip's mother or sister. Or Rhafi. Mustn't ever forget poor, invisible Rhafi.


  Playmate looked exhausted. "It's getting to me, Garrett. Having the Guard watching the place all the time. Having them come around asking questions at all hours."


  Even Kip seemed subdued. He hardly fidgeted. He made no effort to wander away from Playmate. He didn't insult anyone.


  I asked, "Where are the rest of them?"


  "I don't know if they're coming. Kayne said she was but I expected her to get here before we did."


  "She has to come. We'll be on real thin legal ice if we put together a company where one of the partners isn't even old enough to draft. We need his mother here."


  "I understand that. But you need to realize that Kayne's custodial status won't stand up if somebody big really challenges it. She's a woman. So she's pretty much handicapped when it comes to making contracts herself. If this turns into something involving really big money, you know the jackals are going to start gathering."


  Playmate was right. Women who make a name and place for themselves have to do so against the ancient tide of the law. Kayne had the legal advantage of being a widow, had no living father, and neither son had reached his majority. Still, as Playmate said, add money to the mix and somebody would take legal action to become Kayne's legal guardian.


  Playmate mused, "I'm worried that the father will turn up and stake a claim."


  "I thought he was dead."


  "No. He disappeared. He's presumed dead. Even if he is dead, somebody could claim to be him. It would be his word against Kayne's. A woman. Of questionable morals. The sorting out would give somebody plenty of time to do some mischief."


  "People can't do much mischief if their legs are broken."


  "It wouldn't be that simple."


  "I hate people sometimes, Play. In times like these I have trouble convincing myself that Relway doesn't have the right idea about how to handle humanity's scum."


  "Might not be your best simile, Garrett. The scum is what rises to the top. Well, somebody is here."


  Somebody proved to be Max Weider and his beautiful daughter Alyx. Alyx was coifed and dressed to kill. Alyx loved every second of the attention she attracted. Manvil Gilbey and our first uninvited guest, Congo Greeve, straggled in behind, the bad and the ugly. Congo looked like he had broken out the special, formal occasions cranial wax. His eight-inch part glistened.


  Wicked, wicked Alyx headed straight for me, blue eyes sparkling like a bucket of diamonds. She showed me a wicked, wicked smile and leaned forward to offer me a world-class glimpse of a wicked, wicked decolletage.


  "Bad girl," I told her. "Daddy's going to spank."


  "Promise?"


  "You're hopeless."


  "I've got plenty of hope. I know you can't resist forever. I see you took the trouble to dress up." She grabbed my right arm, did a little wriggle-and-spin move before I realized what she was doing.


  Her daddy was not amused.


  "I. . . . What're you doing?"


  "Tinnie was right behind us."


  The devil herself stepped into the room. Red hair, green eyes, freckles, a shape to make men sit up nights cursing the sun and the moon and the stars because there was only one of her to go around. She wore green velvet. She eyed Alyx, checked the goofy look on my clock, shook her head and allowed Puddle to guide her to the side of the table where the Tates would be stationed. Like most everyone else I know who passes as more than a remote acquaintance, Puddle treats Tinnie like an empress.


  Alyx said, "Damn. That didn't get a rise out of her. How 'bout you?"


  "Well, you did get your dad all steamed up. You'll hear from him later." Max and I might be friends but there was no way he was going to let me get involved with his baby. Not that he's a snob. He just don't think my prospects are any better than those of highwaymen or pirates, professions notorious for their high rate of turnover.


  Alyx went over and dropped inelegantly into a chair beside Tinnie. They fell into conversation instantly, probably beating up on me. They were close friends, despite Alyx's relentless campaign to slide her shoes under the end of my bed.


  Morley reappeared. He had changed clothing. He wore a lady-killing costume now. I kept a straight face. He cast covert glances into the dark corner where Singe and Evas lurked, trying to avoid notice. Evas was busy playing peekaboo with the Goddamn Parrot but didn't miss Morley's return.


  Kip had discovered Evas, too. He was scared to death. I said, "Play, tell Kip it's all right. She's on our side."


  Well, I was hoping she was. Things might change suddenly if she found out she had a ride home.


  "Are you ready to begin serving?" Morley asked. "The kitchen is ready for you."


  "Not yet. I'm waiting for the boy's family to show."


  He stared at Evas and the jungle chicken, which Evas had just uncovered. "There's something about that creature. . . ."


  Something she was projecting herself. I'd felt it back at the house more than once. "Yes, there is. Would you like me to introduce you?"


  "I'm talking about Mr. Big, Garrett," he lied.


  "That's one of the better straight lines you've ever handed me but I'm going to let you off. You were distracted. Let me mingle with my guests. You want something to do, a wine course might be appropriate right now." A suggestion that Dean had offered on the way over, as a way of dealing with time that had to be filled.


  There was an extra Tate as well as the Weider lawyer. His name was Lister. He was a cousin in his thirties. Outsiders occasionally confused him with Tinnie's deceased pop, Lester. Lister passed as the family legal expert. He was a square-jawed, dark-haired, immaculately clothed and groomed, painfully handsome character who had a hint of the weasel gleaming from the corners of his eyes. For some reason I think of him as the Lawyer of Times to Come.


  I know of no one in the Tate clan who likes cousin Lister. He's tolerated because he's kin and because he's good at what he does.


  Cousin Lister has no clue how his relatives really feel about him.


  Like every human family in TunFaire, great or small, the Tates have menfolk buried in the Cantard. Full-length frog fur coats are more common than grown men who avoided military service in the war zone.


  Lister Tate, without halfway trying, wangled himself an army assignment that kept him right here in TunFaire, as the armed forces' liaison with their biggest suppliers of boots and leather accoutrements. He didn't even move out of the family compound. Nevertheless, he promoted himself an out-of-barracks housing allowance that exceeded the pay rates of men like myself, at my highest rank, even including the combat bonus I got while I was in the islands.


  I worked my way around to Tinnie. "My good fortune never ceases to amaze me. I was daydreaming about meeting a beautiful redhead. Look what walked through the door."


  "I saw what you were daydreaming about. A slutty blonde young enough to be your baby sister."


  Alyx snickered and bounced over a seat so I could settle between her and the redhead. She made some crude remark about the chair's warmth, that would've had her father looking for a switch had he heard it. I gave her a wink. "You could come be my baby-sitter."


  Tinnie told me, "You ever call her bluff for real, big boy, you'd better have your running shoes on."


  Alyx said, "If he does, he won't be able to do anything but crawl."


  "You're going to put it all on me when she's talking like that?" I winked at Alyx again. She stuck her tongue out at Tinnie and started to hop into my lap. Then she noticed her father, Gilbey, and Congo Greeve all glaring at her. She needed to learn that some teasing wasn't acceptable in public.


  "Yes. Because I expect you to know how to say no."


  That seemed a tad unrealistic but I didn't insist. Instead, I said, "Uh-oh," with very little regard for Tinnie's opinion.


  Kayne Prose had arrived. Making a grand entrance, just ahead of Cassie Doap, who seemed to have adopted a flamboyantly flirtatious personality for the evening. Tinnie stomped a foot. She wasn't used to this level of competition.


  In fact, she was rather exceeded.


  Mother and daughter wore newly made gowns. Their creation must've required the needles of all Kayne's cooperative sisters. Both gowns flattered outrageously what begged for very little flattery in the first place.


  Slack-jaw disease raged among the menfolk in Morley's private dining room.


  Even Dean's imagination seemed to come to life.


  Rhafi came in behind his mother and sister, rendered almost invisible by their glory.


  As happenstance had it, Lister Tate was the only married man in the room. The bachelors and widowers all looked ready to revel in their status.


  When time and doom catch up with me and I have to slough off this mortal realm, I mean to thank the gods for having blessed me with the chances I've had to get to know so many comely women. I expect to start working on my speech about ten thousand years from now.


  Manvil Gilbey caught my eye, projected the unspoken question: Was this something I'd laid on for Max? Max could not seem to stop staring at Cassie Doap.


  I shook my head, mouthed, "But if it'll help. . . ."


  Puddle showed the newcomers to their seats, near Playmate and Kip. Even he was having trouble breathing. There were far too many beautiful women in that room, each of them trying to one-up the others.


  Tinnie let me have an elbow, putting plenty of force behind it. "That's for what you're thinking."


  "I apologize. I'll never think of you as an object again. From now on it's nothing but business. From now on you'll be Mr. Tate in my every act and thought."


  That earned me a repeat stroke of the elbow. "I'd better not be." The fickle woman.


  Alyx said, "Look at Dad! I think the old bull's in rut."


  Tinnie muttered, "Alyx, sometimes you're too juvenile even to amuse me."


  I moved up to my place beside Dean, which was my signal that the evening was about to become serious. Those who weren't in their official seats found them. Once everyone sat down there was very little room to spare. Morley had another place setting on each long side but it would've taken a shoehorn to get anybody in. I introduced everyone, including Morley as host, then Evas and Singe as they took their seats to the left of Dean and to the right of me, without explaining their presence. I thought they ought to stay mysterious. They drew stares but not even Lister Tate was gauche enough to demand information about them.


  I let Morley know that we were ready to be served.


  Kayne and Cassie both managed admirably during dinner. Tinnie was not amused by the regard they received. She was used to being the center of attention. But all the men at this banquet were related to her or had known her since she was a pup. Except for me and Dean and Kayne's drooling baby boys. And she already had Dean on a leash and me wrapped around her finger.


  Alyx was amused. She liked seeing Tinnie have to take second chair. Just to rub it in she kept right on flirting with me. Her father wasn't worried about her anymore.
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  I tried not to cry when I thought about how much this evening was costing me. I tried to forget the fact that, if it didn't work out, I might end up spending several years working fourteen-hour days just to get back to the point where I could afford to save money buying beer by the keg.


  

  


  


  As a business convocation the sequestered evening at Morley's place had to be some sort of precedent. The gang of us came out of there having created a company dedicated to the creation, production, and marketing of the fruits of the imagination of Cypres Prose, ingenious boy inventor. The Weider brewing empire would provide financing. The Tate family would handle the actual production. Kayne Prose and all her offspring would move into the Tate compound, where they would live much better than ever they had before, with no requirement that they do anything but be Kip's support and inspiration. I myself would be the genius who held it all together. Having been the genius who had gotten it all together.


  I had a feeling Kayne Prose wouldn't have much attention to spare for industry. Not for a few months, at least.


  When Kayne Prose met Manvil Gilbey it was lust at first sight both ways. All the rest of us had to be grateful that they didn't jump on one another right there in the banquet room.


  Kayne's behavior wasn't exactly a surprise. I had a feeling she seldom met a man she didn't like. But Manvil Gilbey is as reserved as a wine butt normally.


  The absolute absurdity of the universe is declared, in a bellow, once again, by the fact that Max Weider, age sixty, became infatuated with Cassie Doap, a completely ridiculous eventuation not unilateral in nature. Nor did either of those two seem conscious of the fact that Cassie was three years younger than Alyx Weider. And Alyx was the baby of Max's five children.


  Max told me, "Of course it's stupid. But she's a dead ringer for Hannah when I first met her." And he was willing to play delusional games with himself in order to defy his pain.


  More or less. Nobody cons Max Weider for long. Not even Max himself.


  Cassie's positive response, wholly genuine, was a good deal more puzzling. We knew already that neither Cassie nor her mother were out for the easy ride, bought with their looks and bodies.


  There're times when people do, honestly, connect on something besides the physical level.


  That became one of the fine evenings of my life. One of those times when everything works out even better than you'd dared hope.


  Sometime during the socializing, following the creation of the Articles of Agreement encompassing the founders of the new company, my good pal Morley Dotes and the silver elf Evas disappeared.


  I suspect that couples who do that tell one another no one will notice but, secretly, don't give a rat's ass if anybody does because their minds are fogged by anticipation.


  The capper came when Lister Tate proved he wasn't a complete waste of flesh by, belatedly, providing a device for getting around the legal age problem, as well as the potential problem of a fatherly return. "Willard Tate can adopt the boy. The device goes all the way back to imperial times, when the emperors wanted to handpick their successors. It's not much used anymore, except on the Hill, but the tool is there. Mrs. Prose can allow it. If nobody challenges right away only a Royal proclamation can reverse it. And we could argue against that that only an imperial edict is valid since the adoption went forward under a pre-Karantine law. I believe there are precedents."


  I told Tinnie, "Promise me you'll keep Kip away from Rose."


  "I plan to keep him for myself. He has good prospects."


  "He'll be your cousin."


  "Spice is nice but incest is best. Ouch! You meanie. I'll bet he's got stamina, too."


  "My prospects are looking up, too. I won't need a business excuse to get my foot in the door at the Weider place anymore. Ouch! Alyx. She's hurting me."
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  Do you feel like a captain of industry? the Dead Man asked.


  I waved a hand in a dismissive gesture he couldn't possibly see. "What I feel like is a guy dancing six inches above the ground because I have completely, thoroughly, irrevocably nailed Morley's mangy hide to the wall. I have hoisted him on his own petard. I've spent months and months and months trying to map out some absurdly complicated revenge scam to get even with him for the Goddamn Parrot. And in the end a better answer just dropped her bottom into my lap. I just had to introduce Morley to Evas, let Morley be Morley, let Evas be Evas, and let Deal Relway be his own suspicious self."


  The Dead Man wasn't pleased. Once I'd decided to point Evas at my pal Morley, I'd launched a companion scheme which resulted in her wanting to keep the feathered clown with her.


  Evas couldn't leave The Palms, now. There were too many watchers outside who reported to the Emergency Committee for Royal Security. It may be a long time before they tire of observing comings and goings at Morley's place.


  Oh, me! Oh, my! I love it!


  I wonder how long it'll take Morley to realize that he's reaped the whirlwind?


  No more Mr. Big, trying to get me stoned on the streets, following me everywhere, keeping track, nagging me. No more. . . . "Gah!"


  A ferocious squabble had broken out inside the front wall.


  Soundless, almost gloating laughter seemed to fill the atmosphere.


  Well, hell! He might not miss a step.


  Still, I could cherish thoughts of Morley's delicious plight.


  Although Fasfir didn't approve.


  She had managed to establish communications with the Dead Man. She found it painful to be completely alone. When Old Bones didn't make her feel better she joined me in my office. By means of notes, a few words spoken with difficulty, and my small ability to sense moods, she made it known how cruelly terrifying being alone and lonely was for her kind.


  I told her, "Casey's here."


  But Fasfir found Casey nearly as alien as she did me, and he was a lot less fun after dark. I could scramble her brains and push the fear away for a while.


  "Huh? You worked hard enough but I never felt like you got much out of it."


  She informed me that she was much more diverted when I was with Evas and she was in Evas' mind. Evas' flesh responded more readily, thoroughly, and willingly than did her own. Though her problem probably existed entirely within her own mind.


  Odd. Though she believed she had mental hang-ups she admitted to being every bit as enthusiastic as Evas. Only she enjoyed it best at second hand.


  Life gets stranger by the hour.


  This is TunFaire. That would be the taproot iron law. Things get weirder.


  Ask the Dead Man what it was like in the old days, when he was young and callow. He'll let you know that everything was normal and straightforward, way back then.


  The written record, however, doesn't support him. There may be cycles of less and more but weird is with us always.


  Company is coming. Another Visitor. He had concluded that our silver elves were identical to the strange people who had been called Visitors when he was a child. He'd found fragments in Casey's head to confirm his speculation. So from now on we were going to call them Visitors.


  Fasfir whipped past me as I eased into the hallway. She hurried to the front door, then stood there baffled by all the mechanisms. I nudged her aside, looked through the peephole.


  A very small, scruffy, nervous brunette was on the stoop. Homely enough to be related to Dean, she was poised to knock but wasn't sure she was ready to commit. She looked around to see who might be watching.


  She flickered.


  I lifted Fasfir up so she could look. "Is that your other friend?"


  Fasfir nodded.


  I opened the door, which startled the Visitor because she hadn't yet announced herself.


  Fasfir revealed herself, slithering around me as lithely as a cat, before the ill-favored little woman could run away.


  

  


  


  I shut the door and left the ladies to their reunion.


  I went to the Dead Man's room. "You been eavesdropping?"


  I got the equivalent of a mental grunt in response. I noted that Casey, who seldom strayed from the Dead Man's room, was lapsing into sleep. Again. By the time he left my place Casey was going to be years ahead on his sleep.


  "Finding anything interesting? Like why this one is running around loose when she ought to be a captive of the Masker contingent?"


  Given fewer distractions I might exploit the present moment of emotional vulnerability to unearth those and further significant answers.


  I pinched my lips closed.


  We can call this woman Woderact. She seems to be what we would call a sorceress. She would be the most socially reserved of the female crew. She is not an adventuress. Yet there is about her that same intense suppressed hunger that characterized Evas. Some not so suppressed amusement. The Maskers kicked her out because she was of no use to them. She would not cooperate. Also, the Maskers may have thought she could lead them to Fasfir and Evas, either of whom might know something that would help them repair their ship.


  These Maskers seem to be more hardened than are the other Visitors.


  "Except for Casey."


  Except for Casey. I do believe that it is just marginally possible that Casey could do direct, willful physical harm to another being. None of the other Visitors seem able to entertain the thought.


  Ah! The excitement of the reunion has begun to ebb. Fasfir's thoughts are no longer accessible. And there goes the new mind. Ha!


  A vast miasma of amusement wrapped itself around me. My metaphysical side seems to be asserting itself. I have suffered a psychic episode. You are going to have to teach night school at least one more time.


  "I can lock my door."


  But you will not.


  No. Being an empathetic kind of guy, I probably wouldn't. Not for a night or two.


  Please move the women out of the hallway, now. We are about to suffer another caller. It would be best that the Visitors are not seen.
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  I looked out the peephole as someone knocked. I saw a lean beanpole of a man all dressed in black. He had a black beard and wore a wide-brimmed black hat. I didn't recognize him.


  Dean came into the hallway, started to go back when he saw that I'd reached the door first. I beckoned him forward, to answer while I eavesdropped and covered him from the small front room. The stillness and emptiness in there were sweet. With luck the parrot smell would fade away eventually.


  Dean followed instructions but didn't fail to stomp and employ his full arsenal of disgusted expressions.


  The man on the stoop asked, "Is this the home of the confidential operative known as Garrett?"


  Sounded to me like he knew the answer already.


  Dean thought so, too. "Yes. Why?"


  "I have a message from Miss Contague." Sounded like he was talking about a living goddess, the way he said that. "For Mr. Garrett." Making sure.


  He went away without saying anything more.


  "That was strange," Dean told me, handing me a vellum document folded and sealed with a red wax seal as ornate as any used by the nobility. "That man had a voice like an embalmer."


  "She chooses her henchmen to ornament her own epic. Which she rewrites as she goes along."


  "It's a crying shame. Such a lovely young woman to be so twisted. I blame her father."


  "So do I. But however cruel Chodo was, he never put a knife to her throat and forced her to do evil. She made the choices." When first we'd met Belinda had been trying to kill herself by slutting it up down in the Tenderloin. At the time that had been fashionable amongst unhappy young women from wealthy families.


  Even now Belinda seemed determined to bring about her own destruction. Except that these days she wanted to go out in a flashy orgy of violence. So her pain could be seen and shared by everyone.


  The Dead Man once told me that monsters aren't born, they're made. That they are memorials which take years of cruelty to sculpt. And that while we should weep for the tortured child who served as raw material, we should permit no sentiment to impede us while we rid the world of the terror strewn by the finished work. It took me a while to figure out what he meant but I do understand him now.


  You just need one intimate look at what a fully mature monster can do to achieve enlightenment.


  He may have been the most wonderful pup you've ever known but you don't hesitate to strike the dog if he goes rabid.


  What is it?


  "Belinda found the flying ship that got away out in the wine country."


  Dean said, "It took that much paper just to tell you that?" No wondering on his part about why she'd even been looking.


  "There's some cry-on-the-shoulder stuff, too." Almost like a confession. Which made me wonder if I shouldn't be more pessimistic about my personal longevity. I might be scheduled to share her funeral pyre. "And her people have found the stable where Casey keeps his donkey." That for the Dead Man's benefit, not Dean's. Dean didn't care. "Things he told the people there led Belinda's agents to another apartment. It doesn't sound as fancy as Casey's Bic Gonlit place but the stuff she says they found there makes me wonder if half of TunFaire's population isn't our pal Casey in disguise."


  Excellent. Will you want to relay any of this to Colonel Block?


  "Not today. Because he'd pass it on." And the people he'd pass it to don't really need more power than they already have. "You think we can use this as leverage to work on Casey?" I wished we'd find something. I was way tired of having the Visitor underfoot. "Can we make him think we have him over a barrel, now?" He'd been around too long just to hand over to the Guard, now. Block and Relway would want to know why I hadn't bothered to mention him earlier.


  Probably. And the point to doing that would be what?


  "Oh. Yeah. He's on a mission."


  I will discuss it with him. Meanwhile, it is time you stopped lollygagging and went back to work.


  I'd begun to loathe the captain of industry gig.


  All right. Yes. Everybody did warn me. But. . . . I guess it's mostly because my partners don't have any patience with my relaxed attitude toward work. They're worse than tribe of dwarves trained by Dean.


  There is supposed to be a lot of humorless, from under the roots of mountains, all work and no play, dwarfish blood up one of the branches of the Tate family tree. I can't provide any arguments against the allegation, of my own knowledge. Tinnie definitely finds it hard to step away from work for any extended length of time.


  I was the only key member of the new company not having great fun with our venture. Kip haunted his vast new workshop twenty hours a day, and usually fell asleep there. Fawning Tate nephews and cousins rushed hither and yon, making sure Kip's genius remained unencumbered by scutwork. Experts from the discontinued military leather goods operations now stayed busy trying to determine the most efficient means of three-wheel production.


  My own three-wheel, the only pay I'd yet received for any of my trouble, had been spirited in from Playmate's stable. It now resided in the Tate compound inner courtyard, where there were always folks lined up to take a short ride. The managers didn't want their several completed prototypes defiled by the unwashed. Even brother, sister, and cousin unwashed.


  Though two-thirds of the shoe factory floor had been turned over to new manufacture, the Tales weren't abandoning their traditional business base. They were just scaling back to the peacetime levels known by their great-grandfathers.


  Shoes become a luxury when you have to pay for them yourself.


  The Tates would remain the leading producers of fashionable women's footwear. They'd held that distinction since imperial times.


  Though I was a rabid fan of the three-wheel and wasn't interested in much else, less than half the reassigned production space was intended for the manufacture of my vehicle. My associates were equally taken with several other Kip Prose inventions. His writing sticks were in production already, in three different colors. And orders were piling up.


  The Guard and the Hill folk hadn't taken notice, perhaps because writing sticks don't fly.


  Kip was having the time of his life. He was the center of everything. Everyone else was having a great time, meeting the challenges. Everyone but poor Garrett. There wasn't that much for him to do.


  I'd used up my ration of genius.


  There were no crooks here, trying to steal from the boss. I didn't have any other assets to kick in, except for knowing a lot of different people I can bring to bear on a difficulty. But the only bringing together I was getting done these days took place back at the house, nights. Woderact was proving to be a researcher every bit as dedicated as Evas had been. A tad more shy, initially, but Fasfir kept egging her on. And climbed right in there with us when the adventure called her.


  TunFaire gets weirder by the hour. And my life marches in the van.


  There wasn't much I could do but all my business associates seemed determined to have me right there at the factory not doing it.


  I'm an old hand at skating out of the boring stuff. I acquired that skill in the harsh realm of war. I ducked out of the Tate compound. I recouped my spirit and recovered from my difficult nights by undertaking the promised visits to the troubled Weider satellite breweries.


  That killed three days but didn't demand much genius. Like so many TunFairen villains, the various crooks were completely inept. They betrayed themselves immediately. My report named several managerial types who had to go when the thieves went because bad guys as incompetent as the ones I'd caught couldn't possibly have operated without their superiors turning a blind eye while extending a palm for a share of the proceeds.
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  Fasfir decided she had to try her luck in person, one more time. No man could've faulted her enthusiasm. But something was missing from her makeup. She just wasn't a Katie. Inevitably, direct participation left her disappointed. But she didn't have problems enjoying what Evas or Woderact shared with her, mind to mind.


  Weirder by the minute.


  This latest time Fasfir had a different motive for joining me.


  Of late we had been refining our communication skills until, using gestures, grunts, a few spoken words, some writing, and what I could pull out of thin air, she could get ideas across. She had a big something on her mind this time.


  "You want to get your whole crew back together?" I tried to appear distraught, though that very notion had been worming around in my head for two days. As things stood, my having sicced Evas on Morley hadn't changed anything for me. Except that I didn't have to listen to the Goddamn Parrot anymore. "Could I count on you three to stay out of mischief?"


  Absolutely.


  That came through almost as clearly as one of the Dead Man's messages. I didn't swallow it whole. The ladies hadn't lost their interest in going home.


  "I'll see what I can do."


  Fasfir became quite excited and grateful.


  Moments later an equally excited and grateful Woderact joined us.


  Weirder and weirder.


  

  


  


  I hired a coach, grumbled about the expense the whole time, put the lady Visitors inside it. I let them reclaim some of the fetishes Woderact had brought along to the house. They would appear to be human if they were seen on the street.


  Casey got aggravated because he wasn't allowed to come along. Neither of the ladies believed him when he told them that he'd help them get home.


  

  


  


  "Lookit dis," Puddle enthused as I pushed inside The Palms. "Somebody done fergot ta lock da goddamn door again." Puddle wasn't doing anything but loafing in a chair. His was the only body in sight. I'd timed my visit perfectly.


  "Morley around?"


  "What was dat?"


  "Huh?"


  "T'ought I heard somet'in'." A huge grin drove suspicion off his face. "We ain't seen much a Morley da past few days, Garrett. What wit' him spendin' so much time takin' care a dat bird."


  Sarge shoved out of the kitchen, clearly having been eavesdropping. "Poor boy is gettin' kinda pale, Garrett. I'm t'inkin' he mought oughta get out in the sunshine more. What da hell was dat?"


  "What was what?" I asked, as innocent as the dawn itself.


  "I fought I heared da stair creak." Sarge scratched his drought-stricken, failing crop of hair. He and Puddle both eyed me suspiciously.


  "What?" I inquired.


  Puddle demanded, "Whatcha up to, Garrett?"


  "Actually, I just wanted to drop in to see if I had any good reason to gloat."


  Both men nodded and smiled. They could understand that. Sarge told me, "I don' know where ya found dat little gel, Garrett, but I sure do wish dey was one or two like her aroun' back when I was 'bout sixteen."


  Puddle nodded enthusiastic agreement. "Gloat yer heart out."


  "I will," I said. "Well, if the man can't come down, then things are going just wonderfully. If you do see Morley, tell him I stopped by. And that I'm thinking of him. But don't let him know I'm having a hard time keeping a straight face when I do."


  A feeble groan limped, stumbling, downstairs.


  Everybody snickered.


  Before Sarge and Puddle discovered my latest maneuver seemed like a good time to move myself along somewhere else. "Later, guys."


  Both henchmen observed my retreat with abiding suspicion.


  I set course for home, making plans for indulging in some serious rest and brew tasting. I kept breaking out in giggles, which inclined the streets to clear away around me.
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  My opinion of the legal profession seldom soars above ankle height. I believe that most troubles would settle out faster without lawyers stirring the pot. So it irks me to have to admit that Lister Tate and Congo Greve really did turn out to be useful.


  Tate was a good idea man. Greve seemed to know everybody who was anybody. Well, he did know the legal beagles that everyone who was anyone paid to put words in their mouths. And he knew how to work them when they were just hanging around.


  Tate told the rest of us, "We'll create a demand for three-wheels by having them seen underneath the most important people."


  I didn't get it. I protested, "You're talking about giving them away! You don't make money giving things away."


  "You have to consider promotion as a part of the investment process, Mr. Garrett. It's an investment in public exposure paralleling our investments in tools and materials. We'll only comp ten units, total. And those will be prototype and pilot units we put together while we're figuring out the most efficient way to build the three-wheels."


  Congo Greve said, "I've placed all ten already, too. Two with the royal household! One with the Metropolitan. Thousands of the best people will see that old goof and his two acres of beard pedaling around the Dream Quarter. Every Orthodox heretic in town will want one to ride to church. Plus I got one placed in Westenrache House, with the imperial family. How about that? Just those four units should give us exposure enough to generate thousands of orders."


  I never got a protest in because I couldn't get my jaw moving. Greve knew people inside Westenrache House? The remnants of the imperial family, with hangers-on, had been forted up, or under household arrest, there, for centuries. Ever since the ineptitude of generations of ancestors let the empire crumble into kingdoms and principalities and tiny quasi states, each of which paid lip service to the imperial crown while ignoring its wishes completely.


  The sole function of the empire these days, insofar as Karenta is concerned, is to furnish somebody who can crown the king whenever a new monarch ascends Karenta's throne. Which occurs with some frequency, though we haven't had a coronation recently. Our present monarch is particularly adept at sidestepping assassins. With Deal Relway covering his back he'll probably live forever.


  I croaked, "I think I understand." If the King's daughters happened to be seen larking around on our three-wheels, every young woman of substance would demand she be provided one of her own. And the herd instincts of their fathers would ensure that the girls remained indistinguishable from the princesses.


  "Good, Mr. Garrett," Mr. Greve said. "Once we establish a list, and the social primacy of our product to the exclusion of all imitators, we'll have written ourselves a letter of marque allowing us to plunder the aristocracy."


  I gave brother Greve the fisheye. That sounded a whole lot like the true lawyer coming through.


  Greve sighed, explained, "We must ensure that our three-wheel is the only three-wheel the elite find acceptable once the fad gets started. Imitations are certain to appear as soon as someone capable of building them lays hands on one he can tear apart. We have to make sure that anybody who actually buys a competing three-wheel is considered a second-rater. Or worse." His expression suggested that he had begun to rank me with the dimmer of the dimwit Tate cousins.


  Lister said, "It's possible that I can work my royal household connections to wangle a decree of patent."


  If the Crown so ordered, nobody would be allowed to build three-wheels but us. Until somebody able to offer a big enough bribe got the King to change his mind. Or got the people who made up the King's mind for him to do so. Likely, the King himself would never know about the decree of patent.


  "I'm glad you guys are on our side." I thought I could see how Weider beers had become the choice of beer drinkers, now. Snob appeal, backed by suggestions that any tavern brewing its own beverages on premises was an outdated second-stringer, its product likely fit only for the meanest classes.


  Which is true. In many cases. The uniformity and consistent quality of Weider brews exceeds anything produced by corner taverns. And I can claim a certain expertise in judging the quality of beers.


  Greve continued to pontificate. "Obviously, our ability to produce three-wheels will be limited. Demand will exceed supply for as long as the fad runs. We want to sustain and exploit that situation. First, we'll set a publicly announced fixed unit price—exorbitant, of course—then we'll place our buyers' names on a list. Then Lister and I, being cheesy lawyers, will let those who want to do so bribe us to move their names up the list."


  "Excellent thinking!" Lister Tate declared. He actually rubbed his hands together in washing motions and chuckled wickedly till he realized some of us were staring. He grinned, told us, "Sorry I don't have mustache ends to twirl. Here. Let's do this while we're at it. Publish the list by posting it outside the compound entrance. Update it daily. So the buyers will know where they stand. In case they feel an urgent need to move on up."


  "Oh, yes! Excellent idea! Here's another idea. We'll put serial numbers on the three-wheels. The lower the serial number, the more exalted the status of the three-wheel."


  I said, "I can see people falsifying serial numbers. . . ." Oh.


  Both men gave me looks that said they wondered how a grown man could be so naive and still be here among the living.


  More than one three-wheel would go out the door with the same low serial number.


  Pure, raging, unbridled capitalism. Now, if they could just find ways to steal our raw materials, evade taxation, and not pay our workers their wages, our profit margin might begin to approach what those guys would consider minimally acceptable.


  I was becoming increasingly certain that the best thing I could do for the company I had invented would be to stay away. I should just let them haul my share of the profits over to the house aboard a beer wagon.


  My mind just wouldn't fall into a businesslike groove.


  If I was building a business I'd do it as if everybody involved was a partner. Kind of the way I had things already.


  Enough of that.


  I saw Kip's family whenever I visited the Tate compound. Kayne was bored. Prosperity was all right with her but she wanted something to do. She was used to working, long and hard. I told her, "There's plenty of work around here. I'll pass the word. Cassie? Rhafi? How about you guys?"


  Cassie was extremely adept at doing nothing useful and planned to keep right on doing what she did best. Rhafi was content to polish his loafing and consuming skills as well.


  "So be it."


  

  


  


  I was in the Tate compound when the workers completed our first presentation three-wheel, half of the pair of gaily painted monsters meant for the King's daughters. We drew lots to see who would pedal it away. I didn't win.
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  Sleepily, the Dead Man again asked, How does it feel to be a captain of industry? His inquiry had an amused, sharp, mocking edge to it. The sort of edge his thoughts take on when things go exactly according to his prognostications.


  "I feel like a man wasting his life. Like the proverbial square peg."


  Indeed? But if you were not working there you would be here either sleeping off hangovers or indulging yourself in some rakish indulgence.


  "Yeah. That'd be great. Indulging in some indulgence."


  He was feeling generous. He didn't mention the several Visitor women I'd finagled out of the house not that long ago.


  Singe invited herself into the Dead Man's room, then into the conversation. Evidently the Dead Man had kept her posted. She took a sandwich out of her mouth long enough to ask, "Are you having problems with the red-haired woman again? I hope?"


  "Absolutely. Always. That goes without saying. But not as many as usual." Mainly because Tinnie was too busy working. And I stayed out of her way.


  "I am sorry."


  "No, you're not. You've been polishing up your sarky, haven't you?"


  "When you are lower than a ratman's dog you do have to try harder. John Stretch was here not long ago. He wanted us to know that he knows where the other Visitors are hiding. The ones we ran into out in the country." Singe still shivered when she recalled that adventure, though it made her the awe of all ratpeople who heard the tale. "They are here in the city, now. Their skyship is hidden inside a large, abandoned structure on the Embankment, a little ways north of the Landing."


  Way up there in strange territory.


  Coincidentally within a few hundred yards of the site where the ship belonging to Lastyr and Noodiss is suspected to have gone beneath the water.


  I frowned, trying to picture such a fantasm as an abandoned building in TunFaire. I'd expect to bump snoots with a unicorn first. This city is awash in refugees from the former war zone. Nothing that remotely resembles shelter isn't infested with desperate, dangerous people.


  Singe anticipated my question. "People lived there until ten days ago. Something scared them into moving out." Meaning maybe somebody more dangerous had moved in.


  "What do you think, Old Bones? Worth a look? Or are we out of the thing since Kip doesn't seem to be in trouble anymore?" Though how could we be out while we still had Casey underfoot? I wished there was some way I could give him to Morley, too.


  The Dead Man's response was the mental equivalent of a distracted grunt.


  "Don't you dare go to sleep on me! Who'll keep Casey under control?"


  The question elicited only a mental snort and the equivalent of "I was just resting my eyes."


  "You don't keep him managed, Chuckles, I won't have any choice but to turn him over to the Guard. I can't handle him. We've already seen that."


  Mental grumbles. Old Bones was getting testy, a sure sign he was headed for a long nap. He's predictable. Kind of like the weather is predictable. You look out the window and tell everybody a storm is on its way. No way you're ever wrong, given sufficient time.


  What is your attitude toward unearthing Lastyr and Noodiss?


  "Not quite obsessed but definitely still interested. Despite all logic. They planted that one deep, whoever did it."


  He didn't tell me what I wanted to know.


  "That was supposed to be a hint, Old Bones. Who messed with the inside of my head?"


  I am inclined to suspect Casey but I do not know. I have not read direct responsibility in any Visitor mind yet. But the Visitors have been exceedingly adept at concealing specific items. Witness Evas and her sisters. Witness Casey himself. He has not yielded up a tenth of his secrets even though he has been in direct mental contact with me for ages now.


  Also, it might be wise to consider the possibility that your urge is not of Visitor origin.


  "What?"


  We might do well to recollect, occasionally, Colonel Block's several subtle cautions about the intense interest in the Visitors being shown, behind the scenes, by several Hill personages. You have been rendered unconscious with some frequency of late. We might review your memories of those episodes with an eye toward the possibility that some of our own folk might have created an opportunity to implant a compulsion.


  "Maybe who really isn't as important as what. Who wants the secrets of the Visitors' magic isn't truly critical to us. Who won't have much direct impact on our lives."


  Perhaps. If you discount the moral dimension.


  "Naturally."


  And when the talking is over, you do want to meet the mysterious Lastyr and Noodiss yourself.


  "I sure do. I know I'll be disappointed. I always am. But I'd definitely like to see who got the cauldron bubbling."


  Then cease investing your time in the three-wheel business. There is nothing you can contribute there except exasperation for your associates.


  I'd had the feeling that even Willard Tate was considering changing the locks on the compound doors. It isn't just that I ask too many questions, I ask questions that make people uncomfortable.


  Even the bloodiest villains have to work hard at conscience management sometimes. Until they get their full arsenal of justifications filed, sanded, and polished to fit their shadowy needs.


  Indeed you do. Also, you must stop juggling the women in your life. I understand that you are trying to live every young man's dream and are managing a twisted approximation. But there come moments when each of us must step away from the dreamtime.


  Sometimes somebody besides me flops something uncomfortable onto the table.


  Find Lastyr and Noodiss. Before they perish from old age.


  I didn't contradict him. But Evas had told me that Visitors never grow old, nor do they die of old age. They live on until Fate finds a way to squash them with a falling boulder or until they do something really stupid, like going into a horse stall all alone, without a witness around anywhere.


  Which sounds like some of those old, false legends about Morley's people.


  "Singe, it ought to be safe out there now. You ready for another adventure?"


  "Whither thou goest."


  "Oh, that's rude. All right. First thing in the morning. Bright and early. For real. But for now, let's just hit the kitchen and tip a few mugs of Weider Select."


  

  


  


  I am getting old. I thought about heading out to Grubb Gruber's to enjoy a few with the old jarheads. I thought about wandering over to serenade Katie, whom I hadn't seen in so long she might've forgotten her favorite little honey bunny. I thought about several other ways to fritter my evening. And, in the end, I just stayed in, sipping the dark and exchanging brew-born wisdom with my pal Singe. I hit the sack early, never suffering a thought about the feuding pixies.
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  Singe and I set out about a week before my normal getup time. We headed for the Casey digs Belinda's connections had discovered. We didn't learn a thing there except that the Guard had the place under surveillance—a fact that would interest Miss Contague a great deal. We also learned that thugs I assumed to be Relway's were keeping watch on us loyal subjects, by means of some very clever operatives and tactics.


  The shiftiest operatives alive have trouble keeping up when the folks they're watching can step around a corner and vanish. Which Singe and I did a few times. Then I decided it wouldn't be smart to give away the fact that we really could slide around a corner and disappear.


  That invisibility fetish was a wonderful device. I didn't want it taken away by some Bubba Dreadlock.


  The pursuit did a hell of a job of hanging on. I'd have to congratulate Block and Relway. Someday.


  I told Singe, "We can't shake them. Every time we give them the slip they get right back on track after a while." I hadn't been too obvious about trying to lose them yet, however. I was just pretending to take normal precautions. I didn't want them to know that we knew we were the object of a massive tail.


  Singe stopped being talkative as the morning wore on. Her shoulders hunched. She seemed to shrink. Maybe I did a little, too. We had reached the Embankment, which is an ancient docking and warehousing district along the riverbank north of the Landing. It's rough country and I don't know my way around there. Nor do I know a soul amongst its denizens, which isn't true of the waterfront on the south side. The Embankment seemed a bleaker, harsher, less colorful district than its more familiar cousin.


  The Embankment is the jumping-off point and home base for all trade along the navigable waterways, some of which reach a thousand miles beyond Karenta's borders, a thousand miles into the heart of the continent. The south-side waterfront is the jumping-off point for what seems to me far more exotic destinations along the ocean coasts and overseas.


  "What is that smell?" Singe asked.


  "The sweet aroma of uncured animal hides." I was able to answer that one because of my intermittent association with the family Tate. "You won't believe this but there are men crazy enough to hunt thunder-lizards and mammoths and saber-tithed toogers in the plains and mountains and forests back in places so far away they don't even have dwarves or elves there yet. Flatboats bring hides and teeth and horns and bones and ivory and fur and, sometimes, even meat down to TunFaire. And sometimes gold or silver or gemstones, or lumber or untaxed whiskey. It all gets unloaded right here on the Embankment." Where several of the bigger warehouses belong to the Contague family and store none of the mentioned goods except whiskey.


  A broad range of herbs and spices grows wild in the interior, too.


  But hunting is the thing.


  A bold enough hunter, responding to the appropriate commercial demand, can set himself up for life by making a handful of the right kills. I expect a lot of bold veterans will toss the dice out there before long. And have enough success that the market for animal by-products will get shaky.


  Perhaps the Crown ought to encourage homesteading. That would bleed off a lot of extra people.


  Generally speaking, the quickest way to get dwarves to give up their silver and gold is to take it away, over their dead bodies. But if you can bring them the head of the right kind of thunder-lizard—which they won't hunt themselves, no matter what—they'll throw gold dust at you like the bags are filled with sand. But that head has to come off an adult specimen of one of the major carnivores. Or off a three-horn or the rarer five-horn, because an infusion of powdered horn will scare impotence into the next continent.


  I've never heard why dwarves covet the teeth of the great meat eaters, but who better than a lady dwarf to know, intimately, the meaning of rock hard?


  Singe told me, "We must pass through this place that smells of old death."


  "Huh?'


  "The area where they make leather from those uncured animal hides."


  "The tannery district." There were places which processed tallow and bone, too, though little of that would be imported. None of those places lacked their enthusiastic odors. "Why?"


  "Someone is using ratman trackers to follow us. There can be no other explanation for their success. Yet few of my people have the courage to visit the fastnesses of death. Even if they forget that not many generations have passed since our own kind were killed and flayed to provide fashionable trousers for young dandies, the stench will overwhelm anything as subtle as traces left by you and me. Without leaving it obvious that we were trying to distort our backtrail."


  "Ah, my friend, you continue to amaze me."


  "A year from now you will be working for me."


  There was a thought to rattle me.


  Singe jumped up and down and clapped her paws. "I did it! I did it! You should see the look on your face."


  "I believe I've created a monster."


  Ratpeople aren't built to laugh but Singe sure did try. And she kept her mind on business while she was having fun. She led the way along a path a ratman tracker ought not to find suspicious, yet one that would overload any tracker's nose.


  Singe was too naive to understand that anything not going his way would be suspicious to Director Relway.


  I may have remained a little naive myself.


  Not till after we had begun taking advantage of the district's natural odiferous cover did it occur to me that having Relway's fanatics on my backtrail might be a lesser evil.
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  Singe and I were on a holiday stroll, giddy because we had shaken free. Singe more so than I because she had a better appreciation of what she had accomplished—and of its cost. Her own olfactory abilities had been dampened hugely.


  A sudden whir. The pixie Shakespear materialized above my right shoulder. He told me, "You must hide quickly. They will be here in a minute."


  Another whirr as Shakespear went away. I glimpsed a second pixie, hovering, pointing in the direction of the threat. I heard the wings of several more.


  Singe pulled me toward the nearest doorway. It was open. Beyond lay the noisome vats of a small tannery. I wondered how the flies stood the smell. I whispered, "Did you know that the wee folk were with us?"


  "You did not know? You missed the sound of their wings?"


  "You have better ears than I do. And you're starting to make me feel old. I should've been more aware of what was happening around me." Maybe my friends are right. Maybe I am getting too tied up inside my own head.


  There wasn't anything in the tannery. There was no tanning going on, thought the place was still in business. It gave the impression that the entire workforce had slipped out just minutes before we arrived. Curious. It wasn't a major holy day that I knew of, though possibly the place employed only members of some lesser cult.


  Still, there ought to be somebody around to keep opportunists from finders-keeping all those squirrel hides.


  "Here."


  Singe had located a low opening in the outer wall, placed so air could waft in and rise to roof vents, so the tannery could share its chief wonder with the city. The opening lay behind a heap of pelts from small animals. The majority had come off rodents but some were scaly. The odor off the pile guaranteed that no ratman tracker would find us here.


  Singe had both paws clamped to her muzzle.


  Gagging, I whispered, "Could you pick me out of this?"


  Singe shook her head slightly, took a paw away from her muzzle long enough to tap her ear, reminding me that her people also had exceptional hearing. Then she dropped down so she could watch the street between bars that kept dogs, cats, and other sizable vermin from getting to the delicacies. They would have to stroll all the way down to the unlocked and open door if they wanted to compete with the bugs.


  Singe beckoned me. I went for the fresh air.


  I got down on the dirt floor, amongst the crud and the hair and the fleas off the pelts, and observed. And learned.


  The first few hunters weren't unusual. They were just thugs. But they were extremely nervous, very alert thugs. They were thugs whose main task was to protect a brace of extremely unhappy ratmen. The trackers kept glancing over their shoulders. I didn't recognize anybody but wasn't surprised. I didn't know many members of the Guard. And Relway was enlisting fellow fanatics like harvesting dragons' teeth.


  Then I saw white boots. With platform soles and cracked, fake jewels. Bic Gonlit was up on top of them. The real Bic Gonlit. And Bic wasn't alone. Nor was he in charge. His companion wore black as tattered as Bic's white but was a lot more intimidating. He looked like he was about nine feet tall. He wore a mask. Arcane symbols in gold and silver spattered something like a monk's hooded robe. An extremely threadbare robe. This particular stormwarden wasn't enjoying a great deal of prosperity.


  That would make him especially dangerous.


  Singe was even more careful than I was about not attracting attention by breathing. Her people have nurtured that skill since their creation.


  I didn't recognize anybody but Bic.


  My first inclination was to drop everything and head for home. Let Bic and the big boy play the game. Which is exactly what most people do and what all the big boys expect us to do. They count on that, up there on the Hill. They don't know how to react when ordinary folks refuse to fold and fade.


  Usually that's followed by a lot of sound and fury and people getting hurt. Which explains the prevalent cowardly attitude.


  Once they passed by, I whispered, "I've got Bic Gonlit figured out, now." He'd taken Casey's money. He'd underwritten his taste for high living by collecting books for Casey, but once things got real interesting the little pudgeball had made a fast connection up the Hill.


  That being the case, why hadn't any Hill-type visitors come to the house?


  Maybe Brother Bic hadn't made himself a deal so good that he felt like giving up everything he had, informationwise. Or, more likely, the Dead Man had revised his recollections before letting him leave the house.


  You've got to keep an eye on the dead guy. He's sneaky.


  Old Bones has been getting slicker every day for a long time. He doesn't keep me adequately informed, though, I thought. I must have an unrecognized tendency to blab all over town.


  Another pack of intense Bruno types came along, following Bic and his buddy in black. They were alert. They were all armed, too, though that was against the law.


  Once again, neither Singe nor I breathed.


  I'd love to see Relway attempt to impose his idealistic, no exceptions, rule of law outlook on the lords of the Hill. Or even on their minions.


  The resulting fireworks would make for great popular entertainment.


  Bic's stride faltered. He stopped. He seemed uncertain.


  He bent to caress his ragged magic boots. Frowning, he looked straight at me, though without seeing me. He frowned, shook his head, said nothing to the ragged wizard. The stormwarden beckoned two ratman trackers. A conference ensued.


  The whole crew had become confused.


  Nobody had the track now, by scent or by sorcery.


  Singe pinched me.
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  I breathed, "This isn't the time," because she'd snuggled up like she wanted to get really friendly. It hadn't ever gotten this complicated when I was running with Morley. Then Singe proved that I had misjudged her again.


  She pointed back past the heap of possum and muskrat hides.


  Several Visitors were up to something back there. Singe had pressed against me to make sure the invisibility spell concealed us both.


  I whispered, "What the hell are they doing? They're not supposed to be here." One of the Visitors had his arm in a sling. Another seemed to have a broken leg. Evidently the Maskers hadn't been able to work any medical magic.


  Every Visitor carried at least one gray fetish and studied it intently.


  I whispered, "There're too many of them." There were more here than the Masker four. I couldn't get them all in sight at once but I definitely counted at least five Visitors. Though it was hard to tell one from another, even when the Visitor hailed from Evas' crew. Unless you charmed them out of their silver suits.


  I whispered, "We're still blocks away from where John Stretch said they're hiding."


  Singe murmured, "Quit whispering so much," then added a thought I'd had already and didn't want to be true. "Maybe they were warned about us coming. Maybe they are here because they expected us to go to the place where we were told that they would be hiding."


  Maybe. Because in TunFaire nothing ought to surprise you. The possible will happen. The impossible takes only a few minutes longer.


  In this case the probabilities were apparent. Certain overly friendly Visitor ladies, desperate to get a ride home, had conned simple old Garrett into returning some Visitor fetishes they said they'd need in order to sneak in and join Evas in her adventures with Morley Dotes at The Palms. Taking advantage of simple old Garrett's understandable and righteous desire to rectify a near-cosmic injustice.


  If they got away I hoped the girls were dim enough to take the Goddamn Parrot with them.


  Smirk. I'd have to remember to call the place The Joy House next time I dropped in at Morley's. Smirk.


  The extra Visitors lurking here had to be Lastyr and Noodiss, erstwhile missionaries. Just had to be. Because no Visitor would be going home if they couldn't all work together, and the Maskers would have been gone already if they'd gotten reinforcements from the old country. The women in particular had to be extremely cooperative with the others. They were at everyone's mercy.


  Disdaining Singe's advice, I whispered. "You watch them. I'll keep an eye on the street." The confusion out there had begun to commence to begin to get ready to head on out somewhere else.


  Bic and his pal resumed moving, though confusion didn't cease being their guiding spirit. They faded away.


  I expected them back. You cast around a bit but you always return to the point where your track evaporated, to hunt for the one thing you missed the last time you looked.


  Minutes later Singe murmured a grand understatement. "We should leave. Sooner or later they will stumble over us in spite of this invisibility amulet."


  "Or they might have some way to tell if an invisibility spell is being used anywhere nearby." If I invented an invisibility-maker I'd sure try to come up with a way to tell if somebody else was using something like it around me.


  "Or they might hear you whispering."


  That, too.


  We'd come to the Embankment to find Visitors. Although this wasn't quite the situation I'd hoped for. This wasn't good. This didn't fit in with my half-assed plans at all.


  Singe was spot on about whispering. But she was a tad off when it came to who would do the eavesdropping.


  Yikes! Here came Bic Gonlit and his threadbare stormwarden buddy, hustling like they were being driven by one of the wizard's spooky winds. Their trackers and henchmen scampered along behind them, confused and alert and able to keep up only because Bic had those stubby little pins.


  The flotilla's course ran straight toward me.


  I poked Singe, indicated that she should peek through the airhole. Once she'd done so we got up on our hind feet and, chest to chest, in careful lockstep, began to ease along the brick wall, toward the cover of another mound of hides. We found it necessary to freeze every few steps because the Visitors had become extremely nervous, suddenly. They were inclined to jump at the slightest sound.


  They had to suspect that they had trouble in their hip pocket.


  Several Visitors, fetishes extended before them, suddenly rushed the hide pile Singe and I had abandoned. Bic and his cohorts were causing a disturbance outside. And Singe and I hadn't gotten but a dozen feet away. So we froze. And shivered. And held our breaths. And hoped nobody stumbled into us.


  The Visitor with his arm in a sling missed running into me by scant inches.


  Tension mounted amongst the Visitors. The advent of danger reawakened the bad feelings between the Maskers and Kip's pals. I could sense just enough to tell that the Maskers blamed Lastyr and Noodiss for everything. Kip's friends blamed the Maskers for zipping all over the sky, thereby alerting the savages to their presence.


  Lastyr and Noodiss had abandoned the altruism that had brought them to TunFaire. In fact, prolonged exposure to our fair flower of a city had turned them bitter and cynical.


  Imagine that.


  Singe and I continued to move, teensy baby steps, then with more vigor once we realized that the people outside intended to come inside.


  Visitors began flying all over the place. Two quite literally. I didn't see any ropes or wires. "Keep moving," I told Singe, in what I thought would be an inaudible whisper.


  Visitors froze.


  Something had changed. The Visitors were alert in a whole different way.


  The Visitors then unfroze, every man jack getting busy with fetish boxes.


  Those guys needed bandoliers to carry all the fetishes they had. Evidently every task imaginable could be managed with the right gray box.


  Two Visitors headed our way, weaving slow, serpentine courses, zeroing in.


  Bic's gang poured through the open door.


  Big surprises happened. For everybody.


  The confusion attained an epic level.


  At first it looked like it would be a walk for the startled Visitors. Thugs went down left and right, exactly as easily as I had in my first several encounters with Masker magic.


  Then Bic came through the doorway.


  The Visitor sorcery didn't affect Little Bitty Big Boy.


  Bic selected a paddle meant for stirring the contents of a curing vat. He took a swing at the nearest silver figure, which happened to belong to the Masker with the broken leg.


  The Visitor rewarded Bic with a beaten-sheep sort of bleat.


  The shabby stormwarden stepped inside. And instantly called down some of that old-fashioned thunder and lightning, the ability to control which gave stormwardens their name.


  Weather magic is the flashiest and most obviously destructive power possessed by our lords of the Hill—and the most common.


  Hides flew. Vats exploded. People shrieked. Bic Gonlit rose ten feet into the air, spinning faster and faster as he did so. The stormwarden followed, spinning himself. But he threw off spells like the sparks coming off one of those pinwheel fireworks.


  I told Singe, "We really need to take ourselves somewhere else."


  The game looked like it was just starting to get serious.


  "I thought you wanted to find the Visitors. . . ."


  "We found them. Now let's take advantage of the fact that nobody here has us at the head of their to-do list right now."
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  Pixies flitted around us, giggling and squabbling, more annoying than a flock of starving mosquitoes. Not a single one had anything useful to say. Their presence didn't help anything. Singe and I weren't invisible anymore. There was no need.


  Nobody was interested in us. But the squawking bugs threatened to attract attention.


  For the gawkers, trying to figure out what was happening in the slowly collapsing tannery, a guy hanging out with a ratwoman bold enough to walk the streets by daylight was a secondary spectacle.


  Threads of blue light as thin as spider silk crawled over the ruins. The entire heap of rubble hurled itself skyward. Everything inside went up with the building itself. People and debris alike floated on the surface of an expanding, invisible bubble.


  More time seemed to pass than actually did.


  The bubble popped. And collapsed.


  A raindrop smacked me in the cheek. I noted that a cold breeze had begun blowing. The change in weather wasn't unseasonable or unlikely, it was just a surprise because I hadn't been paying attention.


  Vigorous lightning pranced over the remains of the tannery. One bolt struck something explosive, probably chemicals used for treating leather. The explosion scattered brick and broken timbers for a hundred yards around. A spinning sliver sixteen inches long flew between Singe and me, narrowly missing us both.


  Singe said, "We have found them. Do we really need to stay so close, now?"


  "I don't know. You may have a point." I spied a dirty white behind wagging as somebody struggled to back his way out of the mess. When the pile finally finished birthing Bic it developed that he had hold of his employer by the ankle. He strove to drag the wizard out by main strength.


  I said, "I think we might move a little farther away."


  Lightning bolts, like swift left and right jabs, rained down on the ruins, starting small fires, flinging debris around. Despite his discomfiture and the inelegance of his situation the stormwarden was still in there punching.


  Other things were happening at the same time. They were less intensely visual. I credited them to the Visitors because Bic's gang were the people being inconvenienced.


  Damn! We'd dropped the invisibility spell and were trying to fade into the onlookers but Bic spotted us almost immediately. But he didn't get the chance to report us. A Visitor floated up out of the ruins, jabbed one of those gray fetishes in his direction. And he fell down, sound asleep. I wasn't feeling real charitable. I hoped he woke up with a headache as ferocious as the worst I'd enjoyed back when they were knocking me out all day long.


  I told Singe, "It'll be a week before they get their stuff together back there. Let's use the time."


  We did. To no avail whatsoever. Not only were the Maskers not hiding where John Stretch said, there was no sign of their skyship. I'd hoped it would be right there where I could sabotage it. Or whatever seemed appropriate at the moment of discovery.


  Why would I want to keep them from going away? The longer they hung around the more likely they would fall into the hands of somebody off the Hill. Which would make times just that much more interesting for those of us who couldn't fly away.


  "Singe? You smell anything that might be the Masker skyship?"


  She strained valiantly. And told me, "I can tell nothing. What happened back there has blinded my nose."


  Poor baby. "Follow me." It was time to get the hell away from the Embankment.


  Our line of retreat took us back past the ruined tannery.


  Raindrops continued to strike randomly, scattered but getting fatter all the time. And colder. One smacked me squarely atop the bean. It contained a core of ice. It stung. I regretted my prejudice against hats.


  "Look," Singe said. We were slinking through the crowd of onlookers, which had swollen to scores, most of them tickled to see a stormwarden looking like he had a firm grip on the dirty end of the stick.


  A groggy Bic was back up on one knee, a black-clad ankle still in hand, glaring at the mob, not a man of whom offered a hand. He spied somebody he thought he recognized, that somebody being Mama Garrett's favorite boy. He croaked out, "Garrett!"


  Garrett kept on rolling. Maybe a little faster. Garrett's sidekick puffed and hustled to keep up.


  Bic yelled as loud as he could. His excitement didn't do him any good at all. The one response he did get was a growing hum that sounded like a swarm of bumblebees moving in for the kill. It came from within the rubble. Masker sorcery. Bic slapped another hand onto his boss' ankle and went back to pulling.


  "Look!" Singe gasped again.


  The rubble had begun shifting and sliding as though restless giants were awakening underneath.


  The bubble was coming up again. And now the bumblebees were singing their little bug hearts out.


  The bubble got a lot bigger this time. Bricks and broken boards, ratmen and squealing henchmen all slid off. Bic forgot about me and Singe. He forgot his manners entirely. He yanked the mask off the stormwarden, slapped his face. I caught a glimpse of pallor disfigured by indigo tattoos. A real heartbreaker of a face. It must drive the hookers wild.


  Something began rising up inside the bubble. Something shiny, like freshly polished sword steel.


  The bumblebees lost the thread of their hearty marching song and began to whine. The bubble began to shrink and the steel to sink. But the bees picked up the beat after a few false notes.


  The Masker skyship emerged from the ruins.


  The addled stormwarden popped it with his best lightning bolt.


  The skyship popped him back. Enthusiastically. He flew twenty yards, ricocheted off a brick wall, barely twitched once before an incoming Bic Gonlit, tumbling ass over appetite, crash-landed on top of him.


  The Masker vessel lumbered into the sky and headed south, the bumblebees occasionally stumbling, the ship itself wobbling.


  "A little faster with the feet, I think," Singe said when I slowed to watch. "I am developing a strong need to find myself somewhere far away from here." The crowd seemed to agree with her. Everybody thought it was time to be somewhere else.


  "Yes, indeed, girl. Yes, indeed. Before old Bic wakes up and decides to blame us for everything."


  We did go somewhere else. But we weren't much happier there than we'd been on the Embankment.
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  "I've got a bad feeling about this, Singe," I said, puffing as I headed south, the knees beginning to ache. "I'm willing to bet I know exactly where that thing was headed."


  No dummy she, Singe opined, "Mr. Dotes' establishment."


  "Yeah."


  Yeah.


  The skyship was long gone by the time we reached The Palms but people were still hanging around in the street, telling each other about it. There'd been enough excitement for the visitation to become a neighborhood forty-day wonder. I noted a couple of familiar faces among the gossipers, guys asking only occasional questions and doing a lot of listening.


  Some snooty galoot got his heart broken when I didn't even slow down going past him at the door—with a rat in tow, for the gods' sake! For a moment I thought I'd finally get me a chance to witness a genuine sputtering fit of apoplexy.


  Snooty galoot disappointed me.


  People so often do.


  "I smells, wit' my little smeller, somet'in' what a man ought not ta got ta smell," Puddle announced from the shadows at the other end of the room.


  Sarge hollered from the kitchen, "Dat mean dat Garrett's here?"


  "Dat it does indeed."


  "Ha! So pay up! I told ya da man don't got a ounce a shame an' he'd turn up before da dust settled."


  "Sounds like we guessed right," I told Singe. "They did come here."


  "Hey, Greenwall," Puddle yelled. "Ya need more help talkin' people outa comin' in da door?"


  The snooty character gobbled some air. It was obvious that Morley had hired him for his upthrust honker, not for his ability to intimidate hard men.


  I said, "Don't be too rough on the guy, Puddle." I intended to explain how he naturally went spineless when he saw Singe and me bearing down, but Puddle interrupted.


  "Yer right, Garrett. It's his secont day on da job. Ain't every day ya look out da door an' dere's one a dem flyin' disk kinda t'in's landin' in da street out front, wit' goofy-lookin' silvery elf guys jumpin' down an' whippin' up on everybody."


  I took a second glance at Greenwall. He did look like a man nursing a ferocious headache. So did Puddle, for that matter. "So the girls all got away."


  Puddle stared at me with narrowed eye for several seconds. "Yeah. Dey went. But one a dem had ta be dragged kickin' and da udder two cried all da way 'cause dey didn't want ta go."


  "Wow! Your boss is quite the man. He'll be heartbroken, I'm sure."


  "Morley's gonna be singin' hosannas, soon as he gets enough strengt' back." Puddle's grin slid away. His face turned serious. "I hate ta be da one what gives ya da bad news, Garrett, but dem sluts, dey stole Mr. Big when dey went."


  "Oh, that is awful." What an actor. I know what racket I ought to be in, now. Not involved in inventing and manufacture. I ought to be on the stage. I managed to be convincing in my loss. "O Cruel Asp of Fortune, thou wicked serpent, how painful thy sting. . . ."


  "Gods, Garrett, you aren't just a ham, you're the whole stinking pig." Morley had managed to get most of the way downstairs. He looked like a guy fighting a big headache, too.


  Once again I brought my acting skills to bear and concealed my amusement. "You look like death warmed over. You been playing with the vampires?"


  "Of a sort. Right now I don't think I ever want to see another woman."


  "Oh, I suspect you'll change your mind. After you recover from the fantasy come true." Given a few days I'd found myself thinking of Katie and Tinnie in a nonplatonic fashion again. But I am a very resilient fellow.


  "They stole Mr. Big, Garrett."


  "You sound like that bothers you."


  Morley's eyes narrowed suspiciously. Like why wouldn't that bother the gods themselves?


  "It's no secret that I wasn't fond of the ugly moth. But if you miss obnoxiousness fluttering around you I'll send over some of the swarm of pixies that're living in my walls, now."


  "No need. Mr. Big will be back," Morley predicted. He sounded so confident I wondered if I ought to be worried.


  "You sound sure. And glum at the same time."


  "Evas and her friends are going to come back with him."


  "Heh-heh-heh." I pulled my most evil laugh out of my bag of attitudes for special occasions. "You sure they won't just wring his neck when they get tired of him?"


  "You'll be laughing out the other side of your mouth when they get here, Garrett."


  "I'll move. I'll go into hiding."


  "You're marked, buddy. You're special. You started something and now you're marked for their special attention."


  "I started nothing. It was all Evas' idea."


  "You gave her the idea for her new idea, Mr. Entrepreneur. She's going to get hold of a bigger skyship and start bringing silver elf women to TunFaire for very special vacation getaways. And she sees you as a whole lot better partner in her enterprise than she sees me. She told me so." A bit of wickedness lurked in the corners of his eyes. He just might have had something to do with the lady Visitor's attitude.


  Telling stories on me again, probably. I have to break him of that habit.


  "Their government will never let them do that." Stopping adventurers was Casey's business. His whole purpose in life was to prevent contacts between his people and ours.


  "You really think? It's beyond corruption?"


  "Glad to see you're all right," I said. "Get plenty of rest. And get some meat in your diet. You'll need to beef up if you want to make it in the gigolo racket." I began to sidle toward the door.


  "I plan to maintain my amateur status. But you being a businessman now, you might want to exploit the opportunity."


  Maybe I could recruit Kip and Rhafi and a dozen of their friends. What they lacked in experience they could make up in enthusiasm.


  I sidled some more, noting that Singe was enjoying my discomfiture entirely too much.


  "What's your rush, Garrett?" my old pal asked.


  "I've got to see a Dead Man about a horse."


  Morley took his turn chuckling. Chances were he had a fair notion what was going on in my head. But he said only, "You be careful on the street. There are some ratfolk out there who resent what the Guard did to Reliance. And they think you and Singe might have had something to do with that. Your friend John Stretch is having trouble setting himself up as Reliance's replacement."


  "My friend John Stretch is going to get some grief from me, too." I'd concluded that John Stretch had given me completely bum information about where to find the Maskers. That Singe and I had stumbled into the right place at the wrong time almost entirely by chance. That we never would have found the Visitors if Bic and his sorcerer friend hadn't been dogging us.


  Dotes got in a final gouge as we stepped into the street. "See you at Chodo's birthday bash. I think you could sell your gigolo franchise to the Outfit."


  Chodo's birthday party. That bucket of ice water put everything else into a more favorable perspective. The return of the insatiable Visitor girls sounded positively attractive by comparison.
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  "What the hell do you mean, he got away?" I yelled at Dean. "Between you and Old Bones in there you couldn't manage one guy four feet tall and only about fifty pounds soaking wet?"


  "You exaggerate, Mr. Garrett," Dean replied with cold dignity. "That creature has Powers. And the thing in the other room went to sleep." He jabbed a thumb in the direction of the Dead Man. "If you insist on pillorying someone for dereliction, I suggest your candidate be the thing actually capable of having exercised control over the foreigner."


  "But he's asleep. I can't vent my frustrations by yelling at him."


  Dean shrugged. My need to yell was a matter of indifference to him. Unless I showed the slack-witted judgment to zero in on him personally. "I expect you're starved, Mr. Garrett. What do you say to stuffed peppers?"


  That was blackmail in its rawest form.


  Dean's smile was wicked, even demonic. He'd do it. He'd really make the whole house reek of that foul fruit.


  "You watch out I don't change the locks next time you go out of the house."


  Dean smiled. It's his firmly held conviction that I can't get along without him.


  The man is mad.


  "I'm going to go into my office. I'm going to put on my thinking cap. Singe, how about you grab us a pitcher and a couple of mugs?" I really wanted to go pummel the Dead Man but knew I'd just end up driving myself crazy. If he was soundly enough asleep to let Casey get away there'd be no waking him up anytime soon.


  Because beer was involved Singe overlooked my treating her more like an employee than a partner, which is what she figured she was.


  I didn't give Eleanor more than a passing glance because I knew what I'd find if I bothered to consult the woman in the painting. No help at all and a whole lot of amusement at my predicament.


  Singe materialized with the beer. Not one pitcher but two, one in each paw, with mugs. We went to work sipping, nobody saying much. After a while she returned to the kitchen for refills. We sipped some more. I began to relax. Then Dean stuck his head in to tell me that Colonel Block was at the door and wanted to see me.


  I hadn't heard him pounding.


  Singe hadn't either, apparently. She said, "Just when I was about to seduce you."


  "Life's a bitch. There's always a Westman Block ready to jump in and ruin the moment. Colonel! How good to see you. To what do we owe the pleasure?" Singe moved her special chair aside so Block could plant himself in the guest seat.


  Block nodded his head sagely. "All right, Garrett. You got me fooled. You're thrilled to see me. I just wanted to share some news. We caught one of those silver elves that have been terrorizing the city."


  "Terrorizing?" Being the superb actor I am, I kept a straight face and said, "Really? Congratulations."


  "Don't waste the effort."


  "Huh?"


  "I know what's been going on, Garrett. Lucky for you, most of the time I buy into Deal's concept of the rule of law."


  "I'm glad to hear it."


  "Your attitude, however, frequently makes it hard to cut you any slack."


  "So my best friends keep telling me. I had a rough childhood. My daddy got killed in the war."


  Which wasn't the smartest choice of wiseass comments. But the good colonel set me straight.


  "Don't be a dickhead, Garrett. Everybody's daddy got killed in the war. That's the way they did it in those days. They waited till a guy created a family before they conscripted him. That way they could be sure there'd be more soldiers coming up."


  "Easy. Sorry." This was an aspect of Wes Block I hadn't seen before. "So let's be serious. You've caught one of the silver elves."


  "And he isn't talking. We're not entirely sure that he can. The people who've examined him say it might not be possible to make him talk because we don't have the technical expertise."


  Clever, clever Casey. He was selling his strangeness. "And?"


  "And there have been suggestions, from some quarters, that your partner might be able to fill the communications gap."


  Ah. Now we came to the reason for the friendly visit. "There's an idea that hasn't found its time. Assuming there was any way at all he could be talked into underwriting the delinquencies of the people you're fronting, there's still one problem. He's sound asleep. Based on grim experience, I'd say there's a cruel chance he'll stay that way for a long time. Because he's had to stay awake a lot, lately."


  "I'm trying to save you some grief, Garrett."


  "And I appreciate it. But no amount of good intentions on your part, or of anybody else's wishful thinking, can change the facts. Come on. I'll show you." Like there's anything visibly different about how the Dead Man looks when he's sleeping. "Stick a pin in him if you want. He wouldn't feel it anyway but if he was awake he'd respond to the insult. Or you could say something revolting but true about the Loghyr."


  "I'll take your word for it." But his tone wasn't that reassuring. "The trouble is, I have people pressing me who don't really care about such problems."


  "You have people pressing you who're stupid enough to risk offending a dead Loghyr?"


  "In a word, yes. There really are people who don't know any better."


  "People that survived the Cantard?"


  "We have a crop of apprentices coming up who didn't get a chance to experience the worst the war had to offer before the Venageti collapse. They don't know they're not invulnerable. They have no grasp whatsoever on their true limitations. And they're in a hurry now."


  "You don't say. And you don't know any older, cooler heads who might rein them in?"


  Block shrugged. He looked grim. He shuddered. I asked, "What?"


  "I never expected it would be easy. But I did hope."


  "Which means?"


  "Which means that I'm going to have to find a hole and pull it in after me because Relway's gotten a big head lately, too. He insists that if any of those spook-chaser pups do step very far outside the law, he'll nail them the same as if they were muggers on the street."


  "Oh, boy. That'll bring their daddies out." I took a huge breath, let it go in a grand sigh. "I didn't think he'd move this soon."


  "That little man is crazy, Garrett. But crazy like the proverbial fox. I'd bet he's a lot more ready for a showdown than you or I think he could be. If he does go down he'll make sure it's in a conflagration so dramatic that not just TunFaire but all Karenta will be changed forever."


  I sighed me another one of those huge sighs. "All right. I don't want to do this. I hate to get noticed by those people. But there's a slim chance I can get through to your guy. If he's the one we called Casey. I assume he is because all the rest of them seem to have gone aboard the skyship that was terrorizing the city earlier today."


  Block gave me one of his squinty looks. He knew that skyship had made an up close and personal appearance at the digs of my friend Morley Dotes. But he didn't press the matter.


  I offered him a brief, thoroughly edited version of events on the Embankment, claiming I'd been there in the interest of my client Kip Prose, who still felt threatened. "The point is, I'm still finding myself up to my ankles in Bic Gonlit. Nothing I do gets that guy to go away. He's started to make me wonder if it isn't personal after all."


  "Bic Gonlit. With a stormwarden, eh?"


  "A thoroughly shabby stormwarden. You'd figure him for a fake, just looking at him. Nobody off the Hill ought to be that scruffy. But he sure brewed up the lightning when the time came to show his stuff."


  "I haven't gotten the reports on that incident yet. I'll look into it when I get back." He asked several questions evidently meant to give him clues to the sorcerer's identity. I don't think I helped.


  Singe decided to go refill our pitchers.


  Block said, "That's creepy, Garrett."


  "What is?"


  "That rat running around here just like she was people."


  "Oh." I didn't start an argument. "You get used to it. You are holding the silver elf at the al-Khar, aren't you?"


  "Yes."


  Good. It would've been bad—for me—if they'd decided to question Casey in the cellar of one of those ugly stone piles on the Hill. "Well, let me tie up a few loose ends here, then I'll wander over there with you and take a shot at seeing what I can do with your guy."


  Colonel Block was suspicious, right away and right down to the bone. And he was right to be. "What're you up to, Garrett?"


  "I'm trying to keep my life from getting infested with parasitic wizards. I've had run-ins with Casey before. If it's him you've got and not some other elf none of us knows about, I might be able to communicate with him. I managed once before. But he's stubborn. And he isn't afraid of anything."


  Block's suspicions were allayed only slightly. I don't know why. I'm a trustworthy kind of guy.


  "I'm going to go help Singe. If Dean's not there to do it for her she gets beer all over drawing it out of the cold well." I went to the kitchen. "Singe, I need the invisibility fetish."


  Somebody trusted me. She handed the thing over without a question.


  "You know if we have any more of these things squirreled away anywhere?"


  She shook her head. "You gave all the rest back to the women or to that man in there. He's afraid of me, isn't he?"


  "In a way. Yes. He'll get over it. Say a prayer for me to the gods of the ratfolk."


  "Or maybe I will not. Our gods are all cruel and treacherous. Reflecting the world itself. We just try to trick them into looking the other way."


  A philosophy I could embrace wholeheartedly.


  


  


  


  83


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  My interview with Casey took place in the same big room where I'd gotten interviewed earlier. The same main players seemed to be on hand. Block was there. Three quiet wizards were there, none in costume, and none of them the one who ran with Bic Gonlit. I'm confident that Director Relway was there as well, back in the shadows, though I never actually heard or saw him.


  Casey was there, seated in a hard chair at a bare table when I arrived. They hadn't bothered to restrain him. He was no physical threat. As I settled opposite him one of Colonel Block's men dumped a sack of nine fetish devices in front of me. I said, "Casey, old buddy, we're in the really deep shit here, now. You've been around TunFaire long enough to have a pretty good idea of the kind of people who have hold of you. You have a pretty good idea what they want. And you know they're not real good at taking no for an answer. You have to understand that some things are inevitable and that all you can do is make it easier on all of us." Lines of a sort everyone in that room, probably including Casey himself, would have used numerous times. I took out the fetish I'd brought from home, added it to the pile while staring straight into Casey's strange eyes.


  Could he read me at all?


  "What's that?" Block demanded.


  "One of those amulet boxes of theirs. Singe found it today. When things were blowing up on the Embankment. Figured I ought to bring it over. Casey. Do you understand anything I've said? Do you know what these people want?"


  After a long, long pause Casey nodded.


  Of course he knew. It was his mission to make sure they didn't get it, from him or the Maskers or, especially, the Brotherhood of Light. I hoped he would keep his mission in mind. Because I was counting on him to get us all out of this mess.


  "All right. Look here, Colonel. We're getting somewhere already. Told you I could get through to him. Whoa there, Casey. Slowly and carefully. We aren't sure which ones of those things are weapons."


  Casey took such offense that his indignance was plain to everyone. "We do not . . . make weapons!"


  That caused a stir, more because he'd spoken than because of what he'd said.


  "Is that true? But I've been knocked unconscious over and over again by something that left me with the worst headaches of my life."


  I believe Casey would have laughed if Visitors had the capacity for laughter. "What you experienced . . . was an effect . . . of a device used . . . for the removal of . . . the parasites common to . . . the bodies of most . . . of your animals . . . and races. Lice and . . . fleas in particular. With the device set . . . at its strongest . . . power. We do not . . . make weapons."


  "I'll take your word for that. Which one of these doohickeys is a flea getter ridder ofer?"


  Casey extended one spider leg finger slowly.


  "Good. Sergeant, you want to take that one away?"


  Excellent. Now I knew that Casey could tell these devices apart. Hopefully. Which would mean that he should know what kind of fetish I had placed on the table.


  Maybe he was smart enough to understand what needed doing.


  "So. Let's go over the rest of these, one by one. Tell me what they're supposed to do. Start with this one here."


  Casey did that. And after we'd reviewed a couple of fetishes I realized that he couldn't really make me understand what he was talking about. I didn't have the vocabulary. Then his voice gave out.


  I asked Block, "Can we get him some water in here? He's obviously not used to talking."


  Block said something. One of his men moved. I glanced over. And when I looked back Casey wasn't there anymore. Neither were any of the fetishes. An instant later, as the shouting began, the hammer of darkness fell. Again.
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  "What happened?" I mumbled. I was the last one to wake up. The delouser's effects were cumulative for sure.


  "How about you tell me," Block growled, dragging me into a seated position with my back against a wall.


  "I've got a notion I don't have a lot of fleas anymore. Gods, my head is killing me! Hit me and put me out again." I meant it at the moment.


  "No. I want you to get up. I want you hurting while you explain what just happened. You won't be able to concentrate enough to bullshit me."


  "I don't know what just happened. You were here. You were paying attention. You probably got a better look than I did."


  "Maybe I did. Maybe I didn't. I can't shake the feeling that there wasn't a pea under any of the shells."


  Nausea overcame me as I tried to stand. Beer and my last meal beat me to the floor.


  "Godsdammit! That just tops my whole day off, Garrett!"


  I tried to climb the nearest chair. It was occupied. I gasped, "Get me some water. Wasn't somebody supposed to go after water?" And, "What happened to him?"


  The man in the chair was one of the sorcerers. His eyes were open but nobody seemed to be at home behind them.


  The look was worse than the thousand-yard stare. With that you knew your guy would probably come back someday. Seeing this, you knew he wouldn't, ever.


  "I don't know, Garrett. He seems to have turned into a vegetable. They all have. But nobody else was hurt." He stepped carefully, avoiding my mess.


  Wow. Casey must've done that deliberately. He wasn't a nice guy after all. Unless he hadn't been aware what they were and this was a by-product of them owning their talent in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  Block declared, "I think their intelligence was deliberately and systematically destroyed."


  "That would make our Casey a vindictive little bastard, wouldn't it? Completely without a sense of humor about being misused. Why do you suppose he let you and me and the rest of these guys slide? Because we're like him, just battling the darkness the best we know how?"


  "Gift horses, eh? You could be right." He didn't say anything for a while. I seized the opportunity to concentrate on feeling sorry for myself. I wondered if Lastyr and Noodiss had gotten away before they gave Kip an idea for a miracle headache cure. I'd better check. Then Block told me, "I'd better have you taken home. I want you to stay inside your house until I get this sorted out. There'll be questions. Some of you men want to get this mess cleaned up? Can't anybody around here do something without waiting to be told?"


  It didn't seem likely. Not when everybody was preoccupied with a killer headache.


  "This is bad shit, Garrett," Block whined. "This's real bad shit. I'll be lucky to get out of this just losing my job."


  "Aren't you being a little too pessimistic?" I clamped down and pushed the pain back. But not very far. "Man, you let yourself get way too impressed by people off the Hill. Did Hill people give you your job? I thought Prince Rupert did that. And what were these guys trying to pull, anyway? They were trying to cut the rest of those witch doctors up there out of the jackpot. You watch. The rest of their kind will take one quick look at the facts and figure they had it coming."


  "You do have a knack for looking on the bright side, Garrett. I sure hope it's as easy as all that."


  First I'd heard of me being a brightside kind of guy. But what the hell, eh? If I played to that maybe Block would forget to nag me about Casey's getaway.


  I reminded the good colonel of his obligations. "I thought you were going to take me home."


  


  


  


  85


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Colonel Block's coach was still a block from my house when it bogged down in traffic. Macunado Street was clogged with bodies, most of them human and only remotely acquainted with personal hygiene, but with plenty of odds and ends and mixtures in the crowd, too. Everybody wanted to see the glowing blob in the sky that seemed so interested in our neighborhood.


  This blob wasn't a flying disk. Nor was it like those things that Evas and her friends had flown. This was more of a cylinder with gently tapered ends, with nothing protruding outside. To hear the crowd tell it, the cylinder had descended to ground level several times but was now just hovering, like it was confused. Or just waiting.


  I told Block, "I'm telling you right now, flying around up in the air isn't one-tenth as much fun as you might think."


  "And you'd know what you're talking about?"


  "Hasn't been that long since I took a few rides on a pegasus."


  "Garrett, you ought to write all your adventures down. Being mindful not to leave out any of the bullshit you're always laying on people you know."


  "I'd do that if there was any way to make a few coppers out of it. But even I have trouble believing some of the stuff that's happened to me."


  "You're right. You'd have a credibility problem. I don't believe some of it—and I was there when it happened."


  The crowd oohed and aahed as the skyship suddenly dropped down almost to touching level, just about where the Garrett homestead stood. It hovered there only briefly. Colonel Block was looking out the other side of the coach at the time. He might not have noticed.


  He did say, "All these weird things going on in the sky lately have had their positive side effects."


  "For instance?" I wasn't paying close attention. I was worrying about Casey's stubborn streak. Was he going to get after Kip again, now?


  "Such as the political shenanigans have quieted down for a while. We haven't had anybody march for days. And it's been at least a week since there was a significant race riot."


  "People get tired of the same old entertainment."


  Casey's skyship rose up against the backdrop of the night, dwindled till it was a point lost among the stars. I wondered just how strange his home country could really be. Presumably those of his people that I'd met were amongst the most bizarre specimens. The normal people would stay home, content to do normal things.


  Colonel Block dropped me in front of the house, the street having emptied quickly once the show came to an end. "Hang on, Garrett." He made me wait. "What do you intend to do about Bic Gonlit?"


  I hadn't given that much thought. It didn't need much. "Ignore him and hope he goes away, I suppose. He's just been doing his job. He can go on doing it. I don't see how that could involve me anymore."


  Block grunted, said, "I do want to know which stormwarden he's running with, if you happen to stumble across that bit of information."


  "You got it." I started up the steps to the house.


  A moment later I was surrounded by a cloud of pixies, every one of them squeaking, all of them determined to have me adjudicate countless disputes and quarrels. I was rude to them all, whether or not I knew them.


  Singe opened the front door. She held a big, cold mug of beer. Ah, the little woman, welcoming me home.


  As I started to extend my drinking hand Singe tossed back half the mug. Then she told me, "The Dead Man said you were coming."


  "He's awake again?"


  "That Casey woke him up. He said."


  "Damn! That's a trick I wish he'd taught me before he went away."


  Garrett.


  "All present and accounted for, near as I can tell. Headache and everything. What's up, Big Guy? What'd the Visitor have to say?"


  Just no hard feelings and farewell and thank you and do not be too concerned about reactions to his report. He does not believe that his superiors will insist upon any follow-up. The damage done by the Brotherhood of Light was slight and should damp itself out within a generation. Apparently it did the same last time around.


  "That's good to know. Whatever it means. I'm going to go sleep off this headache." After I drank some beer and chased it with headache powders.
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  Deal Relway himself came to the house. He never made it quite clear why. The little man has trouble articulating sometimes. He did hint that he was convinced that I'd collaborated in the escape of a particular royal prisoner and that I had been an accessory to the total moronification of three already-subhuman subjects of the Karentine Crown. Not that that was necessarily a bad thing in the case of those particular subjects.


  As far as he was concerned, justice had been served.


  "What was that all about?" I asked the Dead Man after the director took his leave.


  The only response I got was the psychic equivalent of a snore. I wanted to scream. I'd counted on the Dead Man to pluck Relway's psychic bones.
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  Karenta's current monarch has been so deft at survival that most of his subjects have had the opportunity to learn his birth date. They have begun taking advantage of the fact that the King's Birthday is, traditionally, a Karentine holiday.


  This year the people of substance had chosen to collect in the reservoir park. There they would show off their new seasonal outfits and their participation in the latest fad, the wonderful world of inventions called three-wheels.


  Any family that showed up without being able to claim at least one three-wheel on order might as well resign itself to being the butt of condescending gossip for at least as long as it took for us to develop a grander, bigger, more expensive model.


  I had to attend with my business partners, who brought most of their families. Which meant there were beautiful women in every direction I looked, be they Tate, Weider, or Prose. I didn't get much chance to exercise my eyes, though. Tinnie had decided I was back on her a list. Which, apparently, awarded her complete custody of where I directed my vision.


  Alyx Weider was too busy scooting around, showing off her own custom three-wheel, to afford her usual distraction.


  I steered myself toward Tinnie's Uncle Willard. "This is an amazing show, sir." Every damned three-wheel we'd built was here somewhere. So it seemed. "When are we supposed to do the judging?" A huge part of the festivities was a contest to see which young lady could dress up her three-wheel the prettiest.


  Our end users, so far, were almost all girls and young women of extremely considerable substance. A demographic I'd have found particularly interesting if I hadn't been claimed. For the moment.


  "Ha!" I told the redhead. "I am supposed to be looking." Then, "Why aren't you out there outshining Alyx and Rose?"


  Pout. "One of my wheels broke when we were leaving. They wouldn't let me get it fixed. That would make us late."


  Two painfully homely young women, paced by four fierce-looking, thoroughly well armed characters on foot, passed us, leisurely following the bridle path. "Ugh!" I said.


  Willard Tate cautioned me. "Those are the royal daughters, Garrett."


  "Guaranteed to be winners in the contest," Tinnie added, because I would be too obtuse and democratic to figure that out for myself.


  I tried to remember how to do the tug at the forelock thing. I was out of practice. I asked, "How are we doing, businesswise?"


  "Overall? We couldn't be plundering the rich more effectively if we were a barbarian horde. And we're doing it without any bloodshed. You hit this one square on the nose. You're a wealthy young man, now. Or you will be before much longer. Have you been giving any thought to your future?"


  Beyond maybe getting a bigger cold well installed so we could keep up with Singe's added demands on the beer supply, no.


  I said, "Uh-oh."


  "What?"


  "Sounds like I'm about to be offered an investment opportunity."


  Willard laughed, something he didn't do very often. Normally, he was as sour and serious as an accountant. "You might say that, Garrett. Deal of a lifetime. What I'm wondering about is, what are you and Tinnie thinking about?"


  "Uncle Willard!"


  Uncle Willard ignored Tinnie completely. "You've been playing cat and mouse with each other for several years, now. You're both getting a little long in the tooth to keep it up."


  "I'm thinking you might want to address your questions to the cat. The mouse don't get much say." Which observation earned me an enthusiastic dig in the ribs.


  "You planning to go on the way you've always done?"


  I checked Tate's expression for a clue to how he meant that. I thought I got it. "It's what I do. I find things. I find things out. I try to help people who are in trouble. It's what I'm good at. I'm not good at managing a big manufacturing thing. Hell, I have trouble managing the everyday business side of what I do now. Dean does most of that. So if you need me to fill in as the son you no longer have, well, I can try to play the role, but I don't think you'd be happy with the results." Deciding maybe I wasn't quite as great an actor as had seemed the case the other day.


  "I understand that. Come. It's time for the formal judging. I hope you brought enough prize ribbons, Tinnie. Because everybody who's anybody has to get some kind of award."


  "I brought one for every unit we've sold, plus a few extras."


  "Isn't having been born into the aristocracy wonderful?" Tate asked. "You don't really have to compete. You're a winner automatically."


  I agreed. "Beats hard work and study all to hell."


  "You know what they say. Work like a dog and what do you get? Dog tired."


  Tinnie hurried off to one of the Tate family carriages, of which there were several present. She came back with a sheaf of ribbons. I let her slide back in under my right arm, thinking it was, maybe, time to start putting the boy's life behind. If she maybe thought so, too. The only other candidate I'd ever honestly considered was a young woman named Maya, who hadn't been patient enough to wait for me. And Eleanor, of course, but that would've been a little too ethereal a relationship for me.


  Just then a half dozen shimmering objects streaked across the northern sky in a tight formation, low, in the far distance. Three seemed sizable, sausage-shaped vehicles. The rest were exactly like the odd little skyships that Evas and her henchwomen preferred. The Masker ship must have flown home very fast indeed. And Evas' secret hunger must be one she shared with a lot of Visitor women—if this was what Morley had predicted and not some kind of raid.


  Dotes might've made the whole thing up.


  Still, maybe I ought to get into the entrepreneurial spirit and. . . .


  Tinnie made herself at home under my right wing again. I was still on her a list. After all these minutes. Despite Uncle Willard. She asked, "Aren't you done with those people?"


  "I guess. As long as they're done with Kip." I did worry about the Goddamn Parrot, though. But I wouldn't tell anybody.


  I shook the unsettling notion that those larger vessels might be troopships. They were hovering over the Embankment now. Up to something.


  Within minutes they headed back the way they had come. With an extra, disklike vehicle floating amongst them.


  I tried to concentrate on the three-wheel festival. And spied Harvester Temisk immediately. Riding a three-wheel of his very own. He was headed my way. Looking altogether too serious for my time of life.


  Chodo's party was drawing close.


  For us heroes party time is never done.
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  There I was, galumphing downstairs, six feet three of the handsomest, ever-loving blue-eyed ex-Marine you'd ever want to meet. Whistling. But it takes me a big, big bucket to carry a tune. And my bucket had a hole in it.


  Something was wrong. I needed my head examined. I'd gone to bed early, all by my own self. And hadn't had a dram to drink before I did. Yet this morning I was ready to break into a song and dance routine.


  I felt so good that I forgot to be suspicious.


  I can't forget, ever, that the gods have chosen me, sweet baby Garrett, to be their special holy fool and point man in their lunatic entertainments.


  I froze on the brink of my traditional morning right turn to the kitchen.


  There was a boy in the hallway that runs from my front door back to my kitchen. He was raggedy with reddish ginger hair all tangled, a kid who was his own barber. And his barber was half blind and used a dull butcher knife. There were smudges on the boy's cheeks. He stood just over five feet tall. I made him about twelve, or maybe a puny thirteen. His tailor was a walleyed ragpicker. I assumed he had a pungent personal aura, but wasn't close enough to experience it.


  Was he deaf? He'd missed the racket I'd made coming down. Of course, he had his nose stuck in the Dead Man's room. That view can be overwhelming, first time. My partner is a quarter ton of dead gray flesh resembling the illegitimate offspring of a human father and pachydermous mother, vaguely. In the nightmare of some opium-bemused, drunken artist.


  "Makes you want to jump in his lap and snuggle up, don't he?"


  The kid squeaked and backed toward the front door, bent over so he sort of probed his way with his behind.


  "And you would be?" I asked, more interested than I could explain just by my finding a stranger marooned in my hallway.


  The kitchen door squeaked. "Mr. Garrett. You're up early."


  "Yeah. It ain't even the crack of noon. Clue me in, here."


  The party exiting the kitchen was Dean, my live-in cook and housekeeper. He's old enough to be my grandfather but acts like my mom. His turning up explained the kid. He was lugging something wrapped in dirty old paper.


  Dean collects strays, be they kittens or kids.


  "What?"


  "You're up to something. Else you wouldn't call me Mr. Garrett."


  Dean's wrinkles pruned into a sour face. "The sun always sets when there is fear of saber-tooth tigers."


  That means you see what you're afraid to see. My mother said it a lot, in her time.


  "This house is safe from tigers." I stared at the boy, intrigued. He had a million freckles. His eyes sparkled with challenge and curiosity and fright. "Who's this? How come he's poking around my house?" I kept on staring. There was something appealing about that kid.


  What the hell was wrong with me?


  I expected psychic mirth from my deceased associate. I got nothing.


  Old Bones was sound asleep.


  There's good and bad in everything.


  I focused on Dean. I had a scowl on. A ferocious one, not my "just for business" scowl. "I'm not whistling now, Dean. Talk to me." Grease stained the packet the old boy carried. Once again, at second hand, I would be feeding a stray.


  "Uh . . . this is Penny Dreadful. He runs messages for people."


  Dreadful? What kind of name was that? "There's a message for me, then?" I gave the urchin the benefit of my best scowl. He wasn't impressed. Likely nothing troubled him as long as he stayed out of grabbing range.


  I saw nothing suggesting aristocratic antecedents, though Dreadful is the sort of name favored by the sorcerers and spook chasers on the Hill, our not so subtle, secret masters.


  "Yes. There is. In the kitchen," Dean blurted. He pushed past. "I'll get it in a minute. Here, Penny. Mr. Garrett will let you out. Won't you, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Sure, I will. I'm one of the good guys, aren't I?" I stood against the wall as Dean pushed past again, headed the other way.


  The kid clutched the packet and retreated. Odd. My internal reaction wasn't overpowering, but it was of a strength usually reserved for those darlings who make priests regret their career choices.


  I opened the door. The ragamuffin slid out and scurried away, hunched like he expected to get hit. He didn't slow down till he reached the intersection of Macunado Street with Wizard's Reach.


  He looked back while he was eating, saw me watching. Startled, he zipped around the corner.


  Buzz! Buzz! Tinkling, musical laughter. Something tugged my hair. A tiny voice piped, "Garrett's got a girlfriend."


  "Hello, Marienne." Marienne was an adolescent pixie of the female variety. A squabbling nest of the wee folk live in the voids inside the exterior walls of my house. Marienne loved to give me a hard time.


  "Looked a little young to me," a second voice observed. My hair suffered again. "Too tender for a butcher whose forest is getting a little thin in back."


  "Hollybell. You horrid little bug. I knew you'd never let Marienne out of your sight." Hollybell and Marienne are inseparable. Before the leaves finish falling, though, they'll discover boys who aren't all smell and dirt and stupid. Soon the slightest sigh would have universe-shuddering importance.


  "Mr. Garrett?"


  Dean wanted me. He always horns in when I want to play with little girls.
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  Dean had fetched the message packet. "Go in your office. Figure out what this is. I'll bring tea and biscuits, then get breakfast started. I was thinking those little sausages and soft-boiled eggs."


  "A real treat." I gave the old boy the fisheye. "What are you up to?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "What I said. You're up to something. It might include that kid—who the pixies say is really a girl." The red-blooded Karentine boy inside me had sensed the truth. "If you turn polite and start acting like a real housekeeper, you're up to some villainy. There's no need for a show of wounded dignity, either."


  The old-timer needed to polish his act. He was as predictable as me.


  I settled behind my desk, in the glamorized janitor's closet I use for an office. I turned sideways, blew a kiss at Eleanor. She's the woman in the painting hanging behind my chair. She's fleeing a brooding mansion on a really stormy night. A light burns in one window only. She's terrified. But she was in a good mood at the moment. She winked.


  I opened the message wallet. A sheaf of documents fell out.


  They were from Harvester Temisk. A lawyer. The kind who is at home in lawyer jokes. But with a perpetually dumbfounded look on his clock.


  Harvester Temisk has just one client. Chodo Contague, erstwhile emperor of TunFaire's multiple kingdoms of crime. The king of kings of the underworld. The head crook.


  These days Chodo snoozes along in a coma while his beautiful, criminally insane daughter runs the family business. Belinda pretends she gets instructions from the emperor's own lips.


  Dean brought orange tea and sugar cookies. "The sausages are cooking. And there'll be stewed apples instead of eggs. Singe wants stewed apples."


  More proof Dean was up to no good, serving specialty tea and sweets. "She'd live on stewed apples if she could." Pular Singe has weaseled herself into an apprenticeship and is angling for junior partner. She's good people and good company. She keeps me from turning into a disgusting old bachelor.


  Dean scurried away. Yet more proof. He didn't want to be questioned.


  I started reading.


  Harvester Temisk reminded me that I'd promised to visit him once I wrapped the case I was working last time we met. I never got back to him. "Dean!"


  "I'm cooking as fast as I can."


  "I can't find my notes about Chodo's birthday party: When did I say it was supposed to be?"


  "It's tonight. At The Palms. Miss Contague reserved the whole club. How could you forget?"


  "Maybe I didn't want to remember." You don't want to socialize with the Contagues. Well. . . . Belinda . . . when she isn't totally psychotic. . . .


  Belinda Contague is the perfect beautiful woman without mercy. The grim, unforgiving world of organized crime quickly grew deadlier after her advent. Only a few people know she's the true brains of the Outfit. The fact that her father is comatose is a closely held secret. Maybe five people know. One of those is Chodo.


  I worry about being one of the other four. I have no trouble seeing the logic of reducing four to a more manageable three. Or even two.


  The Outfit may collapse into civil war when the underbosses find out that their orders come from a woman. Though Belinda has worked hard to restructure the organization, advancing people she finds more congenial.


  I didn't want to attend Chodo's party. Too many people connect me with the Contagues already. My being there would only convince the secret police that I'm more significant than I am.


  Beyond the accusatory note, the packet contained documents signed by Chodo. Before the incident that resulted in his coma, presumably. Maybe Chodo saw it coming.


  Harvester Temisk held the opinion that his employer conspired against the future as a matter of course. He had given Temisk a power of attorney, picked some fool named Garrett to handle his mouthpiece's legwork.


  All through his dark career Chodo had guessed right. He'd been in the right place at the right time. The exception—perhaps—having been that one time when it had become possible for his daughter to live a nightmare, keeping the man she hated most where she could torment him daily.


  The Contagues aren't your ideal, warm and loving, fuzzy family. They never were. Chodo murdered Belinda's mother when he found out she was cheating on him. Belinda is still working on forgiving him. She hasn't had much luck.


  Dean arrived with breakfast.


  Temisk didn't say what he wanted me to do. Mostly, he was worried about whether or not I would keep my word.


  I thought and ate and couldn't conjure one workable way to weasel out of the obligation.


  I owed Chodo. Multiple ways. He'd helped me frequently, without being asked. He'd known me well enough to understand that I'd trudge through life oppressed by the imbalance.


  As well as always being in the right place at the right time, Chodo understood what made people work. Except Belinda. The mad daughter was his blind spot. Otherwise, he wouldn't be in a wheelchair drooling on himself.


  Dean brought more tea. "Do we have a new case?"


  He was up to something for sure.


  "No. I'm about to pay the vig on an old debt."


  He grunted, underwhelmed.
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  Pular Singe wandered in later. She didn't fit well, on account of her tail. She lugged a big, steaming bowl of stewed apples. "Want some?" She was addicted to stewed apples, a food you don't usually associate with rats.


  "No, thank you."


  TunFaire is infested with rats, including two species of the regular vermin and several kinds of ratpeople. Ratpeople are intelligent, smaller than human critters, with ancestors who came to life in the laboratories of mad sorcerers early last century. As ratpeople go, Singe is a genius. The smartest I've ever met, the bravest, and the best tracker ever.


  "What'll you do after you've gobbled this year's whole apple crop?"


  She eyed me speculatively, sorting potential meanings. Ratpeople have no natural sense of humor. Singe does have one, but it's learned and can take a bizarre turn.


  She knows that when I ask a question with no obvious connection to daily reality, I'm usually teasing. She even manages the occasional comeback.


  This wasn't one of those times. "Is there a new case?" She hisses, dealing with her sibilants. Those old-time sorcerers hadn't done much to make it easy for rats to talk.


  "Nothing I'm going to get paid for." I told her about Chodo Contague and my old days.


  Singe got hold of her tail, wrapped it around her, and hunkered into a squat. We have only one chair that suits the way she's built. That's in the Dead Man's room. Her usual dress is drab, durable work clothing tailored to her odd dimensions.


  Though they walk on their hind legs like people, ratfolk have short legs and long bodies. Not to mention funny arms. And tails that drag.


  "So you blame yourself for what happened to that man."


  Clever rodent.


  "Even though it was unavoidable."


  Time to change the subject. "Got any idea what Dean is up to?"


  Singe still isn't used to how human thought zigs and zags. Her genius is relative. She's a phenom for a rat. As a human she'd be on the slow side of average—though that fades as she gets a better handle on how things work.


  "I did not notice anything unusual. Except the bucket of kittens under the stove." Her nose wrinkled. Her whiskers wiggled. No cat smaller than a saber-tooth was likely to trouble her, but she had the instincts of her ancestors.


  "I knew it. Kittens, eh? He hasn't tried that for awhile."


  "Don't be angry. His heart is in the right place."


  "His heart may be. But he does this stuff at my expense."


  "You can afford it."


  "I could if I didn't waste wages on a do-nothing housekeeper."


  "Do not yell at him."


  That would take half the fun out of having Dean around. "I won't yell. I'll just get him a pail of water. Or maybe a gunnysack with a brick in it."


  "You are awful." Then she observed, "You have a lot to do if you are going to be ready for the birthday party."


  True. Besides the business of getting cleaned up and dressed up, I needed to visit Harvester Temisk.


  "I just had a great idea. I can take those baby cats along tonight and give them away as party favors."


  "You are so bad. Go see them before you decide their fates."


  "Cute don't work on me."


  "Unless it comes in girl form."


  "You got me there."


  "Come see the kittens. Before Dean finds a better place to hide them." She rose, collected her empty bowl and my tray. We were getting domestic.


  "How do you hide a bucket of kittens? They'd be everywhere."


  "These are well-behaved kittens."


  That sounded like an oxymoron. "I'll just look in on the old bone bag, then be right with you."
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  One weak candle burned in the Dead Man's room. As always. It's not there to provide illumination. It gives off smoke that most bugs find repugnant.


  Old Bones has been dead a long time. But his species, the Loghyr, get in no hurry to leave their flesh. When they're awake they do a fair job of discouraging vermin. But my partner has a tendency toward sloth, as well as championship procrastination. He's getting raggedy.


  The candles work pretty good on people, too. They don't smell much sweeter than the northernmost extremity of a southbound polecat.


  I try to keep the Dead Man's door closed. But kids keep wandering in. They never leave anything the way they find it.


  I entered the kitchen saying, "His Nibs is really asleep. I dumped my trick bag. Nothing worked."


  Dean looked worried. Singe sort of collapsed in on herself.


  "It ain't a big deal. He's taking a nap. We always get through his off-seasons." Dean didn't want to be reminded, though. I never do things the way he wants them done.


  I said, "So, Dean, I hear tell a tribe of baby cats has infiltrated my kitchen."


  "They aren't ordinary kittens, Mr. Garrett. They're part of an ancient prophecy."


  "A modern prophecy has them taking a trip down the river in a gunnysack with a couple broken bricks as companions on the voyage. What're you babbling about?"


  "Penny isn't just another street urchin. She's a priestess."


  I poured some tea, eyed the bucket of cats. They looked like gray tabby babies. Though there was something strange about them. "A priestess. Right." No surprise in TunFaire, the most god-plagued city that ever was.


  "She's the last priestess of A-Lat. From Ymber. She ran off to TunFaire after her mother was murdered by zealots from the cult of A-Laf. Who're in TunFaire now, looking for the kittens."


  Somebody had gotten somebody to invest heavily in off-river wetlands. Similar scams are out there every day. People turn blind stupid if you say there's a god involved.


  Even Singe looked skeptical. She said, "They are cats, Dean." Coolly.


  "Ymber, eh?" I had only vague knowledge of that little city. It's up the river several days' journey. It has problems with thunder-lizards. It's supposedly a party town, ruled by a very loose goddess of love, peace, and whatnot. Ymber ships grain, fruit, sheep, cattle, and timber to TunFaire. And lately, thunder-lizard hides. It's not known for exporting religious refugees. Or zealots.


  One of TunFaire's own main products is flimflam folk. Though I did not, immediately, see how the girl could sting Dean with a bucket of cats.


  The religious angle was suggestive, though.


  I said, "I'm listening. I haven't heard how the cats tie in."


  "They're the Luck of A-Lat."


  I tried to get more than that. He clammed. Probably because that's all he knew.


  "I'll have to bring the big guy in on it, then." The whole front of the house shuddered. I growled like a hungry dire wolf. I've had it with people trying to break down my door.
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  My current front door was next best to a castle gate. I had it installed on account of the last one got busted regularly by large, usually hairy, always uncouth, violent fellows. The character I spied through the spy hole, rubbing his shoulder and looking dimly bewildered, fit all those categories. Especially hairy. Except the top of his head. Its peak glistened.


  He wore clothes but looked like Bigfoot's country cousin. With worse fashion sense. Definitely a mixed breed. Maybe including some troll, some giant, gorilla, or bear. All his ancestors must've enjoyed the double uglies. He hadn't just gotten whipped with an ugly stick—a whole damned tree fell on him, then took root.


  "Wow!" I said. "You guys got to see this. He's wearing green plaid pants."


  Nobody answered. Dean was fumbling with a crossbow. Singe had disappeared. Nothing could be felt from the great blob of sagging meat who was supposed to apply ferocious mental powers at times like this.


  The door took another mighty hit. Plaster dust shook loose everywhere. I used the peephole again.


  Yeti man wasn't alone. Two more just like him, also in baggy green plaid, polluted my steps. Behind them lurked a guy who might've been their trainer. He wore an anxious expression and a hideous pair of pants.


  A crowd began to gather.


  Most of the adult pixies from my colony were out.


  Some buzzed around like huge, colorful bumblebees. Some perched in nooks and crannies, poised for action. And, of all people to reveal a hitherto unsuspected talent for timing, I spied my pal Saucerhead Tharpe half a block down the street. I glimpsed Penny Dreadful, too. I strolled back to my office, flirted with Eleanor, dug through the clutter, ferreted out my lead-weighted oaken knobknocker. The stick is a useful conversational ploy if I get to chatting with overly excitable gentlemen like the hair ball out front.


  Said gentleman continued exercising his shoulder. My door remained stubbornly unmoved by the brute side of the force. "You ready yet, Dean? Just point the business end between his eyes when he stops rolling."


  I stepped up to the peephole. Big Hairy was rubbing his other shoulder. He looked down at the man in the street. That guy nodded. One more try.


  Saucerhead stood around awaiting events.


  Big Hairy charged.


  I opened the door. He barked as he plunged inside, somehow tripping on my foot.


  My toy made a satisfying thwock! on the back of his skull.


  The other two hairy boys started to charge, too, but became distracted as their pelts started to crawl with tiny people armed with tiny weapons. Really, really sharp little weapons. All crusty brown with poison.


  Singe leaned down from the porch roof, poking around with a rapier. Its tip was all crusty, too. She'd picked up Morley's wicked habit.


  Saucerhead grabbed the guy in the street, slapped him till he stopped wiggling, tucked the guy under one arm, then asked, "What're you into now?"


  "I don't got a clue," I said. "You didn't break that guy, did you?"


  "He's breathing. He'll wake up. Might wish that he didn't, though, when he does. You want to go clubbing tonight?"


  "Can't. I've got a command performance. Chodo's birthday party."


  "Yeah? Hey! Is that tonight? Damn! I forgot. I'm supposed to work security." Tharpe started walking away.


  "Hey!"


  "Oh. Yeah. What do you want me to do with this guy?"


  "Put him down and head on out. Relway's Runners are coming."


  An urban police force sounds like a good idea. And it is. If it don't go getting in your way. Which it's likely to do if you spend time tiptoeing around the edge of the law.


  Three Watchmen materialized. Two were regular patrolmen. The third was a Relway Runner. Scithe.


  He recognized me, too. "You just draw trouble, Garrett." He eyed my house nervously. The Runners are the visible face of the secret police, known by their red flop caps and military weaponry. They have a lot of power but don't like getting inside reading range of mind-peekers like the Dead Man.


  I said, "He's asleep."


  Nothing lies more convincingly than the truth. My reassuring Scithe assured him only that the Dead Man was pawing through every dark recess of his empty skull.


  He stuck to his job, though. "What were these guys up to, Garrett?"


  "Trying to kick my door in." He had to ask. I know. I have to ask a lot of dumb stuff, too. Because you have to have the answers to build toward more significant stuff.


  "Why?"


  "You'll have to ask them. I've never seen them before. I'd remember. Look at those pants." While we chatted, the patrolmen bound the hairy boys' wrists. "There's another one of those inside, guys. My man's got the drop on him." I moved toward the character that Saucerhead dropped. I wanted to ask questions before they dragged him off to an Al-Khar cell.


  A patrolman called from the house, "This asshole won't cooperate, Scithe."


  "Keep hitting him. His attitude will improve." Scithe blew his whistle.


  Seconds after, whistles answered from all directions.


  I stirred the unconscious man with my foot. "These guys have a foreign look."


  Scithe grunted. "I can tell right off you're a trained detective. You realized no local tailor would ruin his reputation that way. People! Gather round. What happened here?" He was talking to onlookers who'd come out to be entertained.


  Amazing changes are going on. Astonishing changes. Several Karentines admitted having witnessed something. And they were willing to talk about it. The more traditional response, after the law caught and hog-tied a potential witness, would be protestations of blindness brought on by congenital deafness having spread to the eyes. In times past actual witnesses often could not speak Karentine despite having been born in the kingdom.


  Relway was having way too much success selling civic responsibility.


  My pixies were old-school, though.


  Witnesses agreed that the Ugly Pants Gang just came up and started trying to break in, ignoring onlookers like they expected to do whatever they wanted, fearing no comebacks.


  I tickled the down character with my toe, near his groin, in case he was playing possum.


  "Garrett." Scithe wagged a finger. "No, no."


  "The victim of the crime should be able to get a vague notion why somebody wants to bust up his place."


  "We'll let you know what you need to know."


  "That's comforting." I didn't have to decide for myself. The secret police would take the worry off my shoulders. They'd figure it all out for me. I just had to lie back and enjoy it.


  I didn't argue. The name Garrett is far too high on Relway's curiosity list already.


  Stuff happens around me. I don't know why. Maybe because I'm so handsome and Fortune hates a good-looking man.


  I told the pixie sentries that I appreciated their nest's help. "Dean's got some baby cats inside. Tell him I said to roast them up for you."
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  Saucerhead fell into step beside me. I said, "I thought you might not get far."


  "Smells like a job opportunity."


  "I don't really have anything. . . . Wait. There is one thing. A street kid who calls himself Penny Dreadful. Runs errands. Carries messages. You know the type. There's a thousand of him out there. Looks to be about twelve. Might actually be a girl a little older. And might be connected to what just happened."


  "Want me to catch her?"


  "No. Just find out what you can. Especially where to find her. She's not real high on my list, though. I'm worrying about Chodo's birthday party."


  Saucerhead grunted.


  Tharpe is huge. For a human being. And he's strong. And he's not real bright. But he's a damned good friend. And I owe him, so a made-up job when I can manage one is never out of line. Especially when he might turn up something actually interesting.


  I couldn't conceive of any connection with what had just happened. Nor could I conceive of another explanation. But TunFaire is overrun with people trying to find a new angle.


  Still, there's hardly a bad boy around who doesn't know what happens if they get too close to the Dead Man.


  That screwball fable about foreign gods had some oomph!


  "I'm all over it," Saucerhead promised.


  I gave him what little I could, including a description so feeble that all Penny Dreadful had to do to disguise himself would be change his shoes. "Promise me you'll stay away from Winger. My life has been nice lately. I'd rather go right on not having her underfoot." Winger is a mutual friend. Sort of. Being mainly a disaster on the hoof.


  She's the most amoral person I've ever met, with the social conscience of a rock. And all of a rock's obsession with making the world a better place.


  Winger is completely unaware that there are real, hurting people in this world who aren't Winger.


  "I don't figure she's likely to be a problem, Garrett."


  "She's always a problem."


  "She's in a relationship."


  "Winger? She's in love? With somebody besides herself?"


  "I don't know about love. There's this little winky who's so gaga about her that she don't get much chance to get into mischief. He follows her all around. Everything she does, he writes it down. Creating her epic cycle."


  "All right." As long as Winger didn't pop up, trying to profit from whatever was happening. Which is her usual way of doing business.


  "Where're you headed, anyway?" Saucerhead wanted to know.


  "To see Chodo's mouthpiece. He's been bugging me to come by. Something to do with the old boy's will, I guess."


  "See you tonight, then."


  "Sure. Just don't let all that neutrality go to your head. Old buddy."
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  I never visited Harvester Temisk before. I'd had little to do with him even when his client was active. Puzzle as I might, I couldn't imagine what he wanted.


  He didn't put up much of a front. His little shop was less cushy than the hole-in-the-wall I used before I partnered up with the Dead Man, then scored big enough to buy us a house. I slept, cooked, lived, loved, and worked in that tight little space, back then.


  Harvester Temisk didn't look like a lawyer. Not how I thought a lawyer ought to look, anyway, so we know them when we see them. There wasn't an ounce of slime or oil on him. He looked short because he was wide. Once upon a time he might've been more thug than mouthpiece.


  Chodo being Chodo, that might've been protective coloration.


  The mouthpiece's prosperity had suffered. His haircut wasn't nearly as nice as it used to be. And he still wore the same clothing.


  "Thanks for coming." A note of criticism crept into his voice. He noted me cataloging the evidence of his newfound indigence. "You don't work much when your only client is in a coma. He set up a trust that keeps me from starving, but didn't make good investments. Did you review the stuff I sent you?"


  "I did. And couldn't make sense of it. Nor did I figure out what you want."


  "I needed to see you face-to-face. Has anybody from the Outfit been interested in me? Or Chodo's condition?"


  "I don't think anybody inside, except for Belinda, knows you're still around."


  "That should hurt. But I'm glad. I hope they forget me completely."


  He was worried. He couldn't keep still. That didn't suit the image projected by a square head, silver hair, square body, and squinty brown eyes.


  "So, basically, you want to remind me that I owe Chodo. And you're ready to call the marker."


  "Yes."


  He didn't want to talk about it. Once he did, he couldn't ever take it back.


  "You'd better get to it. Especially if you want to get something done before the party. Belinda won't reschedule."


  Belinda. There was a diversion he could snap up.


  "I'm worried about what might happen tonight."


  It would be a wonderful opportunity to eliminate a lot of people Belinda didn't like if that was the way she wanted to work it.


  Only somebody who knew the truth about Chodo's condition would be suspicious. Though a lot who didn't know still thought that it wasn't natural for the Boss to run things through his daughter. Not for so long.


  The rats smelled a rat.


  A lot of wise guys would turn up just so they could give the Boss a good glim. His health, or the decline thereof, might suggest a potential for personal advancement.


  I mused, "What's she going to pull? How's she going to pull it?"


  "Can't figure that out, either."


  Something didn't add up. It took me a second to figure out what. "Wait a minute. You got in touch before Belinda announced the party. Did you have inside info?"


  "I wish. No. I have almost no contacts inside now. This isn't about the party. It's about. . . . I think it's time to rescue him, Garrett. The party just complicates things."


  "Mind if I sit?" His best furniture was his client's chair. "Time to rescue Chodo? You mean like round up a couple squadrons of dragoons and go raid the Contague estate? That isn't going to happen."


  "Not rescue physically. Mentally. If we shatter the chains imprisoning his mind, the physical side will take care of itself."


  "You've lost me completely. I know coma victims have come back. But not very often. Never, if everybody else thinks you being in a coma is so exquisitely useful that it's the next best thing to you being dead."


  "You ever know anybody who came out of a long coma?"


  "No."


  "Ever know anybody who was even in a coma? Besides Chodo?"


  "During the war. Usually somebody who got hit in the head."


  "Up close, for very long?"


  "No. You headed somewhere?"


  "Toward the hypothesis that Chodo isn't in a coma, only a poststroke state resembling a coma, induced chemically or by sorcery. I don't think he's unconscious. I think he just can't communicate."


  Giant hairy spiders with cold claws crept all over my back. That presented a gaggle of unpleasant possibilities. "Suppose you're right. Chodo had willpower like nobody I ever met. He'd get around it, somehow."


  "Absolutely. He would."


  "And you're somehow part of that?"


  "That would mean he saw it coming. He was clever, Garrett. He read people like nobody else, but he wasn't a seer."


  "But?"


  "Yes. But. He was an obsessive contingency planner. We spent hours every week brainstorming contingencies."


  "Uhm?" I understood that. We'd done a lot of it when I was still a handsome young Marine making sure the wicked Venagetan hordes didn't come suck the life and spirit and soul out of the king's favorite subjects. Most of whom weren't sure who the king was that week.


  "He thought well of you."


  "And I'm sure I'm not glad to hear that." We were back to my obligation to Chodo Contague because he'd been so good to me. Whether or not I wanted it.


  "His contingencies usually ended up with him or me calling you in to restore the balance."


  "Restore the balance?"


  "His words. Not mine."


  "Have you seen him lately?" I hadn't.


  "No. And it was an accident, last time I did. I went out to the estate and just walked in. Like I always did. The guards didn't stop me. I'd done it for years and Belinda hadn't said to keep me out. She wasn't happy, but she was polite. And uncooperative. I didn't actually get to see Chodo up close. I got to watch Belinda pretend to ask him if he felt up to talking business. She told me she was sorry I'd wasted the trip. Her daddy felt too sick to work today. Could I come back some other time? Better yet, how about he came to my place next time he was in the city?"


  "And he's never showed up."


  "You are good."


  "I'm a trained detective. Where does that leave us?"


  "Here's the thing."


  Gods, I hate it when people say that. It guarantees that everything to come will be weasel words. "Umh?"


  "Belinda is in and out of town all the time. When she does come in she doesn't leave Chodo behind. Somebody might see him without her standing in between. I found out by spying. By lying in wait, hoping to get to him while she was away."


  "Dangerous business."


  "Yes."


  "The woman isn't stupid."


  "Crazy, yes. Stupid, no. She brings him in and stashes him."


  "That could be handled by having somebody see when she comes in and find out where she drops him."


  Temisk chewed his lower lip.


  "You've tried that."


  "Yes. And lost the man I hired. I'm lucky he didn't know who I was, anymore. I might've lost me, too."


  I tried to recollect someone in my racket turning up dead or missing recently. There aren't many of us. On the other hand, ours isn't a well-known and respected profession like palm reader or potion maker. "Anyone I'd know?"


  "No. He was an old soak named Billy Mul Tima who used to run numbers on the north side. I gave him little jobs when I could. He worked hard for Chodo before he got into the sauce too far."


  So there I was, snoot to snoot with a crisis, getting a face full of Fortune's bad breath. A cusp. A turning point. An instant when I had to make a moral choice.


  I resisted the easy one. And said not one word about a lawyer with a heart, and, more remarkably, a conscience. "Tell me about it."


  "There isn't much to tell. I gave Billy Mul what I could and sent him off. I assume he bought all the cheap wine he could carry, then got to work."


  "Wino would be a good cover. They're everywhere. And nobody pays attention. Go on."


  "They found him in a room on the north side a few days later, after he started to stink. He'd burned to death."


  I frowned. For a year there have been reports of people burning up without benefit of a fire, always in some slum on the north side.


  "Garrett, he burned to death without setting fire to the place where he died. Which was about as awful a tenement as you can imagine."


  I can imagine some pretty awful places. I've visited a lot of them. Especially back when my clientele wasn't quite so genteel. "Somebody brought him there."


  "No. I went up there myself. I talked to people. Even the Watch. He burned right where they found him. Cooked down like a chunk of burned fat. Without getting hot enough to start a bigger fire."


  That jibed with stories I'd heard about other burning deaths. "How could that happen? Sorcery?"


  "That would be everybody's first guess, wouldn't it?"


  "Always is when an explanation isn't obvious. We're conditioned by long, direct, dire exposure to those idiots on the Hill."


  Sorcery, great or small, isn't part of daily life. But the threat of sorcery is. The potential for sorcery is. Particularly dark sorcery. Because our true rulers are the wizards who infest the mansions on the Hill.


  I said, "You don't think sorcery is the answer."


  "Those kind of people don't show up in that part of town."


  A self-taught rogue set on becoming a one-man crime wave might, though. But how would he profit from burning winos?


  "It's not a part of town where humans show up much, is it? Isn't that Elf Town?"


  "No. But right on its edge. It's mainly nonhuman immigrant housing now. Here's the thing, though. The building belonged to Chodo."


  I nodded and waited.


  "When I went up I thought it looked familiar. I dug into the records when I got back. We bought the place four years ago. I handled the legal stuff."


  "Chodo wasn't there."


  "Not when the body was found. But he might have been. People remembered a man in a wheelchair."


  "Uhm?"


  "I didn't take it any further. I didn't want to attract attention."


  "Probably the smart thing." It's unhealthy to ask questions near an Outfit operation. You might develop black-and-blue lumps. At the least.


  Temisk asked, "Any brilliant theories?"


  "Just the obvious one. Billy Mul tried to get to Chodo. Somebody made him dead for his trouble."


  "How would they do that?"


  "That would be the question, wouldn't it?"


  "And why do it that way? Those things are done simple. Unless somebody wants to send a message."


  "A burn-up wouldn't be a message anyone could read. They'd just wrinkle their noses and ask, what the hell?"


  There wasn't any sense to it. Pieces of the puzzle were missing. Even its general shape wasn't apparent.


  Temisk said, "One of the things Chodo paid me to do was bail him out if he got caught up in something weird. This qualifies. And he expected you to help."


  "I got that part. I don't like it, but I got it. He knew me better than I know me. What're you thinking about doing?"


  "I did it when I got hold of you. You're the expert."


  Me. The expert. Cute.


  "Then let's set some priorities. What's the most important thing to do?"


  "Make sure Chodo is still alive tomorrow morning."


  "Back to the birthday party?"


  "Back to the party."
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  From Harvester Temisk's digs I ambled over to The Palms, an upscale eatery and club operated by the dark elf Morley Dotes. My number one good buddy. I approached warily. There might be trouble with Belinda's troops if they were setting up already.


  "Holy shit! Will ya look at dis? It ain't even been a week an' here it comes agin!"


  It's remotely possible that not all of Morley's associates welcome me all the time. "I was passing by. Thought I'd drop in and see how you're all doing. How're you doing, Sarge?"


  Sarge is fat and balding and tattooed and nastier than a bushel of scorpions when he's in a good mood. He didn't seem particularly cheerful today.


  Another one enough like Sarge to be his ugly big brother, with extra scorpions, shuffled out of the kitchen. "Hey, Puddle. How's it going, man?"


  Puddle brandished a commercial-weight rolling pin.


  This didn't look encouraging.


  Morley emerged behind Puddle. Amazing. Dotes seldom has much to do with the daily grind of his place. "What do you want, Garrett?"


  "Damn, Morley. Get a sense of humor. I know a guy on the Landing. . . ."


  "What do you want, Garrett?"


  "Right now I'd like to know why it's hilarious when you stick me with a foul-beaked fowl like the Goddamn Parrot, but it's haul out the meat cleavers when I get you back with a nympho nymph."


  Two more staffers materialized. Lugging industrial-grade butcher's equipment. In a vegetarian establishment. "Them new-generation eggplants must be fierce." Everybody seemed intensely interested in managing a wily envelopment of their good buddy Garrett.


  Not promising at all.


  Dotes made a slight gesture. "One more chance, Garrett."


  "I wanted to check on how things are coming, setting up for tonight. And to say hi."


  "And why are you interested?"


  "Because I have to be here, cabbage breath boy. I can't weasel out. And I don't feel good about the setup."


  Morley glared at me. Slim and dark, handsome and always impeccably bedecked in the latest fashion, he radiates a sensuality that sets them swooning even when he strolls through a nun shop.


  "You got smudge under your nose." He'd begun sporting a thin little mustache.


  Morley didn't grin. "Sit down, Garrett."


  I picked a chair. The one closest to the door.


  Morley sat across from me. He stared. Eventually, he said, "Word's out that you're on Belinda's payroll now."


  "That's a crock. Who said that?"


  "Belinda. Last time she was here messing the arrangements around."


  "It ain't true. You know me better. I wouldn't work for her even if I needed work. And I don't. I've got me a nice little piece of the hottest manufactory in TunFaire. You're just trolling for an excuse to get your bile up."


  "She was convincing." Dotes studied me some more. Something big was bothering him and all his boys. Nobody wanted Mama Garrett's favorite boy for a friend.


  "Spit it out, Morley. What's going on?"


  "This party is bound to go bad. And here you come, supposedly Belinda's full-time top stud, ambling in ten minutes after your honey sends word the party won't happen here after all. The Palms will just cater. The party will happen in Whitefield Hall. Because my place isn't big enough. Too many people in the life want to pay their respects to the kingpin."


  "I don't know anything about any Whitefield Hall. Is that the Veterans' Memorial hall that commemorates the War of Coady Byrne's Broken Tooth?"


  Karenta had a lot of little wars over a lot of little provocations in Imperial times. Then we changed up, became a kingdom, and jumped into one big war that lasted over a hundred years. The one I was in. Along with every human male I know, including my brother and father and grandfather, and Grandpa's father and grandfather and all their brothers and cousins and bastard kids.


  The killing is over now. So far, the peace has been worse than the war.


  "I don't know anything about your wars," Dotes replied. Being half dark elf, he enjoys treaty exemption from some human laws. Like the one establishing conscription. And he doesn't give a feather about history. He doesn't care about last week—unless last week might sneak up and whack him on the back of the head. "But it is some kind of soldiers' memorial."


  Morley is shallow. Morley is pretty. Morley is the nightmare that wakes fathers screaming in the night. He's the daydream their daughters take to bed, fantasizing. He's the bad boy the girls all want, thinking they can tame him, before they settle for some dullard who'll just work for a living and treat them like they're people.


  I'm so jealous.


  "I can't picture it. What's special about it? Why would she move there?"


  "I told you. Because she can get more people in. Because it isn't operated by people she doesn't trust."


  "Belinda doesn't trust you?"


  "Are you that naive? Of course she doesn't. Not to be what she wants me to be."


  "What would that be?"


  "Her tool, fool."


  "Don't start with the vegetarian poetry. It don't make sense on a day when the sun is shining."


  Dotes shook his pretty head. He didn't want to play. "Belinda wouldn't trust me if I swore ten thousand ironbound oaths. That's part of her insanity. She can't trust anybody. Except you. Probably for the same sick reason Chodo trusted you. From where I sit, that would be because you're too damned dim to be anything but honest."


  Morley's morals and ethics are situation dependent. Which doesn't stop him being a nice guy. Most of the time. When it's convenient.


  "Your expression of confidence warms the cockles of my heart, Mr. Dotes."


  "What does that mean? I've always wondered. What are cockles?"


  "Seafood? I don't know. But it sounds good."


  "I'm tempted to change my mind again."


  Even so, looking sour, Sarge, Puddle, and the rest went back to work.


  "This will be the event of the decade for the Outfit."


  "Isn't that special?"


  "You know Harvester Temisk?"


  "Chodo's legal beagle? I'd recognize him if I tripped over him. That's it."


  "He's still Chodo's mouthpiece. Know anything about him?"


  "He played straight. For a lawyer. He was Chodo's friend since they were kids. Why?"


  Sometimes the best way to handle Morley is to tell the truth. Or something approximating truth, truth being so precious you don't just give it away. Something close enough to get him to do what you want, that's the thing. "He came at me when we were putting the three-wheel company together."


  "Where they give you extra profit points to stay away. I've heard about what a pain in the ass you are with your moralizing and ethics jabber."


  I refused the bait. "I've got a case."


  Morley loves to argue. It makes him the center of attention.


  "Come tell me all about it when you're done, Garrett."


  "You got any idea what she plans to pull tonight?"


  "No. But I'll be very careful. Very alert. Very stay in the kitchen. You might do the same. If you really must attend."


  "Oh, I must. I must. Maybe I'll wear my iron underwear. You ever hear of Chodo doing anything with sorcery?"


  "No. He didn't like it. Though he'd hire a hedge wizard sometimes. That's all. He resented wizards for having more direct power than he did."


  "I mean himself. Personally."


  "His gifts ran to murder, mayhem, and management. As a wizard he had all the talent of a tombstone."


  "That's what I thought." Admitting what I was thinking. Twice. Being right up-front with my pal.


  "What have you got going?"


  "Temisk says strange things keep happening since Chodo's accident. I want to get a handle."


  "That your case?"


  "That's not what it's about. It's just something I need to understand."


  "Is Temisk working you by claiming you owe Chodo?"


  "Some. I need to work that out, too."


  "Walk away. Stop being you. Save yourself the pain and grief."


  "You know anything about these people who've been catching on fire?"


  "No. That part of your case, too?"


  "I don't think so. I just wondered. Never hurts to ask you something. You're full up on weird and wonderful. And sometimes, you tell me what you know."


  "Weird and wonderful, he says. And he's the one shacking up with a dead thing and a talking rat."


  "And Dean. And a bucket of baby cats. I think I'll bring those with me tonight. Give them away."


  "There's an original idea. Giving away kittens at a mob summit. The one guy who takes one will feed it to his pet anaconda."


  "An idea whose time has come. Feed all the cats to the snakes. Singe would go along."


  "Then what do you do with the snakes? They like rats more than cats."


  "Know anything about a street kid, calls himself Penny Dreadful?"


  "I know he needs to find another name if he doesn't like being smacked around. Otherwise, no. Why?"


  "He's really a girl pretending to be a boy. And Dean's source for the bucket of kittens. He has a majorly strange story about the kid."


  "Strange stories about people in your life? Fie! Balderdash!"


  "Sarcasm doesn't become you, sir. Considering you're one of the main people in my life. And definitely one of the strangest."


  "I'm the standard against which everyone else is measured."


  "You hang in there. I'll go for help." I eyed the front door, inches away. My chances of making it looked better than they had. "How's your love life?" I cackled evilly, then fled.


  Why is another story, already told.
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  "Hey!"


  A rock whizzed past my ear. It hit Morley's door so hard it bashed a hole in a panel.


  Dotes bounced out beside me, looking ferocious. "What happened?" he asked.


  "Somebody took a whack at me with a sling." I assumed. How else throw a rock that hard?


  "Primitive."


  "But effective if you aren't ready for it."


  "Who was it? Where did he go?"


  "I'm pretty sure it was that chunky guy over there. Wearing the stupid green pants. The one so busy looking nonchalant." This one looked like the runt of the Ugly Pants litter. He was hard at work pretending to be interested in the gaps between buildings and the shadows under stoops.


  "Stay here. He might want you to follow him. I'll round up a crowd. He owes me a door." Dotes went back inside.


  I collected the stone that, but for an instant of luck, might have knocked another hole in my noggin. You need a couple extra to get into my racket, but I wasn't prospecting for more.


  The stone had a slight egg shape, being an inch and a quarter in one dimension and just under an inch in the other. It was heavy. It was green, like serpentine or low-grade jade. And it was polished. It didn't look like something a guy would pick up strolling down a creek bed.


  Morley returned with some of his troops. I said, "This might be a trick to get you away from The Palms."


  "I warned Sarge and Puddle. Where did he go?"


  "Turned south into Ironstar Lane."


  "Let's go spring the trap," Morley said. Very direct, my friend.


  "You're too eager. You make me nervous when you're eager."


  "I ever mention that you worry too much?"


  "Only on those occasions when I'm close enough to hear you talk."


  We jogged off with half a dozen guys who pretend to be servers at Morley's place, none the sort who wait tables because they love the work.


  Dotes insists that he's out of the life now, yet persists in surrounding himself with men like these.


  I worry, what with the dedication shown by the secret police lately. Deal Relway doesn't worry about due process. In his own mind, he is the law. Too often, those left behind will agree that you had it coming.


  Nevertheless, the underworld goes on. As strong and committed and obsessed as Relway is, he isn't able to do much but nibble at the Outfit's peripheries.


  We turned into Ironstar Lane. And came to a many-legged, confused halt.


  The character who'd tried to trepan me with a stone wasn't a block ahead. He ambled along, searching shadows, like he had no idea somebody might chase him down.


  "What's the game here, Garrett? That moron is toddling along like he doesn't have a care."


  "You can't hold me responsible because somebody else is an idiot."


  "It's arguable. Sins of the blood and all that stuff." He came close to using bad language.


  I asked, "Instead of standing around debating, why don't we take advantage?"


  Morley signaled his boys. We moved out.


  Traffic was light, but that's normal in Ironstar Lane. There aren't any shops.


  We surrounded the squat man before he realized someone was after him. His response was bewilderment. For an instant I thought I'd fingered the wrong guy. Like all of a sudden everybody in TunFaire had taken to wearing hideous green pants, and bad fashion sense wasn't a sure sign of innate villainy.


  Then he charged, went right through one of Morley's boys.


  "Wow!" I said.


  "Yes. Be careful."


  The squat man didn't run. He did make it unpleasant to get too close. At intimate range he was quicker than Morley, who, till now, had held the record. In my experience. And he was strong. He flung me thirty feet, easy.


  We took turns bopping him from behind. Which was kind of like bull baiting, only this bull never made a sound. He didn't answer questions. He just fought on, emphasizing doing damage to Ma Garrett's only surviving son.


  We outnumbered him only eight to one so it was our great good fortune that police whistles began squealing in nearby streets. We broke it up immediately. Nobody wanted to visit the Al-Khar. Not today.


  As though there's any good day now.


  "That was exhilarating," Morley said as we inventoried limbs, combed cobblestones out of our hair, and figured out who got bragging rights for suffering the biggest bruises. "If I'm alive in the morning, I'm going to give that guy another look. With Doris and Marsha doing the heavy lifting."


  Doris and Marsha Roze are relatives of his. Somehow. They're part giant, part troll, part other stuff. They stand twelve feet tall and can bring down small buildings with a single pound. Too bad they weren't along a few minutes ago.


  "Why not? There must be another ten thousand streets that could use a good dusting." It's rare as frog fangs to see Morley Dotes all dirty and spiffed up in rags. "I wish I could preserve this vision for posterity."


  "I'll put on old clothes next time. Get back to me on this."


  He was upset. I wasn't sure why. You can't win them all.


  "I'll do that. Good luck tonight."
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  "What happened?" Dean demanded as he let me into the house.


  "Somebody tried to kill me."


  He grunted, unimpressed.


  "You should see the other guy."


  He grunted again. He has no respect for my way of life, though it keeps him full of bread and beans.


  "Not a scratch on him. Even though I had Morley and six of his guys there lending a hand. We would've turned it around, though, if the Watch hadn't shown up."


  That was for Singe's benefit. She'd come to the kitchen to find out what was up. She had a kitten in her paws, petting it. The baby cat didn't mind the incongruity.


  I asked, "Think you could pick up a day-old trail using this?" I tossed her the green egg.


  "Gak! Underwater. What was it? A bear or an ogre?"


  Singe has a talent.


  Ratpeople are blessed with an exceptional sense of smell. Some can embarrass a bloodhound. Singe stands out of that crowd.


  As noted, she's a genius. For a ratwoman. And has more courage than ten other ratpeople put together. Excluding only her brother.


  Even the most daring and wicked ratfolk get scared around humans. The sorcerers who created them saw no need to take that timidity out.


  "He was human. From one of the far fringes of the species."


  "What did he do?"


  "He tried to kill me. With an old-fashioned sling. Using that egg for ammunition."


  "Bathing would not appear to be one of his human vices."


  I told Dean, "That tongue gets more wicked every day."


  Dean scowled. He can't shed all his prejudices. Singe bounced, though, pleased by the compliment. She has one great character flaw. She tries hard to be human.


  She's smart enough to know they'll never let her be.


  "Why a day-old trail?"


  "I don't have time today. I have Chodo's birthday party to do."


  "Who are you taking? Tinnie?"


  "Nobody."


  "Can I go?"


  "No. I'm not taking anybody. It could get ugly fast. I don't want anybody getting hurt." Not to mention that she wouldn't be welcome. Virulent prejudice can be ignored only at great peril. Particularly by persons of goodwill.


  Singe knows that on the practical and emotional levels. She doesn't let on when she gets her feelings hurt. She thinks that by revealing her feelings, she'd belittle my effort to save her some pain.


  I know. But it works for us.


  I asked, "Anything stirring on the undead front?"


  If the Dead Man hates any one thing enough to almost let it get his blood pumping, it's being lumped with the undead. Vampires, zombies, and whatnot are all predators. He insists that he isn't.


  "Not a sign," Dean said. "Looks like he's down for a while this time."


  That wasn't good news. I could use some advice. Like maybe the top ten ways of surviving Chodo's shindig, barring the obvious: Don't show up.


  When you have no choice about hiking the valley of the shadow, you need to brainstorm ways to cover your ass. I got busy.


  I had options. I had connections. Some might even be useful.


  Singe's brother, for example.


  I recalled a conversation with Morley about the truth of what I mean to Belinda Contague. Not the business meaning. Not the former-lover meaning, nor the outright-fear meaning. The symbolic or fetishist meaning to the secret, frightened little girl hidden way down deep inside Miss Belinda. The little girl who, Morley believed, wanted me for the daddy she hadn't had when she was coming up because her real daddy was Chodo Contague, hardly a paragon as a parent.


  I've rescued the woman, one way or another, from the deepest shit several times. Morley says she's chosen me as the bellwether of her personal fortunes because of that. That she'll never let me be hurt because the little girl needs Daddy Garrett out there in case another terror closes in.


  "Singe. I've got an idea. Maybe a dumb one. Come in the office and help me brainstorm."


  "What's up?" she asked, hissing like a sack of rattlers as she forced the contraction.


  "You think your brother might help us with something? If we offer him an appropriate fee? I know! I know! But you had the same mother. Humans figure that makes him your brother."


  John Stretch—real name, Pound Humility—is the boss of the ratpeople in my part of TunFaire. He's top rat partly thanks to me. He's Singe's half brother from an earlier litter. They have a stronger relationship than most related ratfolk. He tried to rescue her from my clutches one time. She spanked him verbally and told him to go the hell away—she was happy right where she was.


  "I do not know. He suspects that you took advantage of him last time."


  "I understand a pride problem. You know better than me if we can do business."


  "What do you want him to do?"


  "This party tonight. He could help me with it. If he really talks to regular rats."


  Singe considered. We both knew John Stretch could get inside the minds of regular rats and use them as spies. He had admitted it in front of us.


  "You want him to go over to the place where Chodo Contague's birthday party is going to happen."


  "Yes." But now my idea was growing up. "If we could hide him close by, he could stay on the job right through the party and warn me so there wouldn't be any ugly surprises."


  "You might not be able to meet his price."


  "I'm not hurting for cash."


  "He will not ask for cash." I groaned. "A favor for a favor."


  "What use can you be to a ratman gangster?" A human agent could be very useful to a rat king who knew what he wanted.


  "You want me to find him? You do not have a lot of time."


  In fact, it was too late. Almost certainly. Nevertheless, "See what you can do."


  Singe was ready to go in minutes. I told her, "Leave the kitten. It won't be welcome where you're headed."


  She returned the critter to the bucket. "They grow on you."


  "So do lice. Don't get too attached. They aren't staying."


  I let Singe out right into a major pixie squabble. Those bugs are worse than sparrows. But they're so constant about it that I don't much notice anymore.


  I told them, "I want to talk to Shakespear and Melondie Kadare, please." Polite helps a little. Sometimes. Unpredictably. About as often as it does with big people.


  If I couldn't get ratpeople help, I might enlist some pixies. Which would be cheaper, anyway, since helping me is how they're supposed to pay their rent.


  Melondie Kadare came out, a gorgeous specimen of pixie womanhood. Sadly, pixies live fast. Melondie will hit middle age in about six months. She was a typically obnoxious adolescent when I met her, a month ago. Now she was a woman of standing in her nest.


  She piped, "Shakespear isn't here anymore, Garrett. He married a Daletripses. He decided to join her nest."


  Pixie clusters are strongly matrilineal. Most times the boys follow the girls.


  "Congratulations. I guess. That's an important connection." My pixies are newcomers to TunFaire. Refugees. The Daletripses cluster is an old line, as local pixie tribes go. A marital alliance would serve my tenants well. "Though I thought that you and he. . . ."


  "Let's not talk about that. I have a husband of my own now. And he don't like hearing about the good old days."


  "I'm sorry. If that's the appropriate sentiment."


  "Not to worry. He's a little stupid, a lot lazy, and way too jealous, but I'll whip him into shape."


  Marriage doesn't take the same form with pixies. Passion is unimportant. Forging alliances and preserving estates are. Passion gets indulged on the side. In some clusters a girl isn't marriage material unless she's demonstrated her fertility with several merrybegots.


  "I want to know if I can get some help with a case."


  "Hey! We've got to pay the rent, don't we?"


  "It might be dangerous."


  "Talk to me, Garrett."


  I told my story.


  "So you have a history with the Contagues."


  "More than one."


  "Better tell me about that, then. It could have an impact on how decisions are made at the head table."


  Belinda wouldn't let sentiment hamstring business decisions. She was harder than her father. And Chodo seldom let emotion get in the way.


  "This hall, Garrett. Where this will happen. Is it far out of our territory?"


  "You know where the Bledsoe is? The charity hospital? That whole area was all government buildings in olden times. When the Empire was in charge. The hall is over there. It was something else before they turned it into a war memorial. They were more frugal in the old days."


  "Are there any pixies around there? Or anybody else who might think we're trespassing?"


  TunFaire is a hundred cities piled onto the same hapless patch of dirt, a different one for every race. Some peoples are so different, their TunFaires scarcely intersect. More often, they do, and only us big, numerous types don't need to invest in getting along. We can be as awful as we want to be. And usually are.


  "I don't know. I only just found out that the shindig is moving there from Morley's place. I haven't been in that part of town since somebody got me committed to the crazy ward at the Bledsoe."


  "That must've been an adventure. How'd you lie your way out? Convince them you were sane?"


  "I convinced them I was so crazy they didn't want me there."


  "There isn't much time. You'll have to take us with you when you go. Keeping us out of sight."


  That wouldn't work. I couldn't walk for miles lugging a carpetbag full of squabbling pixies.


  Melondie read my mind. So to speak. "Don't be such a cheap-ass, Garrett. Hire a coach. We can get there unseen. And you can show up without looking like a refugee yourself." Everybody nags me about the way I dress. Nobody believes me if I poor-mouth. They all think I'm rich. Just because I have those points in the three-wheel factory.


  Melondie's idea was sound. "Can somebody fly a note to Playmate's stable?" My friend Playmate doesn't have a coach of his own, but he can come up with one at a moment's notice, usually. And I like to give my business to friends. Plus, as a bonus, Playmate is about nine feet tall and handy to have around when a debate turns physical.


  "I suppose." She wasn't enthusiastic. Long-distance flights are risky for pixies. Too many things out there think they look like food.


  "Excellent. I'll write one up and we can get the circus moving."


  I spied Singe returning. A couple human kids were giving her a hard time. I didn't go chase them. She wouldn't like that. She wants to fight her own battles.


  Melondie had none of my problems. She whistled into the gap her tribe uses to get in and out of my walls. A half dozen adolescent bugs zipped out and hummed down the street. They got behind the human kids' heads and started tormenting them.


  Singe arrived. "John Stretch says he will be thrilled to help the great Garrett with a case. He insists that he bring his own rats instead of relying on those that will be in place already, though."


  "Fine. I'm sending a note to Playmate to bring a coach."


  "You changed your mind!"


  "Don't go getting all excited. You'll stay inside it. You'll help John Stretch run his game."
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  Playmate brought a huge mahogany coach. It had to belong to somebody from way up the food chain. "This isn't going to be missed, is it?"


  "Not unless we don't let it get back before the end of the week." Playmate jumped down to help load. "I'm more worried about getting blood all over it. Or leaving a corpse inside."


  "That wasn't my fault. You need to take a more positive attitude."


  "Familiarity with the Garrett experience suggests that guarded pessimism is the safer approach."


  Playmate is a huge black man who looms even huger than he is.


  He's bigger than me, stronger than me, and almost as handsome. His big shortcoming is that he's a wannabe preacher who isn't as mean as he looks. Who isn't really nine feet tall. But seven feet wouldn't be out of the question.


  "You're sure?" I could see where a crest had been removed from the coach door. "I don't want some storm warden stomping me because his coach isn't there when he decides to go for a ride."


  "Want me to take it back?"


  "That's all right. I was just checking. What's this?" A goat cart stopped behind the coach. No goat was employed in its locomotion, though. A ratman had put himself into the traces. Singe's brother. With a load of wooden cages filled with large, brown, unhappy rats. "Am here," John Stretch said. His Karentine wasn't as polished as his sister's.


  "Let's get those critters into the coach, then."


  "Where is Singe?"


  "Taking her good sweet time getting ready. You sure you can manage this?"


  "Will have Singe to help. And them. Yes?" Pixies swarmed into the coach like Melondie meant to bring all her friends and relations.


  Playmate remarked, "You're looking pretty good there, Garrett. Did you hire a consultant to dress you up?"


  I spread my arms to the sky. "You see the torments I suffer? Take me home now."


  Singe came fluttering out of the house, a young woman running late. Though how you get behind when your wardrobe is as limited as hers, I don't know. But what I know about women, even limiting the sample to my own tribe, would fit in a thimble with room left over for a brigade of dancing angels.


  Singe brought the kittens with her. She piled into the coach.


  "We're ready," I told Playmate. I glanced at the goat cart. "John Stretch, you'll lose your cart if you just leave it there."


  "No problem. Is not my cart."


  Great. So now the Watch would find a stolen goat cart in front of my house. Because, with my luck, the damned thing would sit there undisturbed for six months if it took that long to embarrass me.


  I clambered aboard the coach.


  Total silence reigned inside.


  The pixies warily split their attention between the baby cats and the rat cages. The baby cats peeked out of their bucket, intrigued by the bug people and the rats. The rats glared at everybody.


  What should have become chaos on the hoof declined into inexplicable relaxation.


  "Well," I said, relaxed myself, despite what lay ahead. "How about that?"


  The pixies found perches. They gossiped. They didn't squabble and they didn't bother the rats. Normally, given half a chance, they would've swarmed any rodent. A plump rat could provide the main course for a huge feast.


  Singe couldn't control the kittens, though. Several got away and began investigating everything. Without bothering the rats or bugs. They were remarkably well-mannered, for cats.


  As we turned into Wizard's Reach I glimpsed a familiar face outside. It belonged to the man Morley and I had had the misfortune to catch earlier. He was watching my house. From a bruised visage.


  His presence made me nervous. If he got obnoxious and kicked my door in, the Dead Man would be no help at all.


  I couldn't turn back. I'd have to trust the process. A notion I find dubious in the best of times.


  My neighbor Mrs. Cardonlos is a police spy. And, possibly, a friend of Mr. Deal Relway, director of what, this week, is called something like the Unpublished Committee for Royal Security. Mrs. Cardonlos' great pleasure in life is spying on me and imagining my life being more exciting than it is. Relway pays her a small stipend.


  She'd keep an eye out while I was gone. The most interesting stuff happens at my place when I'm not home. That's when the stupid shines. That's when the unprepared find out that they should've done more research. The Dead Man has fun with stupid thugs. My partner can be as cruel as a cat with an unbreakable mouse. But, oh, woe! He was on a sleeping holiday today. "What kind of kittens are those?" I wondered out loud. They looked like basic gray stripy alley lurkers, but not quite. They were odd. However, all I know I about cats is that I like them better than dogs, except maybe beagle and sausage dog puppies.


  Oh, wondrous day! Singe and John Stretch both actually understood that I didn't expect an answer. Both looked like they expected praise for being that clever.


  I nodded and smiled my approval.


  Speaking of pixies, which I wasn't, "Melondie. Did you guys get into some poison, or something? I've never heard you all so quiet."


  Miss Kadare fluttered over a tad drunkenly. She assumed a widespread stance on my left palm, hands on hips, wobbling, not in time to the coach's rocking.


  "You been drinking?" Pixies love alcohol.


  "Not a drop." She staggered, plopped down on her tiny but gorgeous behind.


  "You are drunk!" I accused.


  "No way!" she snapped. Then she giggled. "I don't know what's happened. I was fine when we flew in here."


  The other pixies were drunk, too. Most more so than Melondie Kadare.


  I nudged a curious kitten away from a male pixie who had fallen to the coach floor and lay there on his back, buzzing occasionally, like a downed locust.


  It was weird. But I had trouble giving a rat's ass. I was mellow, at peace. Without personal ambition whatsoever.


  Some acquaintances would insist that was nothing new.


  Singe and John Stretch seemed vaguely puzzled and sleepy.


  Ditto, the rats.


  I never heard of a drunk spell, but that didn't mean one couldn't exist. It only meant that I'd never been hit by one before.


  The pixies passed out. I started suffering urges to sing the Marine Corps hymn or something similarly patriotic. Which don't hit me when I get snockered the hard way. Not often.


  The coach suddenly bucked, jolted to a halt. What the hell? Traffic couldn't be that bad. Could it?


  I was two heartbeats away from falling asleep when Playmate yanked the door open. "We're here. Huh? What's the matter with you all?"


  I extended a hand. He helped me descend as elegantly as a duchess. Good man he, he did the same with John Stretch and Pular Singe while deftly keeping the kittens from getting away.


  He closed the door on the pixies and baby cats. "What I'm going to do now is, I'm going to stay right here. I'll come in and pull you out if something bad happens." That said a ton about Playmate.


  "That's white of you, Play. I'll be more relaxed in there, knowing you'll rescue me if I need it."


  Playmate had nothing more to say. His eyes had begun to wobble. Meantime, I was recovering. Fast.


  I was way early in arriving. Even so, several coaches were lined up beside the hall already, each cared for by somebody big and dumb and covered with scars. And with tattoo collections for seasoning. They stared at my companions and their cages filled with rats.


  "Round up those kittens, Singe." The drunk was gone. Just that fast.


  "You want to take them inside?"


  "Oh, hell yeah. They're going to be all over in there."


  These kittens did not behave like cats. They weren't contrary. They let themselves be caught and tucked into their bucket, with the cloth folded over them, theoretically to keep them in. Only a couple had to be caught and tucked a second time.


  "How many of these monsters are there?" I asked Singe. I couldn't get a hard count. Hasty estimates during the day had ranged from four to nine. Since even a dead cat can create havoc in two places at once, I suspected the true number was closer to four. Singe said, "Five or six. It's hard to tell because their markings are so alike."


  It didn't matter. As long as I had the majority with me when I went in.


  As I approached the goons checking invitations, I tried to work out why I thought I should go armed with baby cats.


  I guess because I hoped nobody would stay belligerent with a gang of them underfoot.


  One of the goons asked, "The hell you luggin' a pail a pussy for, slick?"


  "Somebody might want a kitten. I got some to adopt out." I saluted him with my pussy pail and strolled on into Whitefield Hall.
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  Belinda had a second goon squad set up behind an inverted L of tables inside the front entrance. Clever girl, she'd made sure these guys weren't beholden to her. They were freelancers. Saucerhead Tharpe was one. I recognized two of his three companions, Orion Comstock and June Nicolist. Both had reputations much like Tharpe's. Absolutely neutral. "Garrett."


  "Mr. Tharpe." I've known him for years, but his real first name escaped me. No matter. He prefers Saucerhead.


  "Anything to declare?"


  "Eh?"


  "Weapons. Of any sort. You got 'em, you got to declare 'em. You don't got to surrender 'em, though we'd rather you did. You do, June gives you one of them beautiful scarves. You collect your tools when you leave." June held up a bright green kerchief. He had a pile handy, and a grin that betrayed teeth of the same shade. Saucerhead said, "That'll mark you safe."


  "All right. Give me a hankie. This's all I've got. One bucket of cats." One bucket of remarkable cats. There was something wrong with them. Any other litter would have staged several jailbreaks by now.


  Saucerhead eyed the kittens. He looked at me. "You're serious."


  "As a dose of typhoid." I needed to move on. I had to fix up some way for Melondie Kadare to sneak inside.


  Tharpe asked, "You didn't even bring your knob-knocker?"


  "Nope. Nothing but my own bare hands."


  Saucerhead sighed. "You may be sorry."


  "I'm a trained Royal Marine."


  "You used to be. Here." He handed me a yellow kerchief instead of letting June give me a green one.


  "Yellow, huh?"


  "It don't mean nothing. Green and yellow was what was the cheapest."


  "What keeps a guy from just stuffing the hankie in his pocket?"


  "Nothing. Except that you should be wearing it."


  He waved me past. I proceeded to hunt for a window to crack. Behind me, Saucerhead's pals expressed doubts about me being the famous Garrett.


  I was still looking for a window when I spied a plump brown rat. The critter took time out to stop and wink.


  Once I jiggered a window, Melondie and her swarm wobbled inside and fluttered around, finding places to hide. Nobody noticed. Everybody focused on a screeching knock-down-drag-out about table setups. I shut the window, grabbed my bucket, went looking for the hostess and guest of honor.


  I heard scurryings in the walls and floors and the hum of little wings overhead.


  I glanced back. Somebody I didn't know was suffering through Saucerhead's checkpoint.


  Maybe Tharpe did do me a favor. He never patted me down like that. Though if I wanted to sneak something in, I would've hidden it under a stack of docile baby cats.


  Whitefield Hall had been slapped together with nothing but function in mind. It was mainly an open floor where you could dance, hold a banquet, have a grand meeting, put on a play, do anything you wanted to do without having to endure a lot of weather. Nowadays plays were the big thing.


  Plays are a big thing around town, period. Drama is the latest fad.


  The memorial commission also rented the hall for private functions. Like wedding receptions. Or birthday parties for underclass personalities who loom large in city life.


  The floor had enjoyed loving care forever but remembered generations of feet shod in working-class shoes. The ceiling was twenty feet high. There were tilt windows up there so you could let the heat out in summer—or whenever there were too many bodies jammed into the hall. There was a stage at the end opposite the main entrance, facing it from a hundred feet away, three feet higher than the floor. Bickering workmen dragged tables in through a door to the left of the stage.


  The two directing setup might have been chosen for their devotion to stereotype. Their wrists were limper than a dead octopus's arms. They bullied one another like a pair of harebrained girls. Still, there's hardly an adult male human today who isn't tough. Anybody over twenty-four had what it took to get through five years of wartime service with his ass still attached. Including this squawking brace of fancies.


  The guys doing the actual work were the sort you don't offend gratuitously. They didn't have half a neck between them. If their shirts got ripped off by a freak wind, they'd show more body hair than cave bears. They probably had trouble recognizing their own names in print even if you gave them two weeks' head start.


  Our hostess made her appearance through the doorway to the right of the stage, from the kitchen area. She wasn't dressed for the occasion. Yet. "Garrett. You sweet man. You came early." Strange. My eyes didn't roll up inside my head. I didn't drool. No gush of nonsense syllables erupted from my mouth. I didn't forget she was deadly and dangerous. Maybe I was immune. Finally.


  Belinda Contague is a tall, slim woman in her mid-twenties, as beautiful as you can imagine a woman to be. Her hair, as ever, was absolute black, with sheen. Her skin she'd whitened whiter than ivory, I hoped with makeup rather than arsenic. Her eyes were so blue I suspected cosmetic sorcery. Her lips were the color of arterial blood. She has serious emotional problems.


  And all this before she put herself together for the evening.


  "I had to be early. I heard there'll be some unsavory characters showing up. Have you lost weight?"


  "You noticed. You are a good man. Yes. A few pounds."


  Too many pounds, I thought. She was gaunt. Another indication of internal problems? She was in a positive mood. That's always good. She said, "I need to get Keron and Arnot focused on their work. They shouldn't bring personal problems with them." She gave me a peck on the cheek. It was one of her specials. It told me she'd gladly put it somewhere else. "Then I'll have the technical staff try to turn me into something presentable."


  "You're a step or two beyond that already."


  "Hardly. Wait till you see. You won't be able to resist."


  "Go. Do what you need to do. And don't blame yourself if you find out that I've turned into an old man."


  "Why do you have a pail of kittens? Are they dead? I guess not. One just winked at me."


  "You know Dean. He took in a litter. I brought them because I had this crazy notion somebody might want one." A mad idea, indeed. Most people looking for free cats are furriers, violin makers, or those guys who turn up at the edge of crowds, selling pigs in a blanket and other theoretically meat-based products of mysterious provenance.


  Belinda shrugged, then set sail toward the two men trying to set up according to two different plans.


  The squabbling ceased instantly, and was heard no more. The two clowns turned almost as pale as Belinda herself.


  You could look her in the eye and know, absolutely, that you were nose to nose with swift, remorseless death. There would be no appeals, no continuances, no stays, no reprieves, no commutations, no mercy. This death no more cared for your soul or emotions than it did for those of a roach.


  Chodo had had that knack, too. But he'd indulged in random acts of commutation. All of which had worked out in the long run. Where was the old man?


  Melondie Kadare dropped onto my shoulder. "You're a real bright candle, aren't you?"


  "What did I do now?"


  "You shut the window after you let us in. We need to come and go. Unless you're figuring on getting reports from the rat king through divine inspiration."


  "Oh. Yeah." I hadn't thought that part through. But I'm not used to deploying a special-needs entourage. "I'll fix it. Have you seen an old man in a fancy wheelchair, looks like he might be dead?"


  "No. The rats might have. They're all over. Ask John Stretch."


  "I can take a hint."


  "Really? Amaze me."


  Is that a female thing? A youth thing? Or am I just a lightning rod for cynicism and sarcasm?


  I cracked the same window a few inches, then roamed around trying to spot villainy before it happened. And looked for Chodo. I wanted to see what Belinda planned to roll out.


  Melondie Kadare buzzed up behind my right ear. "When are you going to open that window, ace?"


  "I just did, bug. You were there. You saw me."


  "Oh. Yeah. I did, didn't I? Well, it ain't open no more, stud. And Aliki Nadkarni wants in."


  She was right. Some moron had closed the window. I opened it, then headed for the kitchen.


  I didn't get there. Melondie brought her henchwoman's report about what John Stretch had heard from his rats. Wouldn't it be grand to leave out the middlepixies and middleratfolk? Where could I get a fast lesson in conversational rat?


  The information was good, considering. It gave me a fair idea of the layout, including more than I wanted to know about odors in the basements and under the building where there were no basements.


  I learned where Chodo was stashed. A dark pie pantry, halfway underground. Like an idiot cousin who had to be kept out of sight so he wouldn't embarrass the family.


  Nobody paid attention to anyone who was inside already. You must be all right. You'd been checked out. I could go anywhere I wanted.


  Melondie Kadare caught up as I headed for Chodo's hiding place. "That window is closed again, Big Boy. You want to do something about that? Like jamming it in its frame?"


  I set my pail of cats down. "You guys wait here." Like I thought they'd stay put. Just because their behavior had been exemplary. From the human point of view.


  Hello, Garrett. The relationship between cats and people has just one dimension: the value to the cat, at a given moment, of a handy set of opposable thumbs. I opened the window, stood back, waited. Pixies zipped in and out. Rats slunk along the base of the wall. Or rattled around inside it. No one else noticed. One of the setup queens came by, spotted the window. "Darn it! Who keeps opening this thing?"


  "I do. And I'm not in a charitable mood. Next time I find it closed I'll throw somebody through it. You get the picture?"


  The young man looked willing to fight. Briefly. "It's too darned cold. . . ." His belligerence faded. I'd been about to recommend a place he could go if he wanted to warm up. But the window suddenly wasn't worth a fight.


  A kitten mewed and started climbing my pants.


  Even when they're little their claws are sharp. "What're you doing? Hell. I guess the honeymoon is over."


  My bucket had sprung a leak. Baby cats were everywhere. Thirty or forty of them, it looked like. I steeled myself for a blowup.


  It didn't come. Nobody seemed upset. They were weird cats. They never made anybody jump or stumble.


  The skinny gink with the window fetish went back to his tables. Still without feuding with his partner.
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  I went back to hunting the man whose birthday was the excuse for the gathering.


  I stole a candle, lit it, slipped into the pie pantry. There he was, slumped in a wheelchair, looking two decades older. "These aren't the best circumstances," I told him. There was barely room for all of us and the wheelchair. "But I promised Harvester Temisk that I'd do what I could. That guy is your best friend." Near as I could tell. A few years in my racket will leave a saint cynical about the motives of nuns. Too many people don't have a pimple of conscience to slow them down.


  Chodo did not move, twitch, or demonstrate any awareness of my presence.


  A kitten did meow nearby. I took that to be a good omen. But there was a scurry as a rat took an opposing view.


  "I wish there was a way to tell if your mind is alive in there. But I can't get you away someplace where we could work on it." Speaking of out, there my candle went. I headed over where there was enough light to see while I relit the candle. Somebody hustled past, duck waddling with a huge pot. "Smells good," I told him.


  He clomped onward, dead silent. I don't think he agreed.


  There was a lot of new racket as the catering crew arrived. I wouldn't have much more time with Chodo.


  I ducked back into the pie pantry. "You didn't sneak away when you had the chance." Chodo hadn't done anything but breathe. Which was good. Real good. Because, all of a sudden, I had an awful spooky feeling.


  Something wasn't right. And I didn't know how to make sense of it. Or figure out what it was.


  I dropped to my knees so I could look Chodo in the eyes. They were open. They blinked. But they weren't seeing anything. They weren't blinking out messages. I told him to blink once for yes and twice for no, then asked questions. He blinked yes at random.


  Was his brain alive at all? Temisk thought so, but I saw no evidence here. If I had him stashed somewhere safe, I could study and experiment on him. Or I could take him home and put him in with the Dead Man. Old Bones would wake up someday.


  Yelling broke out not far off. Time to get back on the job. One last experiment, though. To see if he felt anything. "Nothing personal here, Chief." I touched the candle flame to the outside of his left wrist.


  The pie pantry filled up with burned-hair smell.


  Chodo did nothing. I could've roasted him whole if I wanted.


  Voices were almost close enough to be understood.


  The candle went out. Snap! That sudden, without a breath of air in motion.


  A shriek came from the kitchen.


  "Got to go, Boss."


  Burned-hair and burned-meat smells hit me. In the scullery I found people standing around a smoldering rat. But the screaming came from the kitchen proper. Voices yelled the sort of things people do in an emergency where nobody knows what should be done, but everybody wants somebody to do something.


  The burned-flesh smell was stronger there. I heard a crackle like bacon frying.


  Water flew through the air. A slim tide washed my toes, then receded. The crackle of bacon lost its zeal."


  People made unhappy noises. I recognized some as part-time kitchen help of Morley's. "Out of the way!" I barked. "If you're not doing something useful, change your luck by getting the hell out of the way."


  I got through. Somebody calmer than most had rolled a heavy woman in wet tablecloths. A couple guys kept dousing her with water. She kept screaming. She was on fire under those wraps, somehow. The bacon sizzle was all her. Buckets of water rapidly slowed that down.


  Morley appeared. "What's happening?"


  I shook my head and shrugged, then nudged a couple men who were supposed to be setting tables. "Hoist her into the tub where the beer kegs are cooling. After the kegs are out."


  That bacon crackle was coming back.


  The woman never stopped screaming.


  She went into the ice bath as Belinda Contague arrived. The woman went silent as the fire finally died. She would hurt for a long time, though, if she was burned as badly as I suspected.


  Belinda eased close. "What happened?"


  "I don't know. It started before I got here. Looks like she caught on fire somehow." I raised my voice. "Anybody see how this started?"


  "People don't catch on fire, Garrett." She didn't sound convinced, though.


  "Check her out. Tell me I'm wrong." They lifted the woman out of the ice bath. She was unconscious. The crackling didn't start up again.


  A short man in an apron, with nervous hands, told us, "I was here first. Because she started yelling. She was beating on herself. I thought she'd caught her clothes on fire. I wrapped the wet tablecloths around her."


  Naturally. No witnesses to how it started. The stoves? It was a kitchen setting up to serve a banquet.


  "Belinda, you got a healer laid on? She'll need a shit-load of help."


  The Contagues' underworld reign is characterized by care for its foot soldiers. Those who keep faith find the Boss looking out for them in the crunch. Chodo understood two-way loyalty instinctively. He took care of his people and they took care of him. Belinda stuck to the precedent.


  She told me, "I'll have her cared for. What was that?"


  "What was what?"


  "I thought I saw a rat."


  "You're in the city now. They haven't caused any trouble."


  Belinda kept toward the pie pantry. She wanted to check on her father, but she didn't want to be seen doing it.


  She eased away. I paid no attention. The burned woman was being stripped. A challenge. Bits of clothing had become embedded in her flesh. The burned fabric seemed to have acted as wicks for burning off body fat.


  Weird. Creepy. Yet the physical evidence couldn't be denied.


  A couple kittens seemed extremely interested in the burned woman. They kept darting out to sniff her and touch her with their paws.


  Belinda was back. "What do you want to happen here?" I asked. She looked mad enough to chew rocks.


  "Get her over to the Bledsoe? Find out her family situation? I don't know. Why do I have to worry about this stuff?"


  "Because it's your party. Because you're in charge. Because you're the one who's going to get blamed."


  Belinda indulged in a bout of creative linguistics, then demanded, "Why doesn't somebody do something about the rats?"
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  I went back to the main hall. Progress had been made. A couple dozen thugs had accumulated on the safe side of Saucerhead Tharpe. The little fellows had them help set tables.


  My window remained cracked. I went to it. In moments I had a pixie woman ornamenting my shoulder. "What news, Melondie?"


  "There's something going on, for sure. Your vampire woman may not be the worst schemer."


  "Oh?"


  "That's from Singe. She heard it from John Stretch. Who got it from his rats. That's a long chain full of feeble links."


  "You're getting contemplative."


  "I'm getting worried. Everybody thinks some people might not survive the celebration."


  "Really?"


  "Would I make this stuff up?"


  "When Belinda's father took charge he held a do so the differences between neighborhood bosses could be settled. They were. He got rid of underbosses who might cause trouble later. By bashing their heads in with a centaur tribal mace."


  A minor numbers man called Squint Vrolet approached me. "Who you talking to, Garrett?" He wore the perpetually suspicious expression of a man too dim to grasp the whole picture—though he did manage the numbers on his patch honestly and well.


  He had the territory from his cousin Green Bean Ractic. Green Bean killed two birds with one rockhead. He found a relative a job and he put the patch in the hands of a guy who didn't have imagination enough to skim.


  Squint Vrolet didn't even have imagination enough to take advantage of the fact that he was a known gangster.


  "I talk to myself, Squint. Because I know somebody who cares is listening."


  Squint squinted. It was his signature move. "That's right. You don't got that frickin' parrot no more? Them elves done conned you out of him."


  "Somebody ran a con on somebody, Squint. So what's your take on tonight? Is it true, Chodo's gonna retire and leave everything to his kid?"


  Squint gawked. "I never heard that. Hey! Great to see you, G. But I got to go see a man about a dog." He headed straight for his cousin Green Bean instead of the garderobes, though.


  Melondie Kadare told me, "That was mean, Garrett."


  "When he comes to double-check if he heard right, I'll twist it around."


  "Why torment him?"


  "I'm not. I'm messing with Green Bean. He'll be sure Squint heard something important but got it twisted between his ears and his mouth."


  "That's still cruel."


  "Don't you do that to me?"


  "No."


  "You sure?"


  "Sure, I'm sure. I can think of more amusing ways to mess with you. One of your sweeties drops by. Say, Tinnie Tate. I slide in and whisper some other honey's name in the redhead's ear at just the right time. . . ."


  "That don't sound like fun."


  "Not for you. I'd laugh till I puked and my wings fell off. Tinnie's too good for you, anyway. . . . Whoa! Peace! Just teasing. You'd better mingle. So that something unexpected doesn't happen."


  "You might think about getting in the psychic racket."


  Belinda turned. She'd changed clothes again, to something more businesslike. "I sent that woman to the Bledsoe. Under my name. Would you check on her tomorrow? Make sure they're really treating her?"


  "Sure." So she expected me to have a tomorrow. Good to know.


  "What do you think happened?" she asked.


  "I don't. I've never seen anything like it."


  "You think there's something strange going on?"


  "Is that a trick question?"


  "Garrett, don't do that. I'm not in the mood. I feel this getting out of hand before it even starts."


  "All right, yes. There's something strange going on. I just figured you were behind it."


  "There're rats everywhere. There weren't any when I looked at the place. And there's your kittens. Cute and friendly buggers, but still cats. You shouldn't have brought them. And, I swear, I even saw pixies from the corner of my eye. Only they weren't there when I looked."


  That was the essence of pixie. Delivering more annoyance than a gaggle of mosquitoes.


  "Watch my back, Garrett."


  "I always do."


  "Why?"


  "Because it's a lovely back."


  "You're full of shit. But I like it. I think."


  Moments later, Melondie Kadare sneered, "It's such a lovely back? Could you be any more lame?"


  "I wasn't at my best. I was distracted. I had a big-ass bug buzzing in my ear. And a lovely back to contemplate."


  Miss Kadare bit me on the aforementioned ear. "You're lucky I'm not your size."
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  The celebration got started. It rolled along just fine. Night fell. Morley's waitstaff fired the floating wicks of globular little oil lamps at each place at table. They poured wine, TunFaire Gold, the best rotted grape juice in the world. The bad guys settled themselves and sucked it down. They got happier by the minute. The majority seemed amazed to find themselves having a good time. But whenever somebody cracked a dirty punch line the astonishment went away for a minute.


  I was surprised by the number of guests. Not only the underbosses and their lieutenants had shown, but so had Squint Vrolet, Spider Webb, and dozens of other foot soldiers of little consequence.


  No matter. Everyone seemed pleased to honor their empress. The fun grew more exuberant without growing rowdier. Louder without getting physical. Food came. More wine flowed. And a whole orchestra of alarm horns hooted and tooted in the paranoid cellars of my mind.


  Of the gathering I was alone in not swilling wine. I have no taste for spoiled grape. I'm a beer, ale, mead, and stout man. Though the stout brewers tend to shovel in too much mud.


  A baffled Morley Dotes observed from the door of the passage to the kitchen. More drink than food was coming out now.


  Would tonight turn out like evenings in the old-time valhalls, where the thane's men drank themselves unconscious and collapsed on the straw-strewn floors? In their own puke. Among the household livestock and table waste.


  No straw here. Darn.


  Up front, Saucerhead and his crew had scorned the demon grape, too.


  My rat and pixie friends did not immediately fall under the influence, either, though not for lack of trying. I heard Melondie Kadare bitching because the biggies were tracking every ounce of TunFaire Gold. The cheap-ass bastards.


  I left my table and drifted over to Morley. "What do you think, old buddy?"


  Dotes murmured, "If you know anything, you're two legs up on me. It's like one of those temples where they smoke and drink to get closer to God."


  "Yeah. They'll bring out the accordions any minute. Meantime, what the hell is happening?"


  "All I know is, I had to send out for more wine. Look at them. They're completely messed up."


  "So the bloodshed we imagined don't look like it's going to happen. How are we fixed for Relway alerts?"


  This gathering would be a wet dream come true for Relway's crowd. So how come they weren't all over outside?


  "Don't worry about them," Morley said. "Worry about what Belinda still has in her trick sack. All this happy might be part of her scheme."


  Our hostess was being kittenishly cheerful with the top goombahs—with a kitten in her lap. But. . . . "She hasn't been drinking." I nudged a cat away from my foot. "That's a new shoe, hair ball." Then, "Think she put something in the wine?"


  "No. I bought it. From vendors she wouldn't know. It isn't the wine. If it was that, they'd be cutting each other's throats."


  Right. No one was immune, drinking or not. "It's in the air. The wine just makes it worse."


  "Picture the possibilities if dancing girls came in."


  "Put the old emperors to shame. Look. Even Belinda isn't immune."


  Miss Contague loosed a blast of cackling laughter. She slapped Rory Sculdyte on the back. Rory bellowed his own hilarity.


  Rory Sculdyte was the man most likely to treat Belinda to a dip in the river wearing iron swimwear. Rory knew in his secret heart that he had been cheated of his birthright when Chodo took over.


  I told Morley, "You better get back to work. 'Cause here she comes." Morley did. And Belinda did. I told her, "You need to laugh more, woman. You're more attractive when you laugh."


  "And when I don't?"


  "You're still attractive, he admitted reluctantly because it blunted his point."


  "Tell me something, old friend. Why am I having fun?"


  "If I knew, I'd get my business partners to come bottle it."


  "Seriously, Garrett."


  "Seriously, Contague. Maybe somebody put wormwood in the wine casks. You saying it's not your fault? Not part of your evil master plan?"


  "I'll take credit. But I didn't plan it. No. You know I expected tonight to turn darker. But I can't go through with it now."


  "Then get on with the business with your father. Save the bad-girl stuff for when I'm on the other side of town. Work some magic here so you don't have to do the bad-girl stuff."


  "What have you been smoking?"


  "I don't do that. I can dream, can't I?"


  "Not now. Now I need you wide-awake and alert. I'm going to bring Dad out."
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  Melondie Kadare plopped onto my shoulder. Her aerial navigation was erratic. "You been nipping the Gold, Bug?"


  "Just a little. They're watching too close. I thought this was supposed to turn into a big brawl."


  "Everybody did. What's up?"


  "There's a situation shaping up outside. Those ugly men who tried to break into our house are prowling around, looking for trouble."


  "They're here?" Too many puzzles for one night.


  "Yup."


  "Why would they want to get into it with this bunch?"


  "Garrett, none of them look smart enough to put on a hat when it rains. They don't know what's going on here. They don't care. They might not care if they did know." Then she confided, "I think they're after that girlie boy. That Penny. She was skulking around out there, too. Maybe they followed her."


  "Did they?"


  "We maybe haven't been paying enough attention. Blair and Russ figured out how to get some wine."


  "The rats aren't drinking, too, are they?"


  "I don't know about the little ones. The big ones got a taste or two."


  I wanted to bark and howl and go spank Singe. Instead, I said, "Melondie, slide back out there and keep an eye out. I'll send help if I can."


  She needed three tries to line up the window well enough to buzz through the gap.


  Tharpe and his cohorts were now enjoying their own little party within the party. I went to visit. "Saucerhead."


  "Man, Garrett, here you come in one of your moods. What's up?"


  "There're some guys in green pants outside, looking for trouble. The drivers might not be able to handle it themselves."


  "You lank-shank sack a camel snot. . . ."


  I left too soon to appreciate Tharpe's full list of my horrible shortcomings. I know what they are, anyway. Tinnie keeps me posted.


  I got back to my table just as the guest of honor came out.


  Belinda had gotten Chodo looking presentable. He appeared to be asleep in his chair, not incapacitated.


  That impression lasted only briefly.


  Silence filled Whitefield Hall. Although there had been rumors, they'd been disregarded because the Outfit retained its Contague edge. But here was proof that Chodo Contague wasn't the Boss anymore. Clearly, he hadn't been in charge for a long time.


  A neatly arranged blanket covered his lap and legs. His bony talons lay in his lap, right on left. His bare forearms were purplish. His chin rested on his chest. He drooled.


  Hard men there were appalled and repelled.


  Belinda said, "The guest of honor. My father. Chodo Contague. Celebrating his sixtieth birthday. Let's toast the man responsible for our prosperity."


  The shock waned under the weight of wine and good cheer. Some shill burst into song. Others picked it up. A few wondered what this meant to the overall organization.


  I caught snippets. Some saw this as a chance to improve themselves. But they couldn't concentrate, even though they kept talking about trying.


  I was ten feet away when Chodo came to life, though only just barely. He raised his chin three inches, the effort herculean. His whole body shook. His gaze found me momentarily.


  A kitten leaped desperately toward his lap.


  The hall slammed into darkness. Then fire exploded as the decorative lamps shattered and spewed burning oil. People pounded their clothing, to kill the flames there. The air began to heat up.


  So did panic.


  The latter included Belinda, who ran blindly.


  This definitely wasn't on her program.


  I caught her, gripped her arm with one hand, and spun Chodo's chair with the other, headed them toward the kitchen. Everybody else rushed the front door.


  Morley quickly sent his troops to fight the fires. He keeps a cool head however filthy the scat storm gets. When even queens of the underworld are losing control, Morley stands short, proud and calm.


  A swarm of cats streamed past. Rats were in motion, too. Pixies zoomed around overhead.


  The confusion eased in the kitchen. "You stay here," I told Belinda. "Where are your bodyguards?"


  "Good question. I mean to ask."


  "I'll find them." It was a puzzle, them vanishing. They should've surrounded Belinda the instant the excitement started.


  The baby cats headed back into the big hall.


  Belinda seized my arm, for one moment a scared little girl. Which is one way she manipulates me. Then the woman who ran the Outfit reemerged. She snagged a butcher knife. "Be careful."


  "Watch out. Don't leave unless you have to. There's some kind of excitement going on outside." I followed my kitties.


  Fires still pranced and murmured in a dozen places. Only the little blazes had been slain. The excitement up front had ended. A few bold fellows had turned back to help, though the effort looked hopeless. The remaining fires weren't going to let mere mortals push them around.


  I found Belinda's bodyguards. They'd gone down where they were posted. They hadn't bailed on her at all. Two were smoldering and dead. One was just plain dead. Two more were smoldering but alive, unconscious, in desperate need of help.


  I discovered several more goombahs in like condition, alive but unconscious. "Morley! Over here! Problems bigger than those fires." The goombahs were burning like that woman had. "How do we get them out?"


  Dotes barked, "Theodore! Take Beans up front. See if you can't get some help in here." He bounced over beside me. "This is ugly, Garrett. Really ugly. Smells like sorcery." Thugs crackled and popped.


  "I don't know. Grab his legs." We huffed and puffed and dragged a man out to the ice bath. I reminded Morley about my meeting with Harvester Temisk.


  "It had something to do with all this?"


  "Maybe. But I don't know where he'd fit. Cause or effect? Symptom or disease? On three. One. Two. Three."


  Ice water splashed. A kitten protested getting its feet wet. It strutted off indignantly, shaking each paw as it came off the floor.


  The cat led us back into the main hall, where it bounded into the pail I'd used to bring the litter aboard. That pail was full of cats already, all with paws on the rim, watching anxiously. I shouted, "Just find somebody who's breathing and get him out of here!"


  Morley told me, "Grab your cats and go, Garrett. I'll get these guys out. Hell! This one is gone now. Sharps! Give me a hand with this."


  Melondie Kadare appeared, wobbling worse than ever. "Help," she whimpered. "I'm too ripped. . . ."


  "What're you doing back inside?"


  She squeaked. "I need to get my people out."


  "How many are in here? It's going up."


  "What was I going to tell you? Shit. It's hard to think straight when you're fucked-up. Oh. Yeah. You need to get away from here. The Watch are coming. Because of the fighting."


  "What fighting?"


  "Outside . . . it went all to shit. I need to get out of here. But I'm ripped."


  "Hang on to me, then."


  Morley and his guys got out, carrying the last surviving bodyguard to the ice bath. I warned him, "Get going. Relway is coming."


  Where had Relway been? Belinda would've arranged a diversion. Something blatantly political. Deal Relway loves racialists less than gangsters.


  Me and my pail roared through the back door. It was every-man-for-himself time. The coaches were gone. The parking area retained nothing but a dusting of large, ugly men who were either unconscious or dead. They had no friends to help them get away.


  Morley faded into the night with his men, disappointed because their efforts had been wasted. Both bodyguards had died in the ice bath.


  I made like the good shepherd myself, wondering about a batch of baby cats who would get together so their staff could lug them out of danger more easily.


  Melondie Kadare started snoring. Brutally. I tucked her into a chest pocket.
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  It didn't take long to realize that somebody was following me. Somebody either very good or blessed with a little magical assistance. I couldn't shake him, nor did I manage to ambush him. Melondie Kadare kept on snoring. The kittens didn't like delays. They got antsy when I tried to lie in wait. Then noisy when I fooled around too long. "You guys getting hungry?"


  It was quiet tonight, the weather good despite the season. A big old moon up top silhouetted bats zipping around above the rooftops. There was a nip in the air. Scatters of cottony cloud tumbled across the sky. I didn't think the bats would find many bugs. Winter wasn't far away.


  Melondie groaned and whimpered. "It's your own fault, Bug." In the distance, Whitefield Hall cast a cheery glow. The pixie crawled out of my pocket. She tried her wings. I caught her before she crashed, tried to put her away again. She wasn't interested. She clung to my shoulder instead. But when I stopped to listen for footsteps she slithered inside my shirt. When you're small you lose body heat fast.


  "Don't bounce around so much, Biggie. And keep them cats away."


  The streets remained deserted, which was unusual. TunFaire goes round the clock. But I was content. It's nice when no sense of dark imminence hangs in the air.


  "Hey, Bug. We're almost home. And I've got an idea. How about you help me catch this spook that's dogging us."


  "My head!" She groaned. "What you mean, us, Big'un?"


  "All right. You. Because who the hell would be after me for a bucket of cats?"


  "Smart-ass. All right. I'm listening. But keep your voice down. What's the plan?"


  The plan was, I plunked my little friend on a ledge, out of sight, then headed on along. I took a right at the next cross street, took another right and then another, and soldiered on until there I was, plucking my shivering sidekick off her ledge.


  "Did you have to stop for a beer?"


  "Whiner. I would have, if I'd seen a place. It's past my time to start sipping. So, Bug. What's the evil word? What wicked dark lord off the Hill is dogging me through the alleys of the night?"


  "You're so full of shit, Garrett. A blivit. Hell, the world's first hyperblivit. Forty pounds of shit jammed into a ten-pound sack instead of just twenty."


  "But I'm so pretty. All the girls want to love me."


  "If they're some kind of weird, like sky elves. Or ratgirls. Or troll jiggles so ugly they can't find themselves a guy who's rock hard."


  "Unfair." No troll girl ever chased me. "You're upset because you're too teeny to enjoy the special Garrett charm." I wondered how trolls tell the girls from the boys.


  "Sure you're not imagining things, Garrett? Because that's not what I hear."


  "Ooh! How sharper than a frog's tooth. Come on, Mel. Who am I dragging along behind me? Before I need to scope out how to turn my last two hairs into the perfect comb-over."


  "You're no fun anymore. All right. It was that little girl-boy. Or boy-girl. The one who brought the cats."


  "Penny Dreadful? That kid can bang around behind me, keeping up, and I can't catch her? That's hard to believe."


  "I can believe that. You being you, with your appreciation of you. Face it. You don't have the mojo this time, Big Guy."


  "I'm thinking about showing you some genuine Garrett mojo, Bug. I know some things. I know some people. I could have you bigasized."


  "You couldn't handle it. You'd have a stroke or a heart attack."


  And so it went. We headed south on Wizard's Reach, turned west on Macunado. And there we were, home again, home again, ziggity-zig. In time to get behind the door ahead of a band of do-gooder city employees who missed seeing us by half a minute.


  They pounded on my door. I used the peephole but didn't open up. Melondie Kadare snickered and giggled. She was having a good time.


  "Why don't you check on your people? I've got cats to feed."


  She couldn't do that from inside. I'd been clever enough to make sure the pixies couldn't bring their special culture into my castle.


  My bucket leaked cats fast. They bounded off toward the kitchen. I followed.


  Singe and her brother were there, each with a beer in paw. The platter between could serve a party of forty. Singe asked, "Where have you been?"


  "I had to work tonight. Then I had to walk home because my ride disappeared. Leaving me lugging a bucket of ungrateful meows while listening to the world's worst bitching pixie complain because she's too small to be my girlfriend."


  Even John Stretch looked me askance then. Melondie produced a resounding raspberry and started wobbling around in search of something small enough to use as a beer mug.


  Singe shook her head, too damned human. "You hungry?"


  "Just like a rat. Everything comes down to food. I could use a sandwich. I didn't get a chance to eat at Chodo's party."


  What a dumb failure. Nobody ought to be so focused on business that he forgets to eat free food.


  The platter had a dozen fried cakes aboard. Dean delivered four more, still crackling from the hot oil. "The square ones are sweet. The round ones have sausage inside."


  "Uhm?"


  "An experiment. Looking for something different."


  Pigs in a blanket weren't new at my house. But this wasn't a biscuit dough production.


  Melondie gave up looking for a mug. She went to work on a square cake half as big as she was. The wee folk eat more than we do. Because of all that flying.


  I tried a sausage cake. "Good," I said with my wet mouth full.


  Dean scowled, not flattered, as he brought me a cold lager. He put down more food for the cats.


  I asked, "Singe, you got any thoughts about tonight?"


  "Not unless you want to hear your species belittled."


  "Belittle away. If you have any useful observations."


  "Useful, how? John Stretch and I went along and tried to help, but we do not understand what you hoped to accomplish. That may be because you were not clear on that yourself."


  I need new people around me. My old crew knows me too well. "Dean. Any sign of life from His Nibs?" I could run what I had through the bone bag's multiple minds.


  I'm not as dumb as I let on. Hard to be, some might say. There were at least two different things going on. Maybe three. All getting tangled up because of a common denominator named me.


  Dean was not encouraging. "The thing remains inert. Sadly, it's still too early to dispose of the remains."


  "Way too soon," Melondie Kadare piped. "There're a dozen sparks still burning inside that blubber pile."


  "You can tell?" I asked. "You can read that sack of rotting meat?"


  "I need a drink. And it better be something more substantial than this off-color lager. Something with a little kick."


  "I'll give you a kick, Bug. Answer the question."


  "Nope."


  "Nope? Nope, what?"


  "Nope, I can't read him, Biggie. Not the way you want. All I can do is tell he ain't gone. He might be thinking about going, though."


  "Huh?" I dumped another mug down the hatch. Having started late, I had to hurry to catch up.


  Another frosty mug settled in front of me. A dream come true. It was hailing beers. Dean earned himself a suspicious glare. There's always reason for caution when Dean caters.


  He was up to something, hoping that getting me tanked would distract me from something or make me agreeable to something. Again.


  John Stretch shipped an admirable quantity of beer in one big gulp. "It was an interesting evening."


  Singe told me, "Find out what he found out right now, Garrett. He does not handle alcohol well."


  So I focused on the big rat in the rodent underground and listened to what he had to say. Which didn't make much sense, since, evidently, regular rats mostly understand their surroundings in terms of sounds and odors.


  Interesting.


  Melondie had little to report. Except that she hadn't gotten much from her cohorts. Yet. She promised, over and over, to deliver the best from the rest after she sobered up.


  Dean filled our mugs. He was smug. Things were going his way. We all were concentrating on getting outside as much beer as possible. The four-legged, furry crew focused on filling feline bellies. Nobody asked him uncomfortable questions.


  Full of sausage, bread, and milk, the kittens piled into their bucket and fell asleep in one warm, purring pile.


  We talked till we could no longer understand one another. Dean excepted. Killjoy boy hit the sack as soon as he was done cooking.
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  The second morning was nothing like the first. I wakened in a foul temper, head pounding. Dean and I needed to share a word. Cutting costs is all very well, but not by buying cheap brew. Just so he could pocket a few extra coppers that, no doubt, he'd waste on food for cripples and orphans.


  I was first downstairs. Except for Dean, of course. But Dean was out shopping. Or something. Because he'd left food on the table, around the suffering remnants of Melondie Kadare.


  The John Stretch leftovers would be around the house somewhere, too.


  The rain-on-your-parade boys from the city were on the job. They pounded the oak occasionally. It stubbornly refused to open. Eventually, they gave up.


  The rules are odd. And Relway sticks to them like a limpet—if he suspects that you might be one of the good guys.


  Those associated with the dark side increasingly show an alarming tendency to disappear. Alarming to the bad boys, that is.


  People applaud that, saying nobody with a clear conscience needs to worry. Till Relway's troops show up because they've done something that, in their reasoned opinion, wasn't really a crime. Never mind what the law says. Let's review:


  — Absolute power corrupts absolutely.

  — The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.

  — No good deed goes unpunished.


  All applicable where Deal Relway is concerned.


  Brother Relway has only the best interest of the people at heart.


  I have trouble faulting the man. Sometimes. "He needed killing" is a valid argument before the bench. Director Relway seems able to meet the burden of proof when challenged.


  I ate. Biscuits with honey. Biscuits with damson preserves. Leftover sausage from the previous night that the cats hadn't gotten.


  The sweet buns with sausage inside aren't good cold.


  Finished eating, I scooped Melondie and headed up front to hand her over to her own people.


  Through abiding and ancient habit, I used the peephole.


  There were people out there. Big, ugly, hairy people. Only one wore green pants. The rest were incognito. Every man jack came equipped with bandages. One had an arm in a sling. Another had a leg in splints. He and a third were getting around on multiple crutches. None of them seemed to have concluded that bothering me was not a good idea.


  Penny Dreadful's friends. What had become of her? She'd faded like a wisp of steam once Melondie identified her.


  The Ugly Pants Gang had to be in an even bleaker mood than I was. Considering the state they'd been in when last seen, I assumed they would be grumpy.


  Trust sweet old Garrett to get stricken paranoid. Why would this crew be on my doorstep?


  I shrugged. Not a worry. I had a ton of food laid in. I had a backup keg of beer. Dean had a platoon of homely nieces he could stay with during a siege. If he was smart enough to spot the watchers and stay away.


  Meantime, I could do some speculating. Why was I involved in this? And I could figure out some way to waken the Dead Man.


  I went back to the kitchen, made tea, took a mug into my office. Eleanor wore a sneer of disdain. "So you're in a mood this morning, too." Which only squeezed more juice out of the lemon.


  Somebody pounded on my door. I didn't go see who. I was comfortable with my brooding and Eleanor's dreary mood.


  I shunted from puzzle to puzzle, free-associating. The medicine I'd added to the tea quieted the worst pounding inside my head. What really happened at Whitefield Hall?


  "Meow."


  A cat climbed my leg. A second bounced into the client's chair. Two or three more chased each other around the room, then back into the hall. I scratched and petted the one in my lap, then hoisted him and gave him the full eyeball bath.


  He was just a baby cat. Though chunkier than most. Maybe his daddy was a bobcat.


  "What's so special about you, little guy? How come the world's ugliest fashion retards are out to get you?" But were they? That deserved reflection, too.


  He didn't answer. Flat refused to solve any puzzles for me. The people—and critters—you have to deal with in this racket. Ugh.


  "Eleanor. What do you think? Is it all about the cats? Or the bucket they came in?"


  Eleanor didn't say. I felt her worrying about me being slow to grasp the obvious.


  The drill instructors and senior sergeants figured me out quick in the Corps. They'd already seen every get-around and get-out-of-it scam ever invented a long time before I turned up making like I was dumber than a bushel of rocks. But I can work that on most people here in TunFaire. People in this burg see what they want to see. I strive to remain underestimated. Or so I tell myself.


  "This feels good," I told Eleanor. "I could just lean back with a lapful of cats and nap the afternoon away." Then I'd go out tonight because I couldn't sleep. Somebody would tell Tinnie Tate, who thinks she has a claim on me. And does. And vice versa. But I've got the worst case of Retarded Commitment Capacity Syndrome west of Morley Dotes. Morley being of international-competitor status.


  Eleanor's disapproval pattered down like an iron rain. I needed to do three things. See Harvester Temisk. Visit the Bledsoe. And catch Penny Dreadful. While dodging Relway thugs and large men in hideous pants.


  It sounded like the sappers had brought up a battering ram. The door remained stubborn.


  I might be betting to an inside straight, but I couldn't see Relway not responding if the Ugly Pants Gang stuck around long.


  His top men would be out there keeping an eye on my place.


  "I'm going to try to get Old Bones to bestir himself. Again."


  Eleanor's attitude was suitably discouraging.


  "If I have to, I'll fill his room up with cranky old women."


  The Dead Man doesn't have much use for the obstinate sex. And he's never been pleased that my attitude is the opposite.


  He's been dead for four hundred years. He's forgotten all the good stuff.


  Old Bones did exactly what I expected. A whole lot of nothing.


  The assault on my front door faded briefly, resumed as a new villain laid on.


  My pixies ran out of tolerance. A flurry of anger heralded a whir of little wings. It sounded like a full cluster launch.


  I sighed, lit a new bug candle, proceeded to commence to begin out there on my front stoop.


  Muttering like one of those scramble brains who bustle through the streets on grave, unimaginable missions, debating it all with themselves, I went to the peephole. Outside, chaos celebrated the spontaneous self-creation of the deities of disorder of the thousand pantheons that afflict TunFaire.


  Pixies, pixies everywhere, pestering biggies without prejudice.


  Relway's Runners and their fellow travelers had arrived but were waiting to see what developed.


  I offered no evidence that my place was anything but deserted. The Watch knew better, but wouldn't press the issue.


  Only the Green Pants Gang were dim enough to keep on keeping on. They had to be clueless about the Dead Man.


  I snickered at the prancing big guys as the pixies pestered them. Like a dance number in a musical play about an army field hospital.


  I spotted Dean. The old boy did have sense enough to stand back.


  I spied Penny Dreadful, too, across the street, to the left of and behind Dean. She couldn't be seen by the big guys unless the one at my door turned and looked for her. She did well at being just another gawker.


  The pixies pricked the big guys enough with their poisoned blades. They began slowing down. They just couldn't get a handle on the fact that people might keep them from doing whatever they wanted. Ymber must be a strange town.


  Whistles shrieked.


  The Watch moved in.


  They couldn't wait anymore. My neighbors were getting restless. The Watch couldn't let the situation deteriorate till witnesses began damaging city property. The property in question being the street itself.


  When a TunFairen crowd gets rowdy it rips up cobblestones for ammunition. A grand brawl can strip an entire neighborhood of its pavements.


  Relway's boys didn't have much trouble with the groggy bad guys.


  The villains seemed less numerous when they were laid out like logs ready to be floated off to the mill. There were just four of them.


  Some must have gotten away.
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  The next man to hammer on my door was an old acquaintance. And no surprise. Whenever anything interesting happens in my life, Colonel Westman Block turns up drooling official remarks.


  I opened up. "You're half vulture, aren't you?" The door wouldn't swing all the way back. I scowled grimly at its mutilated face.


  Block surprised me. "Bring out your dead."


  "So what the hell is it now?" I grumbled. "Why'd Relway let those oversize morons go and sic them on me?"


  "You're a pip, Garrett," the good colonel assured me. "But you won't be selling me a bucket of your bullshit this time."


  "But it's the good stuff. The only kind I've got. If you want a better grade of poo. . . ."


  "Can it. You've been mostly straight with me. Meaning I still haven't caught you in a bald-faced lie. I will, someday. Meantime, I'll remain confident that you suffer a congenital inability to tell the whole truth."


  "You want the truth? You can't—"


  "Save your breath. Let's go in your office. I've been on my feet all day. While you're walking, make up a good story about why those thugs were trying to bust into your place."


  "I don't know. This stuff just happens. It's like weather to me anymore."


  "But have a notion or two, because you're never as dumb as you make out."


  "I'm thinking maybe it's time I moved on. To somewhere where everybody don't think they know what's going on inside my head."


  "Here's a thought, old friend. Take a barge upriver and set up shop in Ymber."


  "I don't get it."


  "Sure, you do. Those guys are all from Ymber."


  Being the villain he thought I was, I volunteered nothing. "Uhm?"


  "There are ten of the big, ugly, stupid creeps in green pants, plus two normal-looking management types who run things. We think. We now have nine thugs and one normal clown in custody. It could take time for Deal's specialists to make them explain themselves, though."


  So. Relway hadn't turned anybody loose. He'd staked out my place so he could collect some more ugly pants.


  Colonel Block's nondescript face presented an expectant expression.


  I saw no reason not to be forthright with the one man able to control Deal Relway. "I'm not real clear on this mess. It's all Dean's fault. He brought home this bunch of kittens and the kid who had the cats. I didn't get a good look at him before he made tracks. Dean has a whole song and dance about priestesses and prophecies. You can squeeze the snot out of him when he turns up, if you want."


  Block grunted.


  We have that kind of relationship. Half inarticulate noise.


  "You really don't have any idea? You've had part of the herd since yesterday."


  "They haven't said much. Yet. They're too stupid to connect their silence with the pain they're exposed to."


  "You've got one of the managers. Officer types don't usually stand up . . . oops."


  Block glowered. Being an officer type. "Oops again," I said. "I get so comfortable with you I forget you aren't one of my pals from down in the islands."


  "Move to the country, Garrett. You could fertilize a whole county."


  I shrugged. "It's the times we live in."


  He wasn't buying what I was selling, even though I was giving it away.


  "I don't get you, Colonel. I've always been straight with you. Ever since Prince Rupert made you the top guy at the Al-Khar. But you never believe me."


  "Because you never tell the whole truth, only what you think I'll work out for myself."


  "So where do we stand?" I asked. "You aren't half as dumb as you let on, either. You've got something on your mind."


  "Of course I do. But it doesn't have much to do with those lunatics."


  "I love how you work to make me glad I was born when I was, in this time and place, when life was never better."


  "You might fertilize more than one county."


  "Even so."


  "Even so, I admit to a passing curiosity about what happened at Whitefield Hall last night."


  "You and me both, brother. Somebody tried to burn the place down with me inside." I gave him a mildly edited story. Certain he knew the basics already. I left out unimportant details like pixies, rat-people, Chodo's health, and people catching fire. "You can ask all the questions you want. I don't know what it means. I don't know what was supposed to happen. I can't explain what did happen. Despite what you may have heard, I was there only in a professional capacity."


  "Save the snow, Garrett. I'm just interested in what you picked up about the kingpin."


  Dirty trick. For sure the man wasn't as dumb as he looked.


  "I saw him one time, right before the fires started. He was in a wheelchair. He didn't look healthy. I didn't hear him say anything. Then the situation went all to hell. Bam! Lamps exploded. Burning oil flew everywhere. I ran like hell."


  Block wasn't happy but had no grounds to challenge me. He would've been all over me if he had anything. "Was the fire an attempt to get Chodo?"


  "I never thought of that. Let me think about it. Man, it'd have to be somebody who wouldn't care if he wiped out the whole Combine."


  Westman Block will grab any angle to nab an advantage. He never reveals all he knows despite deploring the identical attitude on my part. He won't bore in hard. Giving you the benefit of the doubt. Meaning you can't ever forget that he's always handing you yards and yards of just enough rope.


  "No. Chodo wasn't the target. Not even Relway would wholesale it that way. I do think the fires were started by sorcery. Or something."


  "There's no obvious evidence. Experts checked." Block glared at Eleanor. "There any way I can buy that off you?"


  "Eleanor? No. Why?"


  "It's haunted. It gives me the creeps. I know a fireplace I'd like it to meet."


  "Sir, you're disparaging my first love." Maybe he didn't know that story.


  "Where is Chodo now?"


  "I don't know. Wherever Belinda is, I imagine."


  "Maybe. And maybe she lost track of him, too."


  "What?" That couldn't be. That wouldn't be good. Especially not for Belinda.


  But she wouldn't have rolled Chodo out if she hadn't been sure she had everything under control. Would she?


  "You know where she might be?"


  "At home?"


  "She flew there if she is. She didn't leave town through the gates."


  My subversive side urged me to keep him talking. He was letting slip facets of the Watch's capabilities, both to collect information and to move it. Meaning that Block and Relway had more manpower than was suspected. Which implied that. . . .


  Well, every implication suggests something else. This time the indicators pointed to a possible serious outbreak of law and order.


  Which would stumble once it inconvenienced our more substantial royal subjects. Privilege means private law.


  "You know everything I know, Colonel. Really. I don't have any interest to protect. Other than my poor front door."


  "There are rumors about you and Belinda Contague."


  "I've heard. She started them. They aren't true." I cocked my head, listening to a voice only I could hear. Like the Dead Man was giving me the razz without including Block. "Yeah. Good point. I've got stuff I need to do. Now that I can get out without being eaten by dragons. Dean! Good. You're home."


  The old boy had come to the office door. He looked grumpy.


  I said, "You need to get hold of the door guy. Those morons bent the hinges."


  Dean scowled at Colonel Block, dragged his haul on toward the kitchen. He doesn't approve of Westman Block. Simply because Block exists in his peculiar professional niche he guarantees that there's mischief afoot. Dean would prefer a world where the law and order were fixed in place before he arrived.


  Block said, "You're not going to help me."


  "I gave you everything I've got. Including the news that I don't have any reason to hold out on you. What more do you want?"


  "I hope that's true." He headed for the front door. I followed. He said, "You're a likable guy, Garrett. I don't want you to get in so deep we can't save your ass when the big changes come."


  "Say what?"


  "The wild era is about over, Garrett. We've worked hard to do what Prince Rupert wants done. The rule of law is about to dawn."


  I had no idea what that was about. It sounded scary.


  I'm a law-and-order guy myself. But I don't want the people involved interfering in my life.


  I did say, "You're too optimistic. How bleak a season would it be if your hard-liner secret backers get everything they want?"


  Block beamed. "Wouldn't that be marvelous?"


  He didn't get it. And never would. People like him make life inconvenient for the rest of us.


  "You'll let me know what you find out from those guys, won't you?"


  "You don't make me want to do you a lot of favors."


  "My heart is breaking. Here's something I really do want to know. How come those idiots wear those stupid green pants?"


  Block chuckled as he slipped outside.


  I closed. The door shut easily enough. Fortress Garrett remained sound and inviolate.
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  I checked Dead Man. He wasn't stirring. I told Dean, "I'm going out. I've got stuff to do." I mapped a route in my head. Morley's place, Temisk's office, then the Bledsoe to check on the burned woman.


  "You have your stick?"


  "What?" His asking startled me.


  "Shouldn't you be ready for the worst? Considering recent events?"


  I gawked. That was out of character. But he was right. And didn't know the half. A lot of bad guys saw me at Whitefield Hall. Some would believe I was hooked up with Belinda.


  I loaded up on self-defense devices, a few enthusiastically disapproved by the city Watch.


  

  


  


  The boys at The Palms weren't pleased to see me, but they didn't haul out any cleavers. For a wonder, though, I caught Morley working for the second day in a row.


  "What's going on?" I asked Puddle. "What's his problem?"


  Puddle's face exploded in a big old ugly, broken-tooth grin. "He's down here getting in da way. He don't got to be upstairs."


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "One a dem silver-elf womens is here."


  I chuckled an evil chuckle. "It took me a long time. . . . Hey, buddy! I came to see what you think about last night."


  Morley pulled up a chair. "Sit. Puddle, tell Skif we want a pot of tea. The real stuff. My friend doesn't like weed leaves."


  "You don't really drink herb tea, do you?"


  "I serve it. You give the marks what they want. I've heard a rumor, says you've already had some excitement today."


  "A double dose. Some Green Pants guys tried to break in. Then Block showed up, wanting to know all about everybody's business."


  "And you told him?"


  "The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. I don't know nothing about nothing. He mostly wanted to know what happened to Belinda and Chodo after the party. He didn't care about the fires, the riot, or the dead men."


  "Belinda better take care of Chodo. We're picking up storm warnings. Some of the underbosses are getting ambitious."


  "Rory Sculdyte?"


  "Teacher White, too."


  That wasn't good. Though they do tend to kill only each other. Which Relway would encourage wherever he could. "Figures. They got out alive."


  "You said the Green Pants Gang hit your place again?"


  "Yes." Stupid me, I'd been too excited about being able to get out. I hadn't gotten the promised reports from John Stretch and Melondie Kadare. "Block's gang has them. He claims he has all but two locked up now. One of those two is following me right now."


  "We can take care of that."


  "You might want to be better prepared than yesterday."


  "Same guy?"


  "I think so."


  "Not to worry. Help is on its way. About last night. What happened?"


  "You were there."


  "I was kitchen help, Garrett. I didn't see anything."


  "You saw as much as I did. Probably more. You had a whole crew in there and none of them were blind."


  "I'm sure it was your fault everything turned weird. Weird things happen when you're around."


  "Only because of my unfortunate taste in friends."


  "You're a misfortune for anyone who gets close to you. What's the thing with Block and Chodo?"


  I explained.


  He said, "There was a lot of confusion. Somebody might've grabbed Chodo. But you would've heard about that from Belinda. She'd want Daddy Garrett to save her again."


  "Maybe."


  "Want some advice, Garrett? Stay away from Belinda. No telling how hairy it might get, but she isn't likely to be the winner."


  I drank the tea Skif brought. "They'll be that knee-jerk?"


  Of course they would. The Outfit includes the most old-fashioned people alive. They don't want a girl running the show.


  I mused, "I wonder, though. Last night fell apart on Belinda, but it didn't go the way anybody else expected, either. She's no dummy. And she's got a big head start."


  "She remains, still, just a woman."


  "I'm telling you, don't underestimate her. Especially if you suddenly notice yourself between her and somebody giving her a hard time."


  He nodded. I doubt that he meant it. He asked, "Where are you headed from here?"


  "Harvester Temisk's place. Then the Bledsoe."


  "You can stand that place?"


  "I don't hold any grudges."


  "I mean, it's the antechamber of one of your most pedestrian human hells. I get the wet-spine creeps just thinking about it. Let alone getting close enough to smell it."


  I held my tongue. TunFaire's poor depend entirely on that nightmare establishment for what little medical attention they receive.


  "I know what you're thinking, Garrett. And I don't care. You know perfectly well where the road paved with good intentions leads."
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  I was being followed. As I'd reported. But now I had an entourage. The guy in the green pants was only the closest and most obvious tagalong. And the least skilled or most naive. He seemed to think I wouldn't notice him. He didn't notice the parade behind him. Which, at first, I thought was Morley's crew.


  Using a few tricks meant to look like accidents, I decided I was wrong. One was a man who worked for Relway. And Spider Webb, an enforcer for Teacher White, who was a small-time renaissance crook Chodo never liked but who'd always avoided giving offense enough to get his run canceled.


  Why would Webb and Teacher be interested in me? White wasn't big enough to try for Chodo's spot.


  Were my fans aware of one another?


  They all knew about Ugly Pants. Webb didn't seem to notice Relway's people, maybe because half a dozen were taking turns.


  I decided to forget Harvester Temisk. I angled off toward the Bledsoe. I took a stroll through a tight neighborhood, turned a few corners quickly, ducked into a church. I scampered up into its bell tower. That gave me a view of the developing confusion.


  Morley did have men out, including himself. They laid way back, observing. Morley eyed the belfry as soon as he knew that I'd disappeared.


  The Watch had a less relaxed attitude. Their immediate response was to arrest Spider Webb and Ugly Pants. Spider surrendered meekly. He knew you don't mess with Relway's Runners.


  When I left the church there were six people dead or crippled. Ugly Pants had developed a bad case of being the former. I was glad I didn't like green. The secret police was about to make green pants a lethal stylistic faux pas. Meantime, Spider would be back on the street before dark. He'd helped them drop the moron in the ugly trousers.


  I'd just hove in sight of the Bledsoe when Morley fell into step beside me. "Any theories?" he asked.


  "Other than that Ymber breeds them strong but stupid?"


  "That was a dirty trick, back there."


  "I learned from a master."


  "Conscience not bothering you?"


  I looked inward. "You know, it isn't."


  "You sound surprised."


  "I am."


  "You've turned into one of the boss class since you got involved in that manufactory business."


  "What're you talking about?"


  "Some other time. I have a new venture, too. It'll be a place where crackpots can spout whatever nonsense infests their pointy heads."


  "We have a place for that. The Chancellery steps."


  "Not anymore. Relway is moving them out. Nobody was making any money off it, apparently."


  "Sure, there was. The sausage guys. The rat-on-a-stick guys. The tempura tarantula guy."


  "Who bought those?"


  "I don't know. Somebody. Or he wouldn't be out there every day. Yuck!"


  That wasn't a comment on deep-fried spider. We were close enough to the Bledsoe to hear and smell the place.


  It's a hell in brick. Those who deliver themselves to the hospital's mercy are, generally, thoroughly desperate. Meaning parts may be falling off already. The stenches of disease, rotting flesh, and deep despair lie heavy on the whole area. The neighbors pray for foul weather to wash and blow the stink away.


  The sound was the choir of madness singing in the insane wards—lair of the Bledsoe's deepest and most abiding horrors.


  Those wards do help finance the hospital. For a few coppers you can tour them. For an extra copper you can rent a stick to torment the mad folk. You can even rent the most dramatic loons for home entertainment.


  Money. That's why.


  Money and the complete indifference of ninety percent of the population. That's why.


  The Bledsoe is a charity hospital. Its main support comes from the family that provided emperors to the Empire before the kings of Karenta replaced them. The Empire survives in the imaginations of that one family, so there are still emperors around. But nobody cares. Other than the directors of the Bledsoe, who depend on the imperial family for the donations they steal.


  The Bledsoe is the most corrupt institution in TunFaire. We'll see truly interesting, entertaining times if Director Relway ever goes after the parasites there.


  "What the hell is going on?" I asked, stopping to stare once I got a clear look at the hospital. Its face was covered by scaffolding. Masons, hod carriers, and other workmen bustled around cleaning and restoring the facade. Though there weren't many of them.


  "You know, I don't know," Morley said. "This is new to me, too."


  Repairs were decades overdue. How come the money for this hadn't gotten stolen? I had no trouble imagining somebody donating enough to renovate the place. But I couldn't believe that its directors would use the money for its intended purpose. "We need to look into this."


  "Why?"


  "Uh. . . ." He had a point. This wasn't a battle that needed Garrett galloping in in rusty, secondhand armor. Garrett was here to look dark and dangerous and make sure a client of Belinda's got the sort of treatment the Bledsoe can provide when its staff wants to bother. "You're right. One thing at a time. I'll do what I came to do. Relway will get to this place someday."


  "I'll just stroll along with you. I'm curious about the construction."


  He did sound curious. Like a gangster wondering how anybody would be doing something without getting his permission first.


  A large man without a hair on his head had a notion not to let us in. I'd never run into guards before. Morley asked, "You're kidding, right? You don't really want to be the next patient here, do you?"


  My guess is, the bald guy recognized Morley. He got out of the way.


  Next obstacle, an admissions clerk. Who was no challenge at all.


  The clerk was a volunteer. Of the female persuasion. Ellie Jacques. Meaning it took Morley about thirty-seven seconds to have her ready to jump her counter and devour him. She gave up the whereabouts of the burned woman immediately. The patient was Buy Claxton. She was getting the best care the Bledsoe could deliver. With Morley making eyes Ellie admitted Mrs. Claxton was getting the best because the doctors knew the Contague name.


  The Contagues and the Relways tend to get results.


  I asked the clerk, "What's going on outside?" Which earned me a look of disdain. How dare I intrude on her romantic interlude?


  Morley offered a whispered apology. I was good of heart. And the question intrigued him, too.


  Homely and middle-aged, Ellie was desperate to please. "A charitable trust came in. They wanted to fix the place up. But they wouldn't hand over the money. I guess they're not stupid, even if they are bumpkins. They insisted on doing the work themselves. The directors resisted till they came up with the notion of going after matching funds."


  Morley batted his eyes and made implied promises. Ellie implied a willingness to play any game Morley wanted.


  Bumpkins? Yes. A consortium of civic-minded, successful businessmen from Ymber. Yada yada yada. The "give something back" yammer nobody with smarts enough to get in out of the rain ever buys. Give it back? What did you get in the first place? From whom?


  Morley suggested, "Why don't you visit Mrs. Claxton?" Reminding me that I had a mission. He swung the charm beam back to the volunteer. Who admitted she was a Mrs., too, but wasn't fanatic about it.


  "Right," I said. "Why don't I go check on her while you hang around here?"


  "Absolutely perfect, my friend."


  Enjoying the therapeutic aroma of the Bledsoe, I climbed two flights of stairs to one of the hospital's celebrity suites. The crooks in charge are clever enough to keep a few available in case somebody with lots of money stumbles in, bleeding. Belinda's father had used one occasionally when he was younger and got into those sorts of situations.


  Buy Claxton's physicians had betrayed their normally hidden competence by making her pain go away, then followed up by doing mysterious, wonderful things to reduce the damage caused her by burns. Their respect for the Contague name led them to bring in a wizard with a strong healing talent.


  I don't doubt that they found gentle, unobtrusive ways to pad their fees.


  Buy was awake. "I remember you. You tried to help."


  "Yes, I did. Miss Contague asked me to make sure they're taking care of you. And to see if you need anything."


  "They're treating me like a princess. Because they're scared shitless of what'll happen if they don't."


  "Are you unhappy about that?"


  "Shit, no. I'm thinking maybe I'll just camp out here from now on. I got no fuckin' desire for my ass to be some kind a symbol to them what thinks the ruling class. . . ." They must have drugged her as soon as I showed up downstairs. Just in case. She mumbled through most of that, then faded completely.


  "Belinda put the fear of God in them," I told Morley as we left. "And how was your day?"


  "The things I suffer for friendship."


  "Bet you she cooks you a nice two-pound steak. . . . What do you suppose these clowns are really doing?" We'd stopped to watch the men working on the Bledsoe's sad face.


  "Looks like they're taking bad bricks out and putting in new ones."


  "No. They aren't. I worked as a bricklayer's apprentice for about six months one week, back before I went in the Marines."


  "You left an honest career for life as a tick on society's underbelly?"


  "I got fired. I couldn't make them understand that the workday shouldn't start before noon."


  "All right. You're an authority on bricklaying. What do you see that I don't?"


  "They're fixing things that aren't broken. This place is still sound. It just needs the rotten mortar scraped out and new mortar tucked in. But they're making holes in the wall." I could see several places where bricks had been removed to create hollows.


  "All right. I see that."


  "Didn't your friend say most of the workmen didn't show up today?"


  "She said the financing came from Ymber. I recall that."


  "Why don't you pop back in and find out if those philanthropists had bad taste in trousers. I'll talk to these guys here."


  Dotes looked sour, but he went. He had his own beef with the Ugly Pants Gang.


  I strolled over to a hod carrier of fifteen summers who seemed to share my youthful lack of enthusiasm for clambering up ladders lugging mass quantities of bricks or mortar. "I'm trying to figure out what they're doing up there."


  I got the right note of naive bewilderment into that. After an instant to decide whether the old guy deserved some attitude, the kid grunted. "They're just tuck-pointing and replacing bad bricks." TunFaire is built almost entirely of brick. Everybody knows something about the upkeep of brick buildings.


  "I get that. I did your job when I was your age, a couple hundred years ago. I never saw nobody pull good bricks out."


  "Oh. That. They're making these niches. Usually, there's a lot more guys working. They put these metal things inside, then brick them up. Over there you can see where they've already done that about ten times."


  "So you're, like, getting in on a slow day, eh?"


  He chuckled. "This is the best day I've had since this job started. Aw, crap! I had to open my yap. Now my old man wants me to bring up some mortar."


  The boy stirred the mortar in a nearby mixing boat, splatted twenty pounds into a mortar hod, then went up the ladders and scaffolding like a monkey. I wasted ten seconds hating him for being that young, then drifted over to where the boy had pointed out some finished Ymber craftsmanship.


  They weren't bricklayers by trade. Not even apprentice bricklayers.


  Morley said, "You're psychic," from behind me.


  "I've been accused of everything else. Why not that?"


  "The philanthropists from Ymber brought a crew of volunteer workmen. Every single one wore filthy green plaid pants."


  My new young friend spidered to the ground as Morley made his remarks. He overheard. I asked, "Would those be the guys who didn't show up today?"


  "Yeah. And I ain't missing them, neither. I never seen such a bunch of useless assholes."


  I tried to find out more, but somebody up top kept hollering nonsense about lollygagging and slacking. I told Morley, "Sounds just like the guy who fired me fifteen years ago."


  The kid said, "That's my old man. Don't worry about him. He's all hot air." But he got busy working the mortar boat. You don't, the mortar sets up.
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  Morley seemed preoccupied.


  I was preoccupied myself. Just what was going on at the Bledsoe?


  Here it was, direct as a smack in the chops with an iron fist. The Green Pants Gang was underwriting renovations in order to install metal somethings inside the Bledsoe's outside walls. Dean was sure the gang was in town to catch Penny Dreadful and her kittens.


  What would Penny say, if pressed? "We need to catch that kid who dumped the kittens on Dean."


  "We do? Believe it or not, I do have a life outside my career as your sidekick. Considering Belinda Contague is involved, you might look into doing your own lifting and carrying."


  "Ouch!"


  "My point being, I don't need to catch something that's looking for you."


  "Man. You're a pal, all of a sudden. Like Puddle or Sarge in a bleak mood."


  "Could be. Life isn't fair. You going to try Harvester Temisk now?"


  "Yes."


  "Good luck. I'm headed home. Before one of those idiots burns the place down."


  What suddenly made him want to get away fast?


  

  


  


  Harvester Temisk hadn't resurfaced. He had, however, begun to interest somebody besides me. A minor, dim thug named Welby Dell was asleep across the street from Temisk's, in a spot well suited for lurking and watching. Dell was another associate of Teacher White's. Being a thoughtful kind of guy, I toddled on without disturbing Welby's nap.


  I picked up a tail. He wasn't anybody I knew. He didn't care if I knew he was there. Meaning he was a Relway Runner.


  I changed course, headed for the Al-Khar, where I asked to see Colonel Block. Naturally, the ground level of the bureaucracy made that impossible. So I asked for Director Relway. With identical results.


  I trudged on home. Smug. Block couldn't accuse me of evading my civic duty. Dean was in the throes of creating chicken and dumplings. He can be a killer in the kitchen when he wants.


  Melondie Kadare was on the table, still hungover, in a foul temper. Singe sulked because I'd taken off without getting John Stretch's report. Her brother had gone and come and gone again in my absence.


  Dean was in a good mood. "Mr. Mulclar will be here to fix the door tomorrow."


  "Good." I settled down to eat. A kitten climbed my leg and set up shop in my lap. Others prowled the kitchen. Singe held one. It wore the smug look of master instead of pet.


  "Dean, talk to me about Penny Dreadful and these cats."


  He started to hem and haw.


  "Dean, this is serious. People are getting busted up. They're getting dead. The guys who keep trying to break our door down got into fights with Belinda's people, Morley's guys, and Relway's gang. More than once. And when they aren't picking fights they're doing exterior renovations on the Bledsoe. What's the connection there?"


  Dean grimly said, "You'd better tell me the whole thing. I may have been too trusting."


  "You think so? That's never happened before, has it?"


  Singe said, "You do not have to be nasty, Garrett."


  I resisted a temptation to insist that I had the right. I related the highlights. "I don't think the Watch has the whole gang. Colonel Block says there were ten guys in green and two more who were in charge. At the Bledsoe, though, I got the impression that there were more than that."


  Dean sucked in a gallon of air, set it free. "All I know is, those men serve A-Laf, some kind of masculine devil god. His cult has taken over in Ymber. It's really aggressive and intolerant. The feminine cult of A-Lat was its big competitor. I told you what Penny had to say already."


  "And because she big-eye-orphaned you, you swallowed her story whole."


  "Admitted. Which doesn't mean she was lying."


  "Don't mean she was telling the truth, either. How do we get hold of her?"


  Dean shrugged. "That's up to her. I don't think she'll come back here. Not since she saw the Dead Man. That rattled her."


  "I'll bet." Hardly anybody wants to be around the Dead Man when he's awake. If they know what he is. I have reservations myself. I continued. "Give me a guess about the connection with the Bledsoe. The Ugly Pants Gang is putting out a ton of money so they can put metal statues in the walls."


  Dean looked bewildered. "I don't have any idea. This is the first I've heard."


  Singe brought me a cold mug of beer, reminding me that we had business of our own to attend.


  She made sure surly little Melondie got a tiny cup to nurse, too. Always thoughtful, my pal Pular Singe.


  "So, darling junior junior partner. What do I need to know that nobody's bothered to tell me yet?"


  Melondie Kadare piped, "You need to know that your goddamn superior friggin' attitude needs a major adjustment, Biggie."


  "Ouch!"


  Singe said, "She is giving you attitude because her tribe was most incompetent at gathering useful information. They were too busy stealing food, wine, beer, and small valuables to accomplish anything."


  That started Melondie on a classic rant. She sputtered and raved for eight or ten minutes. Her big problem was Singe's being right. Her tribe had demonstrated a decided lack of discipline.


  "Do you have any idea how the fires started?"


  "No. I was outside." She produced a fair picture of the encounter between the Ugly Pants crew and Playmate, Saucerhead Tharpe, and the drivers of sundry carriages. The good guys won by weight of numbers. Though Melondie thought the outlanders were sluggish, confused, and weak.


  For no clear reason, and to his own astonishment, Dean announced, "It was dark, wasn't it? ‘A-Lat' means ‘Queen of the Night.' "


  "Uh . . ." I mused. "I guess that's handy to know."


  Not to be outdone, Singe promised, "John Stretch will have a better report once he gets his rats together."


  "That's good," I said. Not believing for an instant. The rats from Whitefield Hall couldn't possibly remember details this long after having their brains scrambled by terror.


  "It's been a hard day," I grumbled. "And it's getting dangerous out there. I'd better not go drinking. So here's my strategy. I'll do my drinking and thinking here, after you all go to bed."


  Singe filled my mug. She refilled her own. Melondie tapped the rim of hers, an ivory thimble that came down to me from my mom.
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  Dean said, "It's Colonel Block again."


  "Uhm?"


  "At the door? You just told me to answer it? Remember?"


  "Sir, I have no recollection of those events." Making mock of a statement heard frequently in the High Court lately, as the Crown reluctantly prosecutes the most egregious disturbers of the peace involved in recent human rights rioting and minority persecution. The Crown Advocate's usual attitude toward minorities is that they should expect to be treated like minorities. If they don't like it, they shouldn't come here in the first place.


  Dean brought the Colonel to my office. I'd already settled in to sweet-talk Eleanor in fluent Drunkenese. I asked, "Don't you ever take time off?"


  Block isn't married. He isn't engaged. He isn't the other kind, either. He has just one love. And she's blind.


  He romances her continuously, hoping she stays blind.


  He'll be sorry someday.


  "Uh. . . ." It never occurred to him to step away and relax.


  "Go fishing."


  "I tried that once. I didn't like it. But if you want to come along. . . ?"


  I flashed a yard of my most charming smile. "Point taken." To go fishing you need to go out into the country. Where the wild bugs are, and the hungry critters, some of them as big as houses. I don't go there, given a choice.


  I did my time with the bloodsuckers and carnivores in the Corps. "You wanted to share something with me?"


  "I was more hoping that you'd open up to me."


  "Naturally. You're hoping I did Relway's job for him and now, because I'm a civic-minded kind of guy, I'll fill you in on anything that's puzzling you. Like Relway don't have a couple brigades of thugs to do his hoof work for him."


  "Good point, Garrett. But Deal isn't on the inside. Deal somehow managed not to have even one friendly eye in the neighborhood when Belinda Contague held her summit at Whitefield Hall."


  I flashed another yard of charm. "I was you, I'd think about that. How could she flimflam the whole damned Watch? What did you do, all go roaring off to the far south side after a bunch of human rights nuts? Were there even any nuts down there?"


  "An orchard full. They haven't gone away. There was a bureaucratic screwup. The right hand didn't keep the left posted. The people responsible have been reassigned to Bustee patrol."


  "And next time I visit the Al-Khar their identical twins will be sitting in their old seats."


  Block nodded, shrugged. "What can you do about human nature? We still have Watchmen willing to supplement their salaries by selling inside info or by doing favors." He slumped like a jilted lover.


  "That's good. You can face the truth."


  "There's a lot of wishful thinking at my shop. You're right. But changes are coming."


  "I hope you're right. Your guests in green say anything interesting yet?"


  "Yeah. They're gonna save the world from the Queen of Darkness."


  "Oh, goody! What's that mean to us who aren't religious wacks?"


  "I don't know. We're looking for an expert on Ymberian cults. I want to know what's really going on."


  That was why I admired Block. He understands that when people are involved, not much is what it seems at first glimpse. Though you never go wrong by suspecting the worst and working back.


  Feeling generous, I talked about my thwarted visit to the Al-Khar.


  "They're putting statues in the walls of the Bledsoe?"


  "Not anymore. You've got most of them locked up."


  "Why would they do that?"


  "I hope you're just asking you. Because I have no idea." I doubted the Green Pants guys really felt compelled to do charitable deeds. Old cynic, I.


  "I'm fishing. One must when dealing with you."


  "Here's a notion. Assuming the Green Pants boys are religious gangsters, maybe the Bledsoe business has to do with their religion."


  Captain Block gaped. My leap of intuition stunned him. "I'll be damned, Garrett. I take back everything I ever said about you. I bet you can find your toes without the Dead Man and Morley Dotes to show the way. You might even be able to count them without having to borrow an extra hand."


  "Oh! How sharper than a serpent's tooth the cruel envy of a civil servant. Dean! We need a pot of tea."


  "Don't bother. I'll be going. I found out what I needed to know."


  That had a sinister edge. "Uhm?"


  He didn't explain. Which left my nerves with split ends. Which was his whole point.


  "Here's a thought, Garrett. Or two. Find Harvester Temisk before anyone else does. Then keep him away from the Combine."


  "Uhm?" You can count on Detective Garrett to spout argot and attitude and sparkling repartee.


  "Deal has friends in low places. There's a new trend in goombah thinking. They're all asking, ‘Where's Harvester Temisk?' Even underbosses who aren't sure who Temisk is are looking. They don't want to get left behind. They haven't done much yet because they're all still nursing totally hairy hangovers."


  "They did party like it was their last shot before the Trumps of Doom." I levered myself out of my chair, to take up guide duties so Block didn't get lost on his way back to the door. He's been known to do that. "Did you notice anyone watching the place when you got here? Besides Mrs. Cardonlos and the Watch goon squad operating out of her place?"


  "Goon squad? You wound me, sir. The Watch employs only the cream of the cream of TunFaire's most civic-minded subjects." Denying nothing. "Tell you the truth, Garrett, I didn't pay attention. That's a luxury we're starting to enjoy more."


  "What's that?"


  "Not having to give a damn who's watching. Or why. Comes from knowing you're doing such a good job your credit with the people who could fire you is inexhaustible."


  "Oh." That was a message.


  Somebody somewhere liked what the Watch was doing just fine.


  "I'll have the boys poke around under the stoops and in the breezeways."


  I gave him a look at my raised eyebrow.


  "All part of the service, Garrett. We maintain order and protect the public." Out he went into the chaos of Macunado Street.


  What had he come to find out? More disturbingly, what were the people behind him up to now that the war was over?


  Soon after Block disappeared a stir passed through the neighborhood like an unexpected gust through a poplar grove. A dozen clean-cut men rousted out another dozen who looked much less obviously official.


  Spider Webb was the only one I recognized.


  I went back to my desk still wondering what Block had found out.


  During my absence my teacup had been refilled. It must've been magic. I never heard a sound.


  I picked up the egg-shaped stone one prime sample of rustic elegance had striven to sling through my skull. It didn't feel as slick or greasy today. It felt warm, alive. Just holding it, fiddling with it, relaxed me. I slipped off into a nap.
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  When I wakened I ambled back into the kitchen in search of fuel.


  Dean was darning socks and slow cooking a sauce involving tomatoes, spices, garlic, and shredded onions. He had an admirably large mug of wine in front of him, which was out of character. He splashed some into the sauce. Oh.


  Singe had swilled enough beer to get silly. Time to order in a new backup keg. Melondie Kadare was in a state where she wasn't much more than a sack of jelly, venting noises vaguely reminiscent of primitive language.


  I said, "We need to lock Mel in a box until she dries out."


  Singe snickered. A sight to behold and a unique, gurgly sound to hear. She was feeling less pain than I'd first thought.


  There were kittens all over. I couldn't keep track.


  Dean said, "Get the front door. I'm too busy."


  His ears were sharper than mine. This guy must have mislaid his sledgehammer.


  I was the only hind-legger able to navigate, so I snagged my mug and headed south. After a weary trek, o'er dale and under mountain, I positioned myself at my peephole.


  One gorgeous, thoroughly frazzled, blue-eyed brunette had taken station on my stoop. I was surprised. I was more surprised to see that it was dark out. And still more surprised that she'd shown up without bodyguards or her ugly black coach. She wasn't wearing her usual vampire wannabe look, either. She wasn't stylish at all. She had gone lower-class, raggedy, housewifey instead of whorish.


  I opened up. Eyeballing the darkness behind her, I observed, "A lot of work go into the new look?"


  "Yes. You want to move so I can get in before somebody figures it out?"


  I moved. Belinda got inside.


  "You by yourself?" I was used to seeing her motate around with several shadows who resembled woolly mammoths operating on their hind legs.


  "All by my lonesome. I don't want anybody guessing I'm me. Not to mention that I lost my whole crew in the fire."


  "Uhm?" My vocabulary word of the day.


  "You know how many people are watching your place?"


  "I have a notion. What I'm not sure of is why. I thought they'd go away after they swept up the last bunch of vandals who tried to wreck my door."


  "I have no idea what you're babbling about. From a business point of view it would make sense to look over your shoulder twenty-five hours a day, eight days a week."


  "Uhm?" There I went again.


  "Shit happens around you, Garrett. Weird shit. Really weird shit. You draw it like horse apples draw flies."


  "And here you are, buzzing around my hall." A gurgling peal of pixie laughter reminded me. "We're having a party in the kitchen. Come on back."


  Belinda scowled.


  She'd lost something. Emotionally, she was back where she'd been when I'd met her. Scared, beautiful, crazy, in a shitload of trouble. She wasn't as scattered as she'd been back then, but she wasn't the ferocious Contague crime queen anymore, either.


  I said, "Come on. You need to relax."


  Not the best strategy, possibly. Belinda wasn't beloved by anyone in my kitchen—though Dean probably thinks her worst flaw is her willingness to be seen with me.


  Singe gave me bitter looks Belinda didn't recognize because she doesn't know ratpeople. Melondie Kadare didn't contribute. She was on her way to becoming extinct. The kittens were pleased to see Belinda. Fifteen or twenty of them piled on as soon as she sat down.


  I scooped Melondie off the tabletop. "I'll take Mel home. Before one of these critters forgets his manners." The pixie buzzed feebly. I got a grip so she wouldn't flutter off and smash her head against a wall or ceiling she couldn't see.


  I checked the peephole, saw nothing but bats zipping through the moonlight. I opened up, whistled softly. There would be a sentry. He might need waking up, though. Pixies greatly prefer the daytime.


  They found Melondie's husband. He and her family took over. She was snoring like a six-inch-long, horizontal lumberjack. They bound her wings so she wouldn't do anything lethal in her sleep.


  I went back inside.


  Belinda was at the door to my office. She had a pitcher of beer, a pot of tea, a small oil lamp, and appropriate auxiliaries on a tray.


  "What's up?"


  "I didn't feel welcome in there. And I don't want them listening."


  "Let me get the lamp going. Damn!" I missed stomping a kitten by a cat's whisker. I dumped another cat out of the client's chair. It bounced onto my desktop, where it puffed up and hissed at the stone that had come another whisker short of braining me.


  Belinda filled me a mug and poured herself a cup of tea, added cream and a hunk of sugar the size of a flagstone. She stroked the kitten that laid claim to her lap.


  I asked, "So what's up?"


  She stalled. She wasn't sure she wanted to talk after all. She forced it. "Do you know where my father is?"


  What? "No. Last I saw him, you were getting him out of the hall."


  "Oh."


  "Why? What happened? Did you mislay him?"


  "Sort of. I got him out, got him into the coach, started to look for you. The coach took off and hasn't been seen since."


  "Wow." I found myself playing with the stone egg— in preference to the unhappy cat in my lap. In a leap of intuition I understood why folks were interested in Temisk. "Any chance one of the district captains grabbed him?"


  "No. I'd feel my arm being twisted already. Instead, they're running in circles trying to figure out what's going on."


  "Maybe he decided to make a run for it."


  "What?"


  "Maybe he'd had enough and made a run for it."


  "He was in a coma, Garrett."


  "You think? You're sure? One hundred percent? He wasn't just paralyzed?"


  "You know better than that."


  "No, I don't," I lied. "You never let anybody get close enough to tell."


  She didn't bother to argue.


  I recalled Morley's hypothesis that some guy named Garrett was the moral anchor and emotional touchstone of the spider woman. I didn't want the job. Everybody knows what girl spiders do when boys get too close.


  Maybe it was one of those deals where, you save a life, it's your responsibility forever after.


  You put the knightly armor on, and sometimes they don't let you take it off.


  "What're you thinking?"


  "I'm thinking you're a dangerous woman to be around. And I'm around you a lot."


  "Tinnie knows you pretty well, then."


  "Unfortunately. But my personal life isn't what I meant."


  "You're afraid of me?"


  "There's that. You've got a temper. But the real problem is, you swim with sharks. I expect jaws to clamp on me any minute."


  "With all your guardian angels?"


  "Angels? Name two."


  "Morley Dotes. Deal Relway. Westman Block. Playmate. Saucerhead Tharpe. Not to mention your business partners. Max Weider is no angel. Neither is Lester Tate. And then there's me."


  Made me feel humble. For maybe ten seconds. Then my natural cynicism got its second wind. Someday I should fake my own death and see how things shake out.


  "So you lost track of your dad. Let's slink on down to the bottom line. How come you're in a state where you sneak off. . . ? You aren't just looking to hide out, are you?"


  "No. I walk back out of here in the morning and be who I've been since the first time we met."


  "In the morning?"


  "I don't have anywhere to go tonight."


  I began to fiddle with that slingshot stone a whole lot more seriously.


  "It isn't like you don't have other friends stay over."


  "You want to know the truth?"


  "Maybe not, the way you're looking at me."


  "None of those friends are as scary as you."


  Belinda went on petting that kitten, scowling because she'd heard something she didn't like. She stared at my hands. "What the hell is that thing? What're you doing?"


  I explained. "I left it here before I went to the party. I don't know. It relaxes me when I handle it."


  Belinda extended a hand. I let her have the stone. "You're right."


  Dean stuck his head in. "You need anything before I go to bed?" He was lugging a brat cat of his own.


  "I can't think of anything."


  He scowled at Belinda but couldn't get his heart into it. He sighed and went away.


  Singe didn't bother to check us out. Which meant she was sulking but didn't have ambition enough to make anybody miserable.


  Belinda poured herself a beer once she finished her tea. We played with kittens and let our hair down, talked like teenagers deep into the night, giggling at stupid jokes. I found out that she'd never had any girlfriends when she was younger. Never had the chance. Her role models were all the sort polite folk don't invite to holiday dinners.


  We drank a lot of beer.
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  Singe wakened me at some godsforsaken hour, chivied in by Dean, who couldn't face direct evidence confirming or disclaiming the prurient imaginings slithering round the interior of his hard black skull. The fact that his imaginings were exactly that, and only that, meant nothing.


  By the time we'd retired neither Belinda nor I was sober enough for anything more energetic than sleep.


  Singe's attitude was sour enough.


  "What?" I snarled. The morning light at play on my curtains shrieked that it wasn't anywhere near noon. In fact, it had to be closer to dawn, a time when only mad dogs and madmen got after the early worm.


  "A messenger brought a letter from Colonel Block."


  A kitten crabbed out of the covers, stretched, hopped down, and stalked proudly out of the room. Belinda made "Leave me alone!" growls and burrowed deeper into the covers. "Do I need to sign or something?"


  "No. It was just a letter."


  Then why was she waking me up now? "Then why are you waking me up now?"


  "I thought you'd want to know."


  "Sure, you did."


  Feelings bruised, Singe left. I didn't care. There is no courtesy and no compassion before noon.


  I didn't care, but I couldn't get back to sleep.


  When Belinda started snarling about the tossing and turning and threatened me with an amateur sex reassignment, I surrendered to my conscience and dragged on out.


  I sipped black tea thick with honey. No help. I kept seeing two of everything. If I hadn't spent five unforgettable years as a Royal Marine, I might've suspected double vision to be nature's revenge on fools who believe rational behavior includes hauling out at sunrise in less than apocalyptic circumstances.


  Singe bustled around, doing chores, so Dean could do even less real work to earn his board and bread. She was fanatically perky and cheerful. And her coconspirator had put the butcher knives out of reach.


  "You are awful in the morning," Singe declared.


  Exercising maximum restraint, I chirped, "Yep."


  "Is that the best you can do?"


  "I could say, ‘Eat mud and die!' But you'd get your feelings hurt. I have more consideration for you than that. So how about we get together with this critical communique?"


  Dean and Singe installed me in my office with hot black tea, biscuits, and honey. I got started. More or less. Weighted heavily toward the less.


  "What does the note say?" She'd tried to read the message but Colonel Block's clerk had inscribed it in cursive. She can't read that yet.


  She's a fast learner, though she'll never teach Karentine literature. Which consists mainly of sagas and epics inhabited by thoroughly despicable people being praised by the poets for their bad behavior. Or passion plays, which are hot today, but which are moronic if you read them instead of watching them.


  "It says the priest at the temple of Eis and Igory, in the Dream Quarter, is from Ymber. It says the Watch wouldn't be disappointed in their old pal Garrett if his curiosity caused him to visit this Bittegurn Brittigarn, whose thoughts about guys in green pants might be of mutual interest."


  "Meaning they do not think the priest will talk to them and they have no convincing excuse to pull him in."


  "Basically."


  "Garrett, what would the world be like if everyone was as caring as Dean?"


  "It would be knee-deep in hypocrisy, standing on its head."


  "Which still makes him better than most everyone else."


  "Glory be, girl. Don't you go turning into a street preacher."


  "The more I become a person, the more I get upset by how people treat each other for being different."


  "I don't want to get into a debate."


  "Too early in the morning?"


  "No. Because I'd have to play devil's advocate and argue that stranger means danger. Which nobody can say is wrong. We've all got those harsh moments somewhere in our lives."


  "Very good, Mr. Garrett," Dean said from the office doorway. "Indeed, flawless."


  "We can't afford it."


  "Sir?"


  "Whatever you're buttering me up for. Hey, I don't want either one of you outside today." I heard Belinda beginning to stir upstairs.


  Dean and Singe looked puzzled.


  "The Dead Man." I told them, "We've had several visitors the last couple days. The kind that pay attention. They've probably picked up on the fact that he isn't doing much singing or dancing right now. Folks tend to get bold when they think he's snoozing."


  Dean looked numb. This was his nightmare. He loathes the Dead Man. But we need the Loghyr's protection. People carry grudges.


  "It would help if you two took a real shot at waking him up while I'm out there, one lonely man, a flawed white knight holding the fragile barricade between honor and the chaotic abyss."


  Belinda appeared behind Dean. "Gorm, Garrett. You couldn't be more full of shit if they pounded it in with a hammer."


  Dean headed for the kitchen. He came right back with everything Belinda needed to tame a hangover and get set herself for another glorious day of crime and corruption.


  She announced, "Whatever Garrett claims, it's a lie. He was snoring before I got my shoes off."


  Dean was pleased. Though he'd heard it before, from me. But that was different. My version didn't signify. He preferred not to believe me if that could be avoided.


  I asked, "What am I supposed to do with you? Besides get you out of here before Tinnie hears rumors?"


  She hadn't considered that. But really didn't care.


  "Take care of it, Dean," I said. "Try to avoid making a millennial-celebration kind of production moving her out."


  The old man gave me a look. It said I had the advantage of him, this once. And he didn't like it. "I'll handle it, Mr. Garrett."


  I might ought to put on my chain mail underpants.
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  I didn't wander alone. A secret-police tail fell in behind me half a block from the house. He made no effort to be discreet.


  Spider Webb was intimidated. But he didn't give up. He just dropped back. He vanished later, when I wasn't looking. So did several others whose fashion sense suggested a connection with the world of untaxed adult entertainment. But my main man just shuffled along with me, so close I had to listen to him hum.


  He never stopped. But he had more trouble lugging a tune than my favorite antisinger, me. I never could tell what he was laying down.


  

  


  


  The Dream Quarter gets its name because humanity's spiritual imagination runs riot there. And because the war in the Cantard produced generations of veterans so cynical that belief in anything traditionally religious could only be a bad joke that nobody got. In the Cantard nobody prayed for help cleaving to the path of righteousness. It was all, "Dear Lord, won't you please save my scruffy butt?"


  Heavenly responses were random and erratic. Some of the sorriest clowns in the Cantard were guys who got what they asked for. Life with an ass but no arms or legs ain't all it's cracked up to be.


  The Dream Quarter is one long street that runs from the river's edge deep into one of TunFaire's wealthiest enclaves. Location on the street defines the status of the deities established there. In a complex dance that remains mysterious even after my several encounters, the gods and goddesses of the Dream Quarter move sedately up and down the street, from temple to temple, according to how many worshippers they claim. And, more significantly, according to how rich their congregations are.


  One rich, backsliding hypocrite of a parishioner is worth a gaggle of destitute mendicants, however devoted. A god can make the eye of a needle big enough to pass the whole damned herd of camels. And try to find a goddess who doesn't have six or eight hands out for contributions.


  Bizarrely, the temples change to accommodate the look expected of their particular gods, goddesses, or pantheons.


  I've heard that the gods reflect us instead of the reverse. Well, a smart god would have better sense than to create worshippers in his own image. Given a choice.


  My instincts told me to start at the bottom end, down where a couple temples teeter over the chunky russet flood. The first person I asked indicated wreckage two steps short of the worst on the street. I'd visited the place once before, a while back, on another case. New management hadn't made any improvements.


  Eis and Igory were doing better than other cults. Which meant the river would have to go a yard over flood instead of a foot to sweep their cathedral away.


  Mind like a steel trap, I realized that this Ymber cult was faring better locally than the two visiting the miseries on me. A-Laf and A-Lat had no temples at all.


  Even after having lived with me for thirty years I was reluctant to approach the hovel. It boasted one open room capable of holding thirty people—if they were small and didn't mind finding their noses in each other's armpits.


  The priest wasn't what I expected. Which should have been no surprise since religion and I have so little in common. He could've passed as a fat apprentice friar from one of the regular churches at the successful end of the street. He even wore similar black robes. But his had eluded soap and water for so long that, at this late date, congress would be fatal for the cloth.


  It was still some unholy hour before noon when I stepped inside. Brother Bittegurn Brittigarn got his tongue tied trying to introduce himself in turn. He'd already had a couple or nine pick-me-ups to start his day. By the time he pulled himself together he'd forgotten my name. "Who the hell are you? What the hell do you want?"


  "I hear you're the top expert on the religions of Ymber. I've got problems with people from Ymber. I'm knee-deep in cats and plagued by big guys too stupid to know that you ought to grin and suffer frostbitten buns before you wear plaid green pants."


  "Huh?" Brittigarn took a pull of wine. He was my kind of guy. He had his priorities set. He wouldn't fake anything to please anybody.


  The Dead Man encourages me to cope with the unexpected by drawing on experience and common sense. Meaning, basically, don't run blindfold sprints in an active cemetery. Experience suggested that Bittegurn Brittigarn was dimmer than a bushel of rocks.


  Bittegurn had a round, apple-cheeked face notable for a huge white drooping mustache. The hair had migrated there from the top of his head. He growled, "Well, is it a secret?" He took another swig of wine. I could smell the vinegar from ten feet away. "Smooth." He sneered, wiped his mouth on his sleeve.


  I explained again. "I'm Garrett. I find things out. I look for people. I ask questions. I'm here to ask questions about religion in Ymber."


  "Ain't no religion in Ymber."


  "What?"


  "It's all here in TunFaire now. Which one are you doing now?"


  "Asking questions so I can figure things out."


  He waited. Probably hoping I'd offer a bribe. I waited. He asked, "You going to start?"


  "All right. To review. You're from Ymber. Supposed to be an expert on its religions. I'm having trouble with religious people from Ymber. My house is overrun by cats dumped on me by a street urchin who's supposedly a religious princess. Who's disappeared. Now my neighborhood is infested with thugs wearing hideous green pants. They supposedly work for a god named Aleph. When they're not destroying private property they do volunteer maintenance and rehab at the Bledsoe. Where they're putting metal animal statues in the walls."


  "A-Laf."


  "Huh?"


  "The god's name is A-Laf. Not Aleph."


  "I stand corrected. Is that important?"


  "I doubt it. Damn. That dead soldier was the last of his regiment."


  Subtle.


  "I'll see if I can't scare up some recruits. As soon as we finish." Part of being a crack investigator is finding a thread to tug. I'd grabbed hold of a rope.


  "What's that?"


  "What?"


  "That thing you're fiddling with."


  "A rock. Somebody tried to kill me with it. Tell me about A-Lat."


  He didn't correct my pronunciation. "A-Lat is the Queen of the Night. The Mother of Darkness. Love and death wrapped up in one ugly bundle. Her cult used to be big on temple prostitution. It doesn't exist anymore. Can I see the stone? It don't look natural."


  "How long ago did you leave Ymber? If the cult is extinct, how come I'm up to my ears in its enemies?"


  "I've been here two years. My faith fled when the A-Laf cultists began murdering unbelievers. Especially A-Lat's women. They tortured the last high priestess to death. They sacrificed the goddess's sacred feline avatar to the idiot idol in A-Laf's temple."


  Ah. Finally. Actual information.


  The Dead Man is right. Patience wins.


  Notions fell into place. There was a pattern and rhythm here. TunFaire would be the secondary impact zone. In Ymber there'd be prophecies and rumors of secret heirs to unknown obligations. There'd be brave fighters continuing the struggle even though all hope seemed lost. One-eyed men and left-handed men missing a finger from their right hand. The stuff of high heroic tales. On a farm community scale, of course. Where most of the king's subjects don't give a rat's ass about any of that. They have thunder-lizards to skin and crops to get in.


  "Let me see that thing."


  I handed BB the stone despite an instant of irrational reluctance.


  He grunted. He stared. He grew pale as he moved deeper into the light flung off by a phalanx of votive candles. He squeaked, fumbled the stone, regained control, shoved the rock back at me. "Keep that away from fire. Any kind of fire. No matter what else you do."


  "Huh?"


  "You let a flame touch it, you'll be sorry the rest of your life. Which will last maybe as long as another minute. If you're friggin' beloved of the gods."


  I didn't like the sound of that. "What the hell?"


  "You don't got no idea what you got there, do you?"


  "I have a green rock. Somebody tried to brain me with it. I started carrying it around because I tend to slow down, relax, and think clearer thoughts when I'm fiddling with it."


  "Your hands are warm. It likes that. So it makes you feel good."


  Warm hands? Tell that to Tinnie. "How about a little hint?"


  "It's egg shaped. Right? That's on account of it's an egg."


  "Huh?" Old Garrett is quick as a glacier sometimes.


  "Friend, you've laid hands on a roc's egg. I don't know why anybody would try to brain you with it, but—"


  "Great pun, Slick. Egg-shaped rock. Rock's egg. Where baby boulders come from."


  "Roc. Bird of fire. Burn your house down around you in half a minute if the egg touches flame and it hatches, roc."


  "Bird of fire? I thought that was a phoenix."


  "Same difference. I was you, I'd jump outside and see how far I could fling it out in the river. It'd stay plenty cold down in the mud."


  "Rocs are huge. They carry off mammoths."


  "An exaggeration. There are four species around Ymber. The biggest might be able to take a lamb or a small dog. People remember them big because they're so busy getting under cover they don't have time to look close. The littlest roc ain't much bigger than a sparrow. Zips around like a hummingbird. That egg you got, that's from what they call the bird of paradise phoenix. Looks kind of like a pheasant in a clown suit."


  "Like a parrot?"


  "Gaudier. Tenderloin gaudy. On account of which, they've pretty much been hunted out for their feathers."


  "How do you hunt a roc down and take his feathers?"


  "Like the joke says. Carefully."


  I gave him the fisheye. He'd distracted me from comparative-religion research. "My mother used to call things ‘rare as roc's eggs.' When she wasn't on about frog fur or hen's teeth."


  "More roc's eggs around than frog fur coats. But they ain't common. Especially the big ones. It takes a rare combination of guts and inspired stupidity to raid a phoenix's nest."


  "I know some guys who'd fit."


  "Indeed. A-Laf's sextons are chock-full of stupid and brave. But the deacons, the dicks who tell them what to do, wouldn't waste them that way. You got a sweet mystery there, my friend. No telling how one a them got hold of an egg. Maybe from when they took A-Lat's temple. She had them all." BB paused to irrigate his pipes by chugging half a pint of wine.


  "Thought that dead soldier was the last of his tribe."


  "You didn't run out and volunteer to . . . you didn't volunteer to run out and . . . hell. We got a new regiment coming into the line. Aged in the cask since last Sedonaday."


  "Which?"


  "Sedonaday. Holy day of obligation for Ymnamics. Day before yesterday. Man, I'm telling you, if that was my egg, I'd prance outside and see how far out I could throw it. Get it way out there, down deep in the cold, cold mud."


  I ignored BB's chatter, which was one hundred percent pure bull specks. But he had gotten me thinking. "Suppose I wanted to kill somebody by setting them on fire?"


  BB's face got redder. "I ain't getting rich here, Slick, but I ain't the kind that—"


  "I don't want to kill anybody. I want to figure out why they're dying. It's something else I'm looking at. People catching on fire." I explained a little, naming no names.


  "I can see where you might think rocs' eggs, not having heard about them before. But your target would have to cooperate. The big question is, why even try? There're easier ways to kill people. It does sound like a sorcery problem, though. Look for a fire kind of wizard with rabid bats in his belfry. Or some stray pyro talent who hasn't been spotted by the horrors on the Hill yet. A refugee, maybe."


  BB's latest bottle, come out of nowhere, seemed particularly potent. He developed difficulties enunciating. Before long he would shift to a language no one but Bittegurn Brittigarn understood.


  "Maybe somebody who came to his abilities late and thought he could keep them hidden? Somebody with a deep streak of darkness?"


  "There you go, Chief. You keep on keeping on, there you'll be."


  This was starting to head for one-hand-clapping country.


  "Give me a little help before you get all the way gone, Pastor. I need to know about the A-Lat cult. You say it's dead. But I know a girl who says she's the high priestess of A-Lat."


  Bittegurn Brittigarn focused on those skills needed to lift a wine container to his lips with no wastage.


  I asked, "How does a roc's egg turn into a projectile meant to brain me?" If that really was an egg, how come it was hard as a rock?


  "I don' know, man. Go ask the sexton what flung it."


  That was on my list. If Block and Relway would indulge me.


  BB was sliding fast. "The A-Laf crowd. Why would they rehab the Bledsoe?"


  He wasn't native born. He had to have the charity hospital explained. Then, "For fifty years nobody but the imperial pretenders have put one copper into the Bledsoe." Gross exaggeration. The Bledsoe is the big charity for TunFaire's well-to-do. But that didn't matter now. "I really want to know why they're putting those metal animals in the wall."


  Bittegurn Brittigarn took him a long, long pull of wine. "For the pain."


  "What does that mean?"


  The priest's eyes closed. When they opened again they held a strong "You still here?" quality. He didn't say anything. Probably couldn't. But I had some interesting angles to pursue now. "I appreciate you taking time out of your busy day. I have to go. My mom is probably in a panic."


  He didn't respond, other than to drool. In half an hour he'd gone from sober, friendly, and evasive to slobbering waste.


  He did mutter, "The pain," over and over. "They feed on the pain."


  He settled on the floor with his back to a wall. Making sure he had a fresh bottle in hand and several more in easy reach. He began to mutter a song in dialect, either liturgical or that dread tongue known only to those who drink sufficiently deep.


  Wham!


  The impact flung me against the wall. I turned as I bounced, wobbled toward a wide little woman swinging the business end of a broom in from the other side of town.


  Wham!


  "Hey! What the—?"


  "So you're the bastard who's lured Bitte into the Realm of Sin!" Wham! She got all her weight into her swing.


  "Lady, I never saw this guy before half an hour ago."


  "You maggot! You bottom-feeding pustule of sin! You. . . ." There was more unjust defamation. A lot. By dint of longer limbs and skills honed in combat, I maneuvered around the stout little harridan and escaped.


  She didn't chase me.


  I stood beside the doorway, out of sight, and eavesdropped as she turned her fury on a shiftless, lying, no-good, wine-soaked bastard Bittegurn Brittigarn.


  I headed home convinced that I knew why Brittigarn had developed a love affair with the spoiled grape.
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  Armed with marvelous new knowledge, I ambled toward my own part of town. I didn't pay attention. It took me a while to realize my secret-police angel was gone and Spider Webb was back.


  Spidey just wanted to know where I went and who I saw. Chuckle, chuckle. I led him to the Al-Khar, then wandered on after being refused access to Block and Relway. Relway's very existence having been denied despite his being publicly proclaimed chief of the Unpublished Committee for Royal Security. I de-toured past Harvester Temisk's digs. He wasn't there. I circled The Palms without disturbing Morley Dotes or any cranky henchmen. By then I was running crosseyed. It don't pay to get up early.


  I ran into Saucerhead Tharpe four blocks from home. He wasn't alone. I didn't duck in time.


  "Hey, Butthead Boy," Winger bellowed. "I seen you. Don't you be trying to hide." The woman has a tendency toward loud. Tharpe seemed embarrassed to be caught in her company.


  Winger is a good-looking woman. Blond, with the right stuff in all the right places, and the gods were generous when they built the best parts. But there are detractions from those natural attractions. Her size and her attitude.


  Winger is as tall as me. And argumentative on her best day. Lucky me, I manage to avoid her a lot nowadays.


  Saucerhead tried to look apologetic without saying anything that would get him an ass kicking. "I done some checking on that thing you wanted me to find. I know where it's hid."


  "Do you? You know where it is now?" Because I could see Penny Dreadful down the block, conspicuously inconspicuous as she lurked and loitered. She was tailing Tharpe and his convoy. No doubt trying to find out who was sneaking around her and why.


  A squeak of a voice caught my ear. "Are you really Garrett? The Garrett? The man who—?"


  "Yeah," Winger said. "That's him. Definitely the man who."


  Set beside Winger this guy was almost invisible. He was ten inches shorter, bone skinny, bone pale, twitchy as a whore in church. "Jon Salvation, Mr. Garrett. It's a huge honor to meet you. I've heard so much about you."


  "His name is Pilsuds Vilchik," Winger barked. "I call him the Remora."


  Jon Salvation broke out a big, nervous smile.


  Saucerhead said, "He's the boy I told you about. Follows Winger around and writes up everything she does."


  Jon Salvation smiled again and bobbed his head.


  I asked, "How come?"


  Winger said, "On account of I'm a heroic figure and I'm so busy being heroic I don't have time to write my own saga down."


  "Not to mention that you're illiterate, eh?"


  Saucerhead chuckled. "The real story is, she let the boy have a little one time when she was plotzed. He liked it so much she ain't been able to shake him since."


  Winger snarled, "That ain't what happened. Not quite."


  I glanced at Jon Salvation. Seemed he didn't mind being talked about like he wasn't there. The story of his life, probably. Some people are like that. Naturally invisible. There are years when I envy them.


  Salvation produced a little board with sheets of cheap paper fastened to it by rivets at the top. He scribbled furiously using the writing stick we make in the manufactory where I'm a minor shareholder."


  Feel sorry for them if you like. Jon Salvations create themselves.


  "Pleased to meet you," I said. "Don't write down anything the Watch can use for evidence." I wondered what he'd done in the war. Obviously, he'd survived.


  Winger sneered.


  I told her, "You're always on the edge, sweetie." That's her nature. The way she wants it. Fine by me. As long as she don't drag me in. "Saucerhead. One more time. Where's the item of interest right now?"


  "On the shelf, I reckon. Worried about getting out and about."


  "Actually, she's right over there, skulking around in front of Scuttleman's coal yard. Watching you."


  Nobody looked. Not even the Remora. Tharpe muttered, "Damn sharp for a kid."


  "I don't know." Plenty of kids Penny's age are resourceful enough to survive. Saucerhead was one himself once upon a time. "This one may have more talents and resources than most."


  Saucerhead eyed me expectantly.


  I told him, "I'm headed home. If somebody turned up at my door with a special prize, I might turn up holding a fat bonus."


  "Gotcha."


  Winger tried to horn in, hoping she could carve off a slice. I ignored her, which isn't always wise. She's liable to knock you down just to get your attention. "Good job, Saucerhead. Thing you could do next is, find Harvester Temisk."


  "The shyster?"


  "Him. Don't be obvious. Especially not if you find him. Teacher White wants him, too. And not to give him a birthday present."


  "Gotcha."


  "Later, then. Winger. How about you stun the gods above and the gods below speechless?"


  "What?"


  "Stay out of trouble."


  "You're a complete horse's ass, Garrett."


  "But snuggly warm and lovable."


  "Like one a them giant porkypine thunder-lizard things."


  She is a woman. She will have the last word. Since they live longer, there was no point me trying to win out of stubborn. I made my getaway.


  Jon Salvation wrote it all down.
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  There was a subtle difference about home when I got there. And it wasn't all the loiterers from the Watch and Teacher White's gang. Welby Dell and a sidekick. Welby's partner was a six-foot-five albino so emaciated a little girl once called him Skelington. It stuck. They seemed unaware of the presence of the law. The law, on the other hand, was well aware of them.


  There were Relway Runners all over. Mrs. Cardonlos' place was busier than a termite mound.


  I knocked. The door man obviously hadn't come round yet. My key would be useless.


  Pular Singe let me in. "Did you learn anything?"


  "I'm more popular than I thought I could ever be. Fans by the legion are following me around. None getting in my way, though."


  Singe hissed. She saw something behind me. I turned, too late. "What?"


  "One of those men with the obscene trousers."


  "So Relway hasn't caught them all. What's going on?"


  "Unh?"


  "Something feels funny."


  "John Stretch is in the kitchen."


  "And he wants something."


  "He wants to give you his report. Why don't you come in so I can shut the door?"


  Not a bad idea with a Green Pants goon around. He might own a sling and have a pocket full of rocs' eggs.


  On cue something whizzed past my right ear. Not a sniper's effort, though. It was Melondie Kadare. She hovered momentarily, then headed for the kitchen, doubtless after hair of the mad dog. Where she got into it with Dean. Dean had no sympathy for her. The man has an attitude problem. He's determined to call a hangover a self-inflicted wound.


  Being a trained observer, I observed, "He's in a foul mood."


  Singe said, "Things have not gone his way today."


  I sensed a story. She didn't give it up.


  John Stretch followed his nose from the kitchen to my office. I said, "I never noticed how long his snoot is before."


  John Stretch scowled. As much as a ratperson can.


  "Just messing with Singe," I said. I helped myself to a seat behind my desk. My lap had a cat on board almost instantly. Melondie Kadare whirred in a moment later. "He didn't use a flyswatter on you. Puts you ahead of the game. So don't go whining to me."


  John Stretch started telling me what his rats had seen at Whitefield Hall. I stopped him. "Hang on. I need to write stuff down." He had much more than I'd expected. He had quotes from Belinda's underbosses, some quite revealing of their thinking.


  Before he finished I had an idea where every major player stood. I just hoped he wasn't making stuff up because he thought I wanted to hear it.


  "You're a gold mine, John Stretch." These nuggets would set Director Relway to singing and dancing. Plainly, Chodo's appearance at Whitefield Hall had changed the underworld dramatically.


  Unfortunately, none of it was of any use to me.


  "Hang on," I told the lord of the rats, figuring John Stretch so styled himself in his own heart. "Melondie, girl of my fantasies, I see you bubbling. You remembered something you haven't told me already?"


  Not really, it turned out.


  "So, did anybody figure out how the fires started?"


  No. All those eyes hadn't seen a thing I'd missed.


  "Was it some kind of sorcery?" Fire just doesn't materialize out of nowhere. Does it?


  Neither Melondie nor John Stretch had detected any obvious sorcery.


  "Any speculations? The first victim was a rat. Then Buy Claxton. How did they catch fire? Nothing else in that kitchen was harmed."


  They had nothing.


  It made no sense. Though it did look like Chodo Contague was the common denominator in a lot of incidents.


  Damn! I wished I hadn't sent Saucerhead to catch Penny Dreadful. He could go up north to do all the miserable but necessary legwork.


  "I'd tell you if I could. If I knew!" Melondie Kadare snapped. "You're special to me."


  I glanced over my shoulder. Eleanor seemed amused. Which convinced me immediately that things were about to get worse.


  It began as I pulled the notion together.


  Dean appeared with refreshments. His clock radiated the kind of smug, wicked look he gets when he knows that I'm inescapably in for a life experience involving a whole hell of a lot of work. Not because we need money but because, in his lame view, it's good for my soul.


  Somebody started pounding on the door.


  Dean's smirk deserted him.


  He couldn't avoid answering. The rest of us were busy. Plus, it's his job.


  Muttering, he headed up front. I poured tea. Singe and John Stretch hit the muffins, fattening up for the winter.


  Dean returned, his sneer restored. "Mr. Tharpe is here, sir."


  Saucerhead filled the office doorway. He looked scared, an eventuality rare as rocs' eggs. "You got a back way out, Garrett?"


  "What's up? What did you do?"


  "I didn't do nothin' but what you told me. Which you owe me for. It's all your fault."


  "Whoa, big guy. Put some blinders on that mule. And back the cart up to where it started."


  "You told me to go catch that Penny Dreadful kid. So I did. No sooner do I lay hands on her, though, than she starts yelping rape an' sodomy an' incest an' all that shit." Which didn't bother him nearly as much as the fact that, "An' people listened. You hear me talking, Garrett? People listened. An' not only that, some a them come an' tried to help her! An' not only that, they chased me when I gave it up as a bad job an' decided to go away."


  "That what the crowd noise out front is all about?"


  "I don't know. They's probably getting all rowdy an' shit because they want you to come out an' teach them to dance the dublarfared. You being a famous dancer."


  I shook my head. I took a deep breath, sighed. I shook my head again. What was the world coming to? When did TunFairens start caring what happened to one of the city's countless feral brats?


  Saucerhead blubbered, "This is all your fault, Garrett! Ever since you got in this investigation racket you been doing the meek-are-gonna-inherit polka. An' now half the burg is buying into your do-gooder crap."


  "It won't last," I promised, despairing of his ever grasping the do-gooder point. "Too much social inertia. Too many people too vested in the old ways. Especially up on the Hill. Just take it easy. They'll get bored and go away. Dean. Did you get Belinda off all right?"


  He admitted that he had. And that she hadn't attracted any attention. Meaning the watchers outside figured her for one of my sleepover friends. Meaning, further, that I'd have some explaining to do once Tinnie got word.


  She always does.


  "Long as you're all here and don't have anything better to do. Listen to this." I told the tale of my visit to Brother Bittegurn Brittigarn's temple of Eis and Igory.


  I hadn't gotten BB pinned down about his own religious attitudes. Dean pointed that out. Smugly.


  Singe wanted to see the roc's egg.


  They all did. I let them pass it around.


  John Stretch said, "That priest pulled your leg, Garrett. This rock came out of a creek bed. You can get a thousand just like it at the arms bazaar."


  Singe said, "Our ancestors collected slingers' shot for the army."


  The sling was never an official weapon in any Karentine formation, but both sides employed native auxiliaries in the Cantard, some so backward they considered the sling a technological marvel of such murderous capacity that the gods themselves would rail against its use.


  There was universal agreement. My roc's egg was a rock and BB would still be snickering.


  There was a racket at the front door. Saucerhead jumped. He developed a haunted look. Scowling about the injustice, Dean headed for the bows of the Garrett barge.


  He came right back to announce, "Just neighborhood rabble. Did you want to talk to them?"


  "No. If you took in dogs instead of cats, we could set those on them."


  The monster in my lap stirred, but only to wriggle into a more comfortable position.


  John Stretch asked, "Does it look like a long siege? I need to get back. My people have a knack for mischief."


  Dean shrugged. "I don't know. But Mr. Garrett is right. Eventually, they'll get bored and go away."


  Once my pals in the Watch started rumors that would make the idiots decide that home-cooked food was more interesting than hanging around shouting obscenities about a fake complaint.


  Oops. Suppose Relway's Runners snatched the girl?


  "Hey, Saucerhead," I said. "What happened to Winger and her pet?"


  Tharpe sneered. "Closed chapter, buddy. Winger is all after a fisa . . . fiso . . . something collalogistical of some kind who wants to shove things up our. . . ."


  I shuddered, absent the remotest notion. If I understood him at all, Winger was right and we needed to hunt down somebody who found that stuff exciting. Whatever it was.


  I said, "That's interesting." Like I meant it. "This has been one of the longer days of my life. Thanks to these two villains." I pointed an indicting finger at Singe and Dean. "They started on me before the worms came out looking for the early birds. I'm so tired now that I probably won't go over to the factory tonight."


  Singe said, "Tinnie is not finished being mad at you. You should stay away till she's ready to accept your apology."


  "And when she hears about Belinda?" Life gets complicated if you get too engaged with it.


  Dean sneered.


  Saucerhead asked, "How was you figuring on getting out? On account of I still need to get out of here myself."


  "Just wait till they get bored."


  "There's still plenty of racket out there."


  I shrugged. Tired was wearing me down. Also, that hint of the weird closing in that I'd begun to feel as soon as I came home.


  Crash! Thunder shook the house. Stuff fell off my desk. Eleanor's portrait wobbled and ended up at a steep tilt. Dean dashed off to the kitchen. My ears rang. I hadn't heard anything fall out there but probably only because I couldn't hear.


  Singe's eyes went wide with terror. John Stretch's, too. The primal rat took over. They didn't run only because there was nowhere to go.


  Melondie Kadare was out cold.


  "That was a close one," I said. My voice sounded weird to me. I felt rather than heard the thunder rumble off into the distance. "That must have hit down here in the neighborhood."


  Saucerhead grunted feebly.


  I've never been bothered by thunder and lightning. I find a good lightning show enjoyable. But I'd seldom had the hobnailed boot of a god slam down quite so close. "That ought to break up the mob out front, Saucerhead."


  He couldn't hear me, but the idea occurred to him on its own. He got moving toward the front door.


  Dean returned, half of his favorite teapot dangling from his right forefinger. There were tears in his eyes.


  A second peal of thunder started way off to the east and stumbled toward us, roared overhead, hugely loud, then ambled on westward, diminuendo. Soon afterward a lightning symphony opened to a vast audience.


  Then some antic vandal of a boy god knocked open the sluice gates of heaven. The rain came. Torrents hammered the house.


  Kittens poked their noses out of hiding places. Well. The world was still here.


  Saucerhead came back. "That broke them up. Man, you got to see the hailstones coming down." He was more awed than frightened now.


  I went to look.


  Tharpe was right. It was an awesome show, the lightning flailing around, thunder's hammers pounding the anvil of the sky, hail coming in a downpour heavier than any I'd ever seen.


  People always exaggerate the size of hailstones. That's human nature. So I'll say only that there were tons of them, they were big, and on the ricochet they knocked over carts and wagons. Then daring, enterprising, dim-witted youths hit the street with buckets and baskets, harvesting the ice while it still hammered down.


  A flash almost blinded me. Thunder's roar came a heartbeat later, so strong I felt it right through my body. Had gangs of stormwardens decided to rumble? My ex-army pals claim they saw a lot of this sort of thing in the main war theater.


  There were material as well as social advantages to being a Marine. Marines on swampy islands in the Gulf didn't have to worry about getting caught between dueling sorcerers. Sorcerers, on both sides, didn't mind cruel and deadly warfare, but they refused to become physically uncomfortable while they were fighting.


  Saucerhead pushed past behind me. "I might freeze or drown, but I'm getting while I can get."


  I had a couple of kittens underfoot, trying to figure out what hailstones were. They weren't impressed.


  I asked, "You want a cat?"


  Tharpe gave me a look colder than a bushel of hailstones.


  "They're cute."


  He left me with a one-finger salute.
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  Once again I got up earlier than was rational. Since I'd gone to bed early, though, I missed no sleep. I just didn't regain what I'd lost the day before.


  Everybody else was up before me. Of course. Go figure. And they were all in good moods, despite wet and windy weather. Dean had a warm fire going. I settled in and observed professionally while he continued to deal with the storm damage. "How much do we need to replace?"


  "I'm making a list. Not a lot. We had too much to begin with, since we never entertain." He produced tea in a cracked beaker. I drank.


  "What's Singe up to?"


  "She and her brother are in talking to the thing."


  "The thing? Old Jolly woke up? Why didn't you say so?"


  "It may be old age confusing me. I thought I just did. The fury of the storm woke him up."


  I didn't buy that. Now I knew why I'd felt weird after I got home yesterday. Old Bones was awake and lying back in the weeds.


  "Give me a refill, here, and I'll be off."


  He muttered something about my not needing any tea to get there.


  

  


  


  Singe had half the lamps in the house in the Dead Man's room. He makes her nervous. Though I don't know many people who are comfortable around corpses. Particularly around corpses still inhabited by the original occupants, like a ghost that can't get up and walk.


  Asking what kind of mood he was in would waste time. Ill-tempered usually covered it. Instead, I asked, "Where are the cats?"


  "Hiding," Singe said. "They are terrified."


  "Makes sense. In his time His Nibs was known as Terror of Kittens."


  John Stretch eyed me like he wasn't sure I was joking. He was rattled. If he were human, he'd have been a bloodless white.


  "You sure he's awake?" I asked. "I've been in here a whole minute and he hasn't contradicted me yet."


  There are matters of greater weight to consider, Garrett. A dozen minds in the street outside need examination. Employing a pickpocket's touch inasmuch as they believe that I am no longer viable.


  "Ah. Were you ever?"


  And still the man wonders why I prefer sleep to suffering his company.


  He was employing one of his lesser minds to communicate. He didn't have his heart behind his snaps. He was distracted. Which was a good sign. He'd found this new world exciting enough to engage his intellect.


  Here is what you must do. Beginning immediately. Have Mr. Tharpe and Ms. Winger come see me. Employing your considerable talent for fabrication, get each of the following to visit, as well. Colonel Block and Deal Relway. Miss Contague. The child, Penny Dreadful. Any of the men who wear green pants. Or their handlers. The priest you visited. Teacher White or one of his henchmen.


  Once I have interviewed a few of them it should become possible to develop strategies. Finding Mr. Contague and Mr. Temisk will be critical. Those two will be able to clarify the developing shakeout in organized crime.


  That's the Dead Man. He goes on and on. And on. The bottom line is legwork for me.


  Where is the bird? I do not sense the parrot.


  "Gone," I said. I tried to sound thrilled, but the truth is, I do miss the foulmouthed chicken. Just a little. In rare, maudlin moments.


  Ah. An interesting turn of events. Most of which I am thankful to have missed.


  "You didn't miss much."


  Do you honestly believe you can mislead me?


  "I don't remember who, but somebody said that where there's life, there's hope."


  My cousin Duphel said it first.


  "What?"


  He responded with the mental equivalent of a shrug. He had wasted time enough. Here is your schedule.


  My partner. Already in there bullying me to collect the bits he needed to make sense of the senseless. He makes connections quicker than I do.


  Should you prove able to approach Mr. Dotes in such fashion that his subsequent actions appear to be independent of your visit, ask him to stop by. Then go to the Bledsoe. See what more the outlanders have done.


  Didn't seem like they could've gotten much done. Most of them were in jail.


  There is a witch you know.


  "I know several."


  Exclude your stable of floozies.


  "Ouch! I was."


  Retain one and ask her to come here.


  "One who doesn't know about you?"


  That would be preferable.


  "I'm starting to wonder why I'm always determined to wake you up. Life is simpler when you're asleep."


  But it goes nowhere.


  "Wrong, Butterbutt. It goes the best places of all."


  He started rummaging around inside my head, evidently under the delusion that he'd been invited. In seconds he was appalled in a big way.


  Where is the parrot?


  "Mr. Big? Pursuing a higher calling." The Goddamn Parrot belongs to days gone by and other stories. If there's any mercy in heaven, he'll never be more than another dyspeptic memory.


  Chuckles tromped around inside my skull like twenty drug-crazed home invaders wearing sensible shoes. Being Himself, he dropped the question of the pestiferous, overdressed chicken like a maggoty dead mouse. He plowed on as though Mr. Big never existed.


  "Speaking of critters. Tell me about the cats infesting the house. They don't seem normal."


  It is impossible to slip anything past you.


  "Answer the question."


  They are not normal cats. As you have surmised. They do demonstrate points of character we associate with domestic cats. I am unable, yet, to see into their minds. They are afraid of me.


  "Sounds like a healthy attitude. Everybody ought to be."


  You might adopt it yourself.


  "But I know what a big old cuddle bear you really are."


  Be careful when you leave. The kittens may attempt to escape.


  I was being dismissed. Told to get on with my chores. Sometimes he forgets who the senior partner is.


  I returned to my office, found me a scrap of paper with a little clean on one side, made myself a list.
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  I leaned into the Dead Man's room. "You awake enough to reach somebody a block away?"


  Be more specific.


  "I just took a look out front. If you can reach a block, you can nab a character called Skelington, who works for Teacher White."


  Where?


  I described the spot.


  It may be that I am not sufficiently awake. If that bird was here, I could send him out and ride along.


  "Gotcha." He wanted me to go out there. "Don't be surprised if Skelington runs when he sees me coming, though."


  At this point in your career you should be capable of making an unthreatening approach.


  No point debating. "I'm on my way." I hitched my pants, patted myself down. I had an adequate low-intensity arsenal on board.


  I was ready.


  

  


  


  The weather drama was over, but a drizzle continued. Not a day when I'd work if Himself weren't back there with a sharp stick, poking.


  Skelington was less thrilled to be out than I. Huddled in misery, he failed to see me coming till it was too late.


  I told myself, "That went well," as Skelington entered my house. Maybe drizzly weather wasn't all bad, after all.


  Nobody was at home at Saucerhead's place. He hadn't been seen since yesterday. So he hadn't gone home from my place. I left a message mentioning the possibility of paid work.


  Winger wasn't in her usual haunts. I couldn't run her down at home because I didn't know where she lived. I left word that Garrett had cash for her if she came to my house.


  I couldn't think of a scheme to lure Block or Relway.


  I strolled past Morley's place. Sarge was out front doing some wet-weather sweeping, pushing litter and horse apples over in front of a neighbor's dump. He showed me a scowl so black I waved and kept rolling. Just passing through. Didn't have no notion to drop in.


  At Harvester Temisk's place two no-neck types muttered to one another about the chances of snow. I didn't recognize them. I did spot a familiar Relway Runner keeping an eye on the two Brunos.


  Not once during my icy-drizzle-down-the-back-of-my-neck wanderings did I spot Penny Dreadful. Which goes to show that even a fourteen-year-old girl has better sense.


  Belinda I disregarded. I had no idea where to look for her nor any notion where to leave a message.


  I wandered over to Playmate's stable, just to get in out of the miseries.


  "Garrett, you look like that thing they talk about the cat dragging in." Playmate was banging hot iron in the smithy of his stable. Building horseshoes. Weather got in because he hadn't repaired all the damage done during some excitement we were involved in not long ago. He grumbled about not having the money.


  Money couldn't be the problem. He had points in the same manufactory I did.


  "Us honest folk got to work no matter what the weather is like."


  Play whopped a hot horseshoe. "You make me regret that I've heard a calling, Garrett. Sometimes I want to cut loose and tell you how full of the stinky you are. This is one of those times."


  "How come everybody does me that way, Play?"


  "Everybody knows you."


  I grumbled but didn't remind him that I was always there when any of them needed something.


  "So to what do I owe the honor of your presence? What favor do you want now?"


  "Nothing. Except to get in out of the rain. I'm headed somewhere else."


  "Why aren't you home resting up for an evening of debauchery?"


  "The Dead Man is awake."


  "Oh. Thanks."


  "You see? You're forewarned. The only guy in this cesspool of a city who is. So don't pass it along."


  "I said thank you. Want some tea? There's water." He never lacks for heat in the smithy.


  "Sure. Hey. You have any idea what happened to Antik Oder, used to have a storefront down the street?"


  "Aha! So now we get to it."


  "To what? The Dead Man wants a witch. Elderberry Whine kicked off when I wasn't looking."


  Playmate made tea, his grin ivory in a mahogany sea. "Antik is still there. She isn't what you're looking for, though."


  "Why not?"


  "She's a fraud."


  I grunted, sipped tea. "There's something in this."


  "I dribbled in a dollop of vanilla rum."


  I'm not big on hard liquor, but this was good. I rendered myself incapable of competent behavior in minutes.


  It seemed like a good idea at the time.


  Playmate isn't the kind who lets friendship get in the way of business. Much. "Rain's slowing down, Garrett. Time to move on."


  I'd told him most of what was happening, hoping he'd have a suggestion. I'd wasted my breath. He asked, "Where are you headed from here?"


  "I don't know. I'm thinking about crawling into the hayloft and grabbing forty winks."


  Playmate frowned. He thought I was scamming, but couldn't figure my angle. "I guess it can't hurt. But shouldn't you show more ambition?"


  "Ambition? About what?"


  "Your job."


  "Why? There ain't nobody paying me."


  

  


  


  He doesn't stint the critters. The hay in the loft was first-rate. It retained enough sweet clover smell to remind me of idylls in country pastures.


  He was wrong. The drizzle hadn't slowed. It had grown into a steady rain. The rattle on the shingles overhead was a powerful soporific. Or maybe that was the rum.


  I was gone in half a minute.
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  First I thought it was the change in the patter of the rain. Then I thought it was the cold. But the war taught me to wake up carefully and not to trust first impressions. I lay still, controlled my breathing, listened.


  Playmate had company. That company wasn't looking for a place to stash horses.


  I moved glacially till I could see.


  Teacher White was down there, safely distant from Playmate, not coming across half as fierce as he wanted. He looked more like a pretend bad guy.


  Assisting Teacher were two wide-load no-necks who looked like they were from out of town. Plausible, given that Teacher had only a half dozen soldiers of his own, none heftier than Spider Webb or Skelington.


  Teacher cautioned the wide bodies, "Careful. There's more to the man than meets the eye." Though I can't imagine anybody underestimating Playmate.


  Teacher told him, "There ain't no need for nobody to get hurt, Play. All you—"


  "There is, you come in here pushing me around."


  I steeled myself to jump in, though I suspected Playmate would be all right. The shoe might be on the other hoof. The bad guys might need help before the straw settled.


  Playmate is all religious. He preaches turn the other cheek. But he takes an eye-for-an-eye attitude when it comes to professional scum.


  Teacher asked, "Where's Garrett?"


  Playmate didn't answer.


  The wide loads moved in. Playmate met one with an invisibly fast straight jab to the schnoz that rocked the man's head back like it was about to pop off its stump. He plopped down on his back of beyond with a stunned, goofy look.


  The second thug took a punch to the chest. Pure amazement filled his face. This didn't happen when you educated civilians.


  Playmate collected a hammer. He showed it to Teacher White. Teacher took note. "Time to move along, boys."


  Good thing, too, because I was just about to jump down and make life really harsh for Teacher.


  Then I saw what I would've jumped into.


  Spider Webb and guys named Original Dick and Vernor Choke showed up to help the wide loads leave. They hadn't made a sound there under the hayloft.


  Vernor Choke had been born to his name. I didn't know the story on Original Dick. I wouldn't hang the moniker on anybody, but that didn't mean his mother hadn't.


  I climbed down half a minute after Spider Webb exited, the last of the crew to leave.


  Playmate observed, "Once again there's proof that just knowing you is a bad idea."


  "What was that all about?"


  "They're looking for some guy named Garrett. Said they followed him here. They didn't say why. They seemed pretty determined, though."


  I put on my best baffled face. Without faking. "I don't get it. They've been following me around long enough to see that I can't tell them what they want to know."


  "And what would that be, Garrett?"


  "Huh? What would what be?"


  "What do they want to know?"


  "Well, hell!" I had no real idea. "Maybe just a closer look at my pretty face."


  They did know that I couldn't find Chodo or Harvester. Didn't they?


  "Oh, sure. That's got to be it, Garrett. How did that get past me?"
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  I gave Teacher and his crew fifteen minutes to hurry off to some far place where they could get out of the wet and forget harassing a handsome but ignorant investigator. Playmate supported my tactical view.


  "I couldn't figure out what they really wanted," he admitted. "They changed stories three times. The bottom line, though, was that they really, really, really wanted to lay hands on a guy named Garrett."


  "Thanks for not giving me up."


  "Gratitude noted in the Book of for Whatever That's Worth."


  "I am a handsome young man."


  "Duly noted in the Book of Natural Fertilizers. Why don't you get out of here so I can get some work done?"


  Some folks are obsessed with being productive.


  "I can take a hint." I left messages for Saucerhead and Winger, in case he saw them before they got the word somewhere else.


  

  


  


  The rain wasn't heavy, but it was steady. It wasn't one to please the farmers. They want their soakers in the springtime.


  A voice husked, "Garrett."


  I was a block from Playmate's. I was hunched over, wishing I had a poncho. The ones we'd used in the islands hadn't kept us dry, but they did keep us from being wounded by the larger raindrops.


  "Spider." I hit Webb alongside the head with my stick, then spun and got Original Dick in his namesake. I wove easily past a wide-eyed Vernor Choke, smacked Teacher White between the eyes, and slid behind him while he wobbled. My stick lay across his throat. I lifted him a little.


  Spider leaned against a wall, trying not to get dragged under by a concussion. Original lay curled up on the cobblestones in a smear of his own puke, fighting for air. Choke put on a show of dancing around looking for an opening. Teacher complained, "You broke my nose! I got blood all over my new jacket!"


  They hadn't expected me to explode.


  I hadn't brought enough explosives. I whispered, "Teacher, how about you tell me why you guys keep dogging me?" Then the big boys responded to all the whining.


  I popped Teacher again, from behind, with immense enthusiasm, then faked right and ran left, headed for Playmate's place.


  One of the Brunos grabbed Vernor Choke and flung him like a bola. And Choke did the job, what with all those legs and arms trying to latch on to something as he flew by. I took several solid thumps before I got untangled. Seeing double, I had legs too watery to run.


  Where was the Watch when a little interference might be useful?


  Following Welby Dell, who was disguised as a handsome investigator by a cute illusion you can pick up for next to nothing on the black market.


  I was too busy hurting to care. I got in a good whack at a kneecap. The other wide body kicked me in the ribs. Then somebody hit me from behind with that bucket of rocks than which he was dumber.
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  "Hey, Teach, I fink da asshole's comin' round," a voice said. It turned out to be Vernor Choke's.


  I was tied into an ancient wooden armchair. The setting was the sort of hideout gang guys run to when there's a war on. There were pallets scattered around. Spider Webb and Original Dick occupied two. Both were in worse shape than me.


  Choke got behind me. He lifted my chin, showed me Teacher White slumped in a chair close by, still leaking a little red.


  Welby Dell appeared with a bowl of water, some cloth pieces, and a dirty hunk of sponge. He went to work on Teacher's face.


  White mumbled something.


  Dell relayed. "Where's Chodo?"


  I shrugged. "I don't know. At home, I reckon. He don't get out much."


  White mumbled. Dell asked, "Where's Harvester Temisk?"


  "He don't keep me posted." I tried to turn my head. I wanted a fix on the wide bodies. Choke wouldn't let me. "Aren't you a little low on the food chain for this kind of crap?"


  Welby Dell grimaced. Exactly what he thought. All this was going to make life tough later. Teacher was betting their asses on one pass of the dice.


  So Teacher hadn't polled the troops before hiring outsiders and dumping everybody in the kettle. Nor had he leveled with them yet. They'd have a grand scramble, saving their butts.


  Teacher mumbled, "I believe you, Garrett. I was pretty sure you wouldn't know. But you're a whiz at finding things. So you're going to find Harvester and Chodo for me."


  I tried to work my muscles so they'd be loose when I jumped up out of the chair.


  Teacher grumbled, "Where the fuck is Skelington? I got Original and Spider down. . . . That asshole was supposed to be . . . he bail on me?" White's eyes narrowed. He'd had a thought. That was so unusual that he took a while to get used to it before he asked, "You know where Skelington is, Garrett?"


  I shook my head. That hurt. "Ask Director Relway." Maybe I wouldn't do much flying around. I had cracked ribs to go with my dented head.


  Something was nuts. Teacher White wasn't stupid enough to come at me like this. He had to have an angle.


  "Fucking Skelington! Fucking moron Skelington! He chickened out! He bailed. We gotta get the fuck outta here. Goddamn Skelington."


  White's intelligibility began to fade.


  "Brett. Bart. About time, you assholes. You find Kolda? You get the stuff from him? Give it to Garrett. Now. We got to get the fuck out of here."


  A ham of a hand grabbed my hair and yanked. Another got hold of my chin and forced my mouth open. Another one packed my mouth with shredded weed that had enjoyed a generation as skunk bedding before it got into the herbal-supplement racket. Yet another hand turned up with a lumpy old unfired mug full of water, most of which ended up on my outside.


  The several hands forced my mouth shut, then covered my nose so I couldn't breathe. The ancient trick for making a critter take its medicine.


  "Swallow, Garrett," Teacher told me.


  I fought, but there was no winning. The lump went down like a clump of raw chaw, blazing all the way.


  Teacher told me, "You'll nap for a while, Garrett. You just swallowed a drug that will see to that while Kolda's weeds have time to work." Teacher strained to hold it together long enough to give me all the bad news. "When you wake up you'll notice that it's getting hard to breathe. After a while, if you don't think about it, you'll stop. If you stop, you'll die."


  I felt something spreading from my belly already. It wasn't the happy warmth of a Weider Select lager.


  "Here's the deal. You stay awake and pay attention, you'll be all right. You fall asleep, you'll die. You can't remember to breathe if you're asleep. Bring me Chodo or Harvester before you croak—I'll give you the antidote. You know my word is solid."


  That was Teacher's reputation. Though it did rest exclusively on the testimony of people who were still alive. Those he'd done real dirt to weren't around to bear witness.


  "Nighty-night, Garrett. Don't waste no fucking time when you wake back up." White snarled, "The rest of you get this mess cleaned up. We got to get away from here."


  The man was an idiot. He'd jumped on what looked like a good idea without thinking it through. His biggest failing was right on the tip of my tongue when the sleepy drug dragged me off into the dark.


  The question was, how did I find him when I was ready to hand Chodo over? Assuming I found Chodo.


  Overall, Teacher White qualified as a smart crook. The proof? He was still alive. He'd reached middle management. He'd stayed alive by being careful never to show any imagination.


  His actions now constituted rock-hard evidence that he didn't have what it took to be a schemer.


  He was going to get killed.


  There was a damned good chance he'd take me with him.
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  Damn, my head hurt.


  That wasn't a hangover. This was real pain caused by real blows to the head. Accompanied by pains everywhere else.


  I was in the same chair. I wasn't tied down anymore. It was raining. Still. Moist air gusted in through a door that banged in the wind. It was the middle of the night. The rain was no heavier, but the wind was colder and more fierce. Occasional barks of thunder rattled the walls.


  I got up. The change in elevation made my head swirl. My temples throbbed. My ribs screamed in protest. I might have made a sound or two myself.


  There was no light. I wasted no time looking for a lamp. I headed for the doorway, landmarked by the lightning. I had to get out. I had to get moving. I couldn't get caught here.


  I was at street level but didn't recognize where. I tried to get my thoughts wrapped around memories of Teacher White's territory. That didn't help.


  It was cold and wet out. I wasn't dressed for it.


  Not only had Teacher's guys disarmed me, but they had taken my jacket. They'd taken my roc's egg and my belt. I was going to be cold and wet and miserable before I got home. Assuming I figured out which way to go.


  I clung to the doorframe, feeling too sick to move. Chunks of hardened rain took the occasional nick out of my face. I looked back at what I needed to leave behind, fast.


  There were dead bodies in there. Original Dick and Spider Webb. I didn't know why. Or how. I wasn't going to check. Original was still curled up where he'd been all along, clinging to his midnight specials.


  I staggered into the weather and hiked. I reached an intersection. It told me nothing. I clung to my assumption that I was inside Teacher's patch. I turned left because that would take me uphill. A higher vantage might reveal a familiar landmark next time the lightning flashed.


  I shivered a lot.


  I figured out where I was after two more blocks. Headed the wrong direction. Four blocks down that way . . . stumble. Stumble. And there I was, in a lane I knew, that led me to a street everyone knows. Two blocks east I hit a thoroughfare that would take me home. But my head wasn't clearing up. I had a serious concussion. And huge trouble breathing.
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  Somebody too close to me had breath that should've drawn flies. Then I realized that stinky mouth had kept me breathing with the kiss of life.


  Then I was home. Installed in a chair in the Dead Man's room. With no clue how I'd gotten there.


  In a chair. Again. Barely rational. Among many chairs, some occupied by people maybe worse off than me.


  The Dead Man had them under control. I felt his grip on me, which I resented immensely till I worked out that I was still alive because old Smiley was working my lungs for me.


  The Dead Man's company included Skelington, looking more cadaverous than ever, John Stretch in his sister's chair, Saucerhead, Winger, and the Remora. Jon Salvation glowed because he was mind to mind with the famous Dead Man. Oh, and there were three guys who worked for Block or Relway, tossed in a corner.


  Relax, Garrett. I have to examine your memories directly.


  I was focused on breathing so didn't argue. Ah. Here came hot soup and a toddy. Here came Singe and a baby cat that wanted nothing to do with the Dead Man's room. She set it in my lap. The arch went out of its back. Its fur lay down. It started purring. And I became both calm and optimistic.


  Winger and Jon Salvation got up and left, obviously on a mission. Saucerhead left soon afterward. Then Dean appeared. He said the rain had eased up enough for pixies to fly. If any flying had to be done.


  He went away and returned shortly with a toddy for my other hand.


  I began to feel more upbeat. My tummy was full, the toddies were warming me, and Singe was tending my dents and dings. "Careful with the ribs." The concussion seemed to have faded.


  Old Bones had turned off all my pain. Singe is no light-fingered nightingale. She poked, prodded, dug, gouged. "Nothing broken. This time. I need your shirt off to see how bad you are bruised."


  Several of Morley's men were on hand, looking nervous and inclined to be elsewhere. One snickered. Puddle's hulking shape made a sharp gesture. The others kept it to themselves after that.


  I focused a thought, wondering what they were doing here.


  It will be done as soon as possible. I must install memories in the one named Puddle that will permit him to carry information to Mr. Dotes without his recalling having had contact with me.


  "What happened to me?"


  My mind filled with outside recollections.


  One of Morley's boys had found me on his way to work. He'd been late. A woman was responsible. Married. To somebody who wasn't him. He wouldn't have noticed me if I hadn't been pointed out by some street kid.


  He told Morley that his friend Garrett was in the gutter down the street, bleeding in the rain.


  So I'd tried to reach The Palms after realizing that I couldn't make it home.


  A rescue team went out and scraped me up.


  There.


  Puddle and the boys departed, zombielike. Dean made sure they all left the premises.


  I recalled the terrible bad breath. And decided never to mention the kiss of life.


  Puddle has trouble with his breath.


  I find myself in a quandary.


  "Yeah? That anywhere near Ymber? Dean. How about another toddy?" I'd apologize to Max Weider someday. Rare though they be, in some moments beer isn't the best choice.


  Dean looked to the Dead Man momentarily before stating, "You get one more. Then there'll be no more drink."


  "The quandary?"


  I must see Colonel Block or Deal Relway. I will need them to help me get into the minds of the servants of A-Laf.


  "Then you turned Puddle loose too soon. Him and his crew could spread the word about how they brought me home and it don't look like I'll make it and you won't wake up to help. Or send that stack o' Watch in the corner."


  The front wall reverberated to a major pixie launch.


  I will correct that oversight. Dean. Take a few coins to the front door to express our gratitude to Mr. Dotes' men.


  Let Miss Pular put you to bed now, Garrett. You need not worry. As you surmised, Teacher White blundered badly.


  "Makes you wonder if anybody could be that dumb, don't it?"


  Never underestimate the reserves of stupid lying within this city. Nevertheless, an amble through Mr. White's mind might prove interesting.


  I wanted to ask what Skelington had revealed, but Singe didn't give me time.


  I know where to find you. Dean, see to the door, please.
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  I slept like a baby, thanks to my partner. One of his lesser minds managed my breathing. The samsom weed caused a sleep almost as deep as a coma. I had visitors during the night and was unaware of it. They included the herbalist who named what I'd been given but who knew of no antidote except good luck, time, and lots of water. He was amazed that I was still alive, so the luck did seem to be in.


  Skelington knew Teacher White got the sleepy weed from a character named Kolda. Skelington believed there was an antidote and he thought Kolda had it.


  Also in were a witch and a healer of the laying-on-of-hands variety. Neither did me any immediate good. Both agreed that I should drink water by the gallon. And Old Bones got to visit with a witch even though I'd been unable to deliver. He never explained why.


  Others came in response to rumors of my ill health but waited till sunrise. Except for Tinnie Tate. She found a way to put the contrary aside when life got down to its sharp edges.


  I woke up long enough to say, "Sometimes dreams do come true."


  Tinnie Tate is one incredible redhead. All the superlatives apply. She's the light of my life—when she's not its despair. In some ways she's the gold standard of women, in some the source of all confusion and frustration. The trouble with Tinnie is, she doesn't know what she wants any better than I do. But she won't admit it.


  She was there. And that was enough for now. She looked thoroughly distressed—until she realized that I was awake. Then her demeanor turned severe.


  "When you do that, the freckles just stand out."


  "You're a bastard even on your deathbed."


  "I'm not gonna die, woman. 'Cept maybe from lack of Tate."


  "And crude to your last breath."


  "Cold. It's so cold. If I just had some way to keep warm. . . ."


  She was a step ahead.


  Only one weak candle provided light. It was enough. For the hundredth time I was stunned and awed that this woman was part of my life.


  How can I rail against the gods when once in a while they back off and let wonders like this happen?


  Nothing happened. The Dead Man was right there in my head, disdaining discretion.
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  It don't matter who spends the night, snuggled up or otherwise. Pular Singe will drop in before the birds start chirping. And blame it on Dean. Or the Dead Man. Which was the case this time.


  "You are needed downstairs."


  I doubted it. His Nibs could have summoned me without troubling Singe. I grumbled, growled, muttered, disparaged some folks' ancestry. But by the time I arrived in what Old Bones had turned into an operations center, I knew all he wanted was my managing my own breathing so he could free up the secondary mind keeping me huffing and puffing.


  There was a vast, ugly conspiracy afoot, designed to confine me to the house. So I wouldn't get involved in anything strenuous, like, say, discouraging somebody who wanted to twist little bits off of me.


  I sat. I watched folks come and go. I breathed. Smiley didn't fill me in. This was how he worked. He gathered information. He looked for unexpected connections. Usually, though, I'm the main data capture device.


  Dean brought food and tea. I ate. And sat some more while people came and went. I wondered who was paying them. Being a natural-born, ever-loving blue-eyed investigator, I intuited the answer. And felt the wealth sucking right out of me. My associates have no concept of money management.


  I wondered who all my guests were. Some were complete strangers. Not Relway Runners, Combine players, Green Pants thugs, nor even part of the Morley Dotes menagerie.


  "What are we doing?"


  The Dead Man didn't answer me. You believe Teacher White's men took your roc's egg?


  "I had it before I turned unconscious. I didn't have it when I woke up."


  Exactly.


  "Excuse me?"


  I sent Mr. Tharpe to the place where you were held, immediately after I determined where it was. His examination of the site and the corpses suggests third-party involvement.


  "Huh?"


  When drugged you were supposed to remain able to do Teacher White's dirty work. The you who staggered away from there may not have been intended to wake up at all. You have contusions and abrasions unaccounted for in your memories. There are indications that someone attempted to strangle you.


  "How do you figure all that?"


  Circumstantial evidence. Your condition. The fact that Spider Webb was strangled with your belt. It was still around his neck when Mr. Tharpe arrived. The other man was strangled, too. There were bruises on his throat. Similar bruises are on your throat. More suggestive is the fact that the bodies and other evidence were gone when Miss Winger went up there this morning.


  "Teacher is in deep gravy and don't even know it? Who?"


  That would be the question.


  "A question, certainly."


  We may be able to ask Mr. White himself soon. His associate Mr. Brix has told us where to find him.


  "Who's Mr. Brix?"


  The man you know as Skelington. His name is Emmaus P. Brix. With the middle initial standing for nothing. Ah. Mr. Tharpe has achieved another success.


  Two minutes later Saucerhead's associates from Whitefield Hall, Orion Comstock and June Nicolist, stumbled in, struggling with a wooden box obviously heavy for its size. Dean appeared immediately, armed with a specialized pry tool. Another product of my manufactory.


  Singe paid Nicolist and Comstock, painstakingly recording the transaction. Neither seemed troubled by the Dead Man. They thought he was still hibernating. Despite the crowd, all of whom seemed part of the Dead Man's club.


  These gentlemen have not been here before. They may not come here again.


  "Oh."


  Orion Comstock took the pry bar from Dean.


  Nails shrieked as they came loose.


  Kittens screamed all over the house. I heard them run, in confusion, upstairs, then back down into the kitchen.


  Ah. As I suspected.


  "What?"


  To whom do you suppose they will think you are speaking?


  I covered by heading for the hallway. Dean said, "I'll go. You need to be here." He sounded upset.


  Singe, too, seemed troubled. Her exposed fur had risen. That doesn't happen often.


  There was even an undercurrent of revulsion in my connection with the Dead Man. Then I started to hear new voices. Inside my head.


  I edged nearer Comstock and Nicolist.


  The wooden box was lined with sheets of lead. Inside sat a matched pair of shiny metal sitting dogs, each nine inches tall.


  Jackals, Old Bones opined. Almost certainly carrion eaters.


  "You guys get these from the Bledsoe?"


  Comstock eyed me suspiciously. "That was the contract, wasn't it, slick? You saying—"


  "Just startled. Saucerhead trusts you—I trust you. The ones I saw weren't sitting."


  Comstock shrugged. "We seen some that was standing and some that was lying down. One was suckling pups. But Saucerhead said you wanted ones that was sealed up already. These are them."


  "That's true. You did fine." I started to shove my mitts into the box.


  Stop! Disappointed whispers echoed afterward.


  "Careful there, slick. You don't want to touch them things with your bare skin."


  I stopped. Cold rolled off the statues.


  Nicolist showed me the outside edge of his left little finger. "That was just an accidental swipe."


  A piece of skin was missing, a quarter inch wide and three quarters long. Cruel bruising surrounded the wound.


  "Aches a bit," I supposed aloud.


  "A bit. We need to get out of here, Orion. Runners are bound to turn up."


  A concern that hadn't occurred to me, though it was inherent in the situation. "I'll let you out. And thanks, guys. You really helped out. We'll come to you first next time we have a tough job."


  Orion and June exchanged looks, shrugs, and headshakes.


  I used the peephole. I didn't see anything remarkable. Except that my door-fixer-upping technician, Junker Mulclar, had pulled his cart up behind one that must have brought the metal dogs. I told Comstock and Nicolist, "Nobody there but the people who always are. Move out cool and nobody will notice."


  They went to the street. Mr. Mulclar hoisted his toolbox to his shoulder. He was wide, short, dark, craggy, an ugly man who counted a dwarf among his ancestors somewhere. He owned one of those faces that need shaving three times a day just to look dirty.


  Junker is overly fond of cabbage, in both kraut and unpickled form. Whenever he stays in one place long that becomes overwhelmingly evident.


  "Good morning, Mr. Mulclar. It seems to be the hinges this time."


  "Call me Junk, Mr. Garrett. Everybody does. What happened?" He rumbled enthusiastically at the nether end. He didn't apologize. All part of the natural cycle.


  "Same as always. These bad guys were bigger than usual, though."


  "No! That can't be." He punctuated with a minor poot. "That door I put in last time ought to stand up to—"


  "It isn't the door, Mr. Mulclar. It's the hinges. And if you saw those guys, you'd preen like a peacock for ten years because your work stood up so well."


  Mulclar indulged in a rumbling chuckle, proud. Then rumbled in the opposite direction. The air was getting thick. Junk didn't notice. "You got some spare room in your basement? Space you ain't using? On account of I'm over here a whole lot anyway and my wife is throwing me out. . . ." He cut a competition class ripper. "Not sure why. Maybe she found a new heartthrob. Anyways, then I'd be right here whenever it was time to service my mainest account."


  "That don't sound like such a bad idea, Junk." Hard to converse when you don't want to inhale. "But I already have more people living here than I can manage. And, nothing personal, but I owe them all more than I owe you."


  "So it goes. I'll stay with my cousin Sepp. Or my sister." Rip! "It'll all work out. Though I'm going to have to diversify. With all this law and order going on they ain't so many doors getting broke down."


  Junker Mulclar is a genius with hands and tools. There aren't enough like him in the Brave New TunFaire of postwar Karenta.


  I gulped in some fresh air as a whiff breezed past. "Junk, I'm going to do you a favor. If you swear on your mother's grave you'll fix my doors forever."


  Rumble! "Sure, Mr. Garrett. I thought we had that deal already."


  "You know where the three-wheel manufactory is in Stepcross Pool?"


  "Sure."


  "You go find the green door, tell the man there I said you should see Mr. Dale Pickle. Take your tools. They'll give you all the work you can handle, and then some. And a place to stay, if that's what you need."


  My business associates, all of whom possess percentages bigger than mine, agree that we should take care of our workers. Max Weider built his brewing empire by valuing and rewarding the people who made it happen for him.


  Weider brewing employees are happy and ferociously loyal.


  The manufactory could use a man of Mr. Mulclar's skills. And if he lived in, he'd soon become less aromatic. They wouldn't let him do his own cooking.


  Mulclar did me an immense favor. "If you'll move out of the way, I can get those hinges fixed. It'll take maybe an hour."


  Good luck with that, I thought.


  I noted that Comstock and Nicolist hadn't taken their cart. If stolen carts kept turning up out front, there were bound to be questions.


  I went in to warn everybody that we wouldn't have a door for a while.
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  It was quiet in the Dead Man's, room. Singe and Dean had grown scarce to the point of invisibility. Several guests remained fixed in place. So did the metal statues in their lead-lined coffin.


  "Those two had a point, Chuckles. It can't be long before we have a visit from the Watch." I heard whispers again. Saying evil things.


  Excellent.


  "You want them to?"


  I hope Colonel Block comes himself.


  "There's a chance. If he thinks you're snoozing. We'll never see Relway again, though. He's too clever and too paranoid to take a chance."


  No doubt.


  "You seem distracted."


  I am trying to locate the creature Penny Dreadful. I feel her close by, but she is extremely elusive. Even the pixies could not pinpoint her when I sent them out last night. If the parrot were available. . . .


  "He's gone to a better place, far, far away. Tell me about these statues." I could make out no words, but the whispers continued.


  In a moment. I want to examine an idea I found cowering in the back of your mind.


  It must have been skulking around way back there. I couldn't recall having any that didn't involve heading back upstairs to Tinnie.


  Yes. I do have sufficient capacity. Think about your breathing. You will have to manage for yourself for a while.


  "Huh?"


  I felt a distinct difference when he let go. I thought he had already.


  Minutes later one of our guests got up and sleepwalked out of the house. Focusing on my work, I breathed steadily as I watched him ease past Mr. Mulclar. He didn't notice the miasma, which had taken over the hallway. He didn't hear the voices. He was operating on another plane.


  Old Bones retained control all the way down to Wizard's Reach, well away from Mrs. Cardonlos' place.


  So. Now I knew what had been plucked from my brain. A wisp about filling empty heads with conflicting false memories so we could get these people out from underfoot. So we didn't have to feed them and take them potty and otherwise be weighted down with them.


  A second man rose and went away. I didn't see him off. I didn't need another exposure to Mr. Mulclar. "Is this premature? Letting them go before we get somebody in to ask about the metal dogs?"


  Jackals.


  "Whatever. You see my point? Them being missing for a while, then turning up all confused and not knowing anything?"


  I see your point. However, you fail to credit me with sufficient ability to confuse the issue.


  "I'd never do that."


  Do you recall past instances of dereliction by members of the Watch?


  "Sure. There's probably a lot, but less than before Block and Relway took over."


  The rest of our guests, excepting Skelington, left us eventually.


  "So. About these dogs—all right! I know. Jackals. We've got them. What about them? What are they? Why have them stolen?" Getting rid of them would suit me fine. Especially if doing so would get rid of the voices in my head.


  I have not heard of this cult of A-Laf, but there are suggestive similarities with others, particularly in the matter of the metal animals. If they are nickel, or some alloy that is mainly nickel, their function will be much like that of the nickel figurines that graced the altars of Taintai the Gift some centuries ago.


  I'd never heard of Taintai the Gift. But there must be brigades of gods, goddesses, and their supporting casts who haven't sailed across my bows. Deities come and go. Their cycles are just longer than human ones.


  "Interesting stuff, Chuckles. It'd be even more interesting if you'd drop a hint or two about what's going on."


  I felt his amusement as he sent, That will have to wait. We are about to have official company. Deal with it in your office instead of here.


  Vaguely, I caught the edge of a thought directed at Melondie Kadare. My pixie tribe were paying their rent now.


  I scooted across to my office. I couldn't hear the incessant dark whispering over there.


  Dean passed me in the hallway, headed for the front doorway. Where, after an hour, Mr. Mulclar did not yet have the bent hinges repaired or replaced.


  I wondered if he heard the dark mutterings.
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  There was some racket in the hallway. Dean making offended noises. Somebody had gotten past Mr. Mulclar. More clever than I thought he could be, Dean fought a valiant retrograde action that lured the invader past the Dead Man's room to the open door of my office.


  The man who burst into my office looked like he had been slapped together from parts taken from other people. On the south end he had spindly little legs and almost no butt. On top he had the chest and shoulders of a Saucerhead or Playmate. Then a head that went with his antipodes. All wrapped up in a badly fitted blue uniform.


  He came in with mouth a-running. "What do you think you're doing, stealing religious relics?" Followed by fulminations that grew louder when I failed to acknowledge his presence.


  Gently, calmly, conversationally, I asked, "Are you right-handed?"


  "Huh? What the hell?"


  "Which hand do you use to abuse yourself? That's the arm I'll break first." I ignored his associates. One wore a blue uniform jacket but not the matching trousers. His were brown. Maybe he couldn't afford the full outfit.


  The fact that I remained more interested in paperwork than a raving home invader took the blusterer aback. Clearly, I rated him barely a nuisance.


  I pretended to sign something, then looked up. "You didn't answer me. Nor have you introduced yourself. Are you married?"


  "Married?"


  "You keep on being an asshole, I'll need to know where to send the pieces."


  I was playing a dumb, macho game. I could afford to. I had the Dead Man behind me.


  Said sidekick let me know, This nimrod is named Ramey List. He is a political appointee assigned to the Watch over the objections of Prince Rupert, who seems to have had little choice. His rank is captain. He is, nominally, a staff officer. The motive for putting him into the Watch seems to have been both political and to position him where he can get himself killed.


  "So that's what the new staff uniforms look like."


  Captain Ramey List gaped.


  His sort aren't uncommon. He was an incompetent aristocrat who suspected his own shortcomings and compensated by being obnoxious to social inferiors.


  "Now that we're civil, what can I do for you, Captain List?" The Dead Man hadn't explained what he'd sent me. I assumed he'd raided the heads of List's companions for perspective. "Have a seat."


  Captain List sat. Chuckles would be sedating him some.


  List's companions remained at the doorway. The one with a uniform jacket offered a slight nod of approval.


  "What can I do for my friends in the Watch?"


  Captain List was confused. "Uh. . . . Colonel Block wants to know why you defaced the Bledsoe and stole certain metal ornaments."


  "I didn't. If that happened, I had nothing to do with it." Which was true.


  List believed me, a remarkable eventuation for an officer of the law.


  Dean brought refreshments, identical little trays for List and his companions.


  In minutes List relaxed and, puzzled, was trying to swap jokes. He butchered every attempt. A born diplomat, I tossed in the occasional charitable chuckle. I said, "It's still early, but if anybody wants a beer. . . ?"


  Something stirred behind List's eyes. Bingo! I knew his vice without Old Bones clueing me in. A problem with drink combined with a vile personality is a recipe for unpleasant excitement.


  Captain List won that fall with his demon. It was early in the day. The devil wasn't wide-awake and thirsty yet.


  Then Dean appeared with a tray of frosty mugs. Nobody shunned the opportunity.


  Dean said, "I'll need to go out today, Mr. Garrett. Unless you choose to stop entertaining. We're down to the bottom of the backup keg."


  "Ouch."


  "There's wine in the cellar. But it's probably gone off."


  "We'll arrange something. Later."


  One beer should leave the man marked by aroma enough to make him suspect.


  "I suppose."


  Captain List frowned. "You suppose?"


  "I suppose it's time to get back to work. Dean, do you have your shopping list? Where did he go?"


  The Watchman in the blue jacket told me, "He went back to your kitchen."


  I got up. List did the same. We shook hands, me thanking him for coming by.


  Keep him moving. Do not give him time to think.


  Which I did. And during his flustered exit he did what might be the only socially useful deed he'd ever perform. "Dagon's balls, man!" he snarled at Mr. Mulclar. "Did a skunk crawl up your ass and die? Do something! You could gag a maggot."


  The Watchman not in uniform hung back. "I don't know what you just did, buddy, but if you figure out how to bottle it, I want some. I've got to babysit that asshole six days a week."


  "Some time when there's just you and him in a bad part of town, get behind him with a board and whack him in the back of the head."


  The man grinned. "I like the way you think. Shit. There he goes, starting to whine."


  I turned to head back inside to visit the Dead Man. Mr. Mulclar asked, "Do I have a problem, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Sir?"


  "That fellow that just left said. . . ."


  "Yes, Junk, you're eating too much kraut. That's something you can change, though. He'll never stop being a dickhead." I hurried on into the Dead Man's room. "Was there a point to any of that?"


  That man is, in effect, Colonel Block's second-in-command. He is convinced that he will replace the Colonel before the end of the year. He has been assured that that will be the case.


  "There's a plot to get rid of Block?" I was surprised but not amazed. "Is List more competent than he lets on?"


  Less. Under his supervision the Watch will collapse back to its corrupt old days. At best. At worst he will become a puppet of conspirators no more competent than he. They discount Deal Relway because he is not of their social stratum.


  "Then they're in for a nasty surprise."


  Indeed. The nastiest. There is no practical brake on Mr. Relway but Westman Block. Who removes the Colonel sows the whirlwind.


  "Did we find out anything else useful?"


  If you are interested in making a chain-of-command chart for the Watch, we now have all the names. Or if you're interested in the identities of informants and undercover operatives who work for Colonel Block, we have that. The list includes one Sofgienec Cardonlos. Never legally married.


  "Aha! I was sure she belonged to Relway."


  That is not impossible.


  Of course. "Anything about the Green Pants Gang?"


  He is not allowed near them. But he hears rumors.


  We went back and forth until I knew what he wanted me to know. I asked, "So how about we get back to the dog statues?"


  Jackals! Are you stupid?


  "No. Why is the distinction a big deal?"


  Words are important, Garrett. Especially when they are names. The same is true of symbols. Religious symbols in particular. The jackal is important in many religions. None more so than those with a dark view of earthly existence. The cult of A-Laf appears to hold one of the darkest.


  He'd clue me in about the jackals in his own sweet time. If he had any real notion. He isn't above claiming knowledge he doesn't actually have. He doesn't just have multiple minds—he has multiple egos.


  "You reached that conclusion based on what?"


  Their behavior. The all-round implication that the cult is blacker than its feminine counterpart, which seems grim itself. Combined with recollections of historical precedents.


  "You mentioned past cults before. Without explaining."


  Past cults, yes. None quite like this. These people are not creating the pain and despair they harvest on behalf of their god. They collect it where . . . oh.


  "What?"


  We are about to have company. Again. Get them inside as quickly as you can.


  "You keeping an eye on Mulclar? He's seeing a lot of coming and going."


  He is oblivious. His entire being is focused on his work and his unfortunate flatulence. The possibility that his gassy nature is responsible for his outcast status never occurred to him before. Get those people inside.


  So he wasn't going to explain the jackals now, either.


  Did he have any real idea?
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  "Those people" arrived aboard a big black coach driven by Morley's man Sarge. The guy I knew only as Theodore rode beside Sarge. They were alert.


  The coach door facing the house opened. Puddle popped out. He cursed when he banged into the cart abandoned by Comstock and Nicolist, looked around like he expected to see Venageti skirmishers. I saw no weapons but suspected an arsenal was available.


  Puddle beckoned. A man descended from the coach, pushed. He had his hands bound behind him. He was blindfolded. Welby Dell. Ah. Interesting. Puddle made him run.


  Theodore jumped down and helped Puddle extract a reluctant Teacher White. Teacher had no idea where he was headed, but he meant to fight all the way. It took Puddle and Theodore both to get him in the house.


  There were two more passengers. A Combine third-stringer named Trash Blaser and my very good pal Mr. Morley Dotes. I wasn't entirely surprised to see him. Nor was I stunned when neither of Teacher's imported thugs tumbled out of the coach. Which headed on up the street as soon as Sarge saw his boss slide past Mr. Mulclar.


  There was a roar that could only be the tradesman losing control of something he'd been holding far too long. Morley gasped, "Oh, gods of the Rime!"


  I delayed a half minute, hoping the breeze would disperse the miasma. While waiting, I noted that my pixies were as busy as bees, to sling an old chestnut.


  My wait was pointless. Mr. Mulclar repeated himself with a true cathedral clearer just as I got there.


  "I'm sorry, Mr. Garrett. I can't help it."


  "I know that, Junk. None of us can. But we can watch what we eat. How much longer are you going to be?"


  "It shouldn't be long. What the problem is, the screws—"


  "I'm not concerned. It's your craft. One thing you can do for me, though, is keep an eye out for anybody who looks like they're interested in my place. The kind who try to break doors down might try to get in while this one is off its hinges."


  "Oh. Yeah." Rumble! "I never even thought about that. I'll keep a eye out for sure."


  "Excellent. You're a good man, Junk." I beat a hasty retreat. Teacher might have done me a favor, fixing it so I didn't have to breathe.


  The new arrivals gathered in the Dead Man's room. None of them were happy. Morley less than most, probably. He sensed the truth immediately. The Dead Man wasn't napping anymore.


  I confirmed his suspicion. "You and your guys want to get on out of here, go. If you'd be more comfortable."


  They would. The whole bunch tramped back out, Morley leaving me with a dark look and an invitation. "Come by the club when you get a chance."


  "Sure."


  He followed his guys.


  The ghost of a chuckle filled the psychic atmosphere.


  "They didn't get out fast enough, did they?"


  No. More psychic mirth. They never do.


  He was having a good time, glad, now, that he'd wakened.


  Singe came in, halfway slinking. She still isn't comfortable with the Dead Man, either.


  His Nibs gave us our instructions.


  Singe removed Teacher's blindfold and gag, but left his hands tied behind him. He found me seated facing him.


  "So. Teacher. Things change. You got anything to say?"


  Teacher wasn't happy. Not even a little. But he couldn't see the Dead Man from where he sat. He didn't yet know true despair.


  He didn't respond. He wasn't a complete mental lightweight. He wanted to scope out his situation before he did anything.


  "Here's how it is. Your poison didn't take. Not completely. So I'm not going to hold a grudge." I raised an eyebrow, then winked. He wasn't naturally as pale as Skelington, but he came close. He couldn't see the Dead Man. Skelington was in plain sight.


  His mind is well shielded. I am making headway. While moving carefully enough not to make him suspicious. Distract him.


  "Teacher, didn't you do your homework? Why didn't you know that you couldn't pull something like you tried and get away with it?"


  Teacher had nothing to say.


  "Seemed like a good idea at the time, though, eh?" I gave him a few seconds. "Somebody put you up to it? Dean, I'm getting dry. Can you bring me some water?"


  The supporting staff know little of any value. Although, between them, they have developed an extended list of places that Mr. Contague and Mr. Temisk cannot be.


  "And might there be a pattern? A hole somewhere?"


  Your continued queries have alerted Mr. White to the possibility that I may not be fully expired.


  I didn't need Chuckles to tell me when Teacher grasped the truth. He turned paler than he had been already.


  I asked, "What did you do with my stuff you took?


  "In your wallet? Good. So. Who killed Spider and Original? No? You can't tell me? You didn't know? You left them there with me."


  "They was supposed to look out for you. To make sure you didn't croak or nothing before you woke up."


  He believes that to be true.


  "What happened to Brett and Bart?"


  "I didn't need them no more. I paid them off. Cut them loose."


  Dean arrived with water. And a shopping list. Which looked all right. And made clear just how expensive all the entertaining was getting. "We're completely out of tea?"


  "We are."


  Grumble. "What's Singe up to? She get the kittens settled down?"


  "They aren't happy. They're all huddled in their bucket. But they're not in a panic anymore."


  The voice in my head told me, The gentlemen from out of town were subcontracted through one Squint Vrolet.


  A ladder of wickedness popped into mind. Squint worked for Green Bean Ractic. Neither ran a patch where they'd have need of Bretts and Barts. But Green Bean reported to Tizzy Baggs. Tizzy's sister was married to Merry Sculdyte, Rory Sculdyte's stupid but enthusiastically homicidal brother.


  Rory's psychotic little sibling managed a stable of violence specialists.


  "Teacher, any chance you've been doing legwork for somebody without knowing? Merry S., maybe?"


  He thinks so now.


  Teacher had nothing to say, though.


  Our reluctant guest is extremely angry, Garrett.


  "I would be, too. Teacher. What about my antidote?"


  White looked at me like he wondered if I was hopelessly naive. He asked, "Am I going to get out of here?"


  "You got a good chance. What shape you'll be in remains to be determined. Think we could get Squint and Green Bean in for a sit-down?"


  He understood me perfectly. "There is an antidote."


  "I know that. But I don't trust you enough to send you after it. Not until we fix you up with an unpleasant situation of your own."


  Easily done.


  "Huh?"


  This man has a strong natural wall around his thoughts. But he cannot protect them consciously.


  "Where are you going?"


  He has friends inside the Watch. Inside the Al-Khar. Properly pushed, he might help us lay hands on one of those Green Pants fellows.


  "Interesting. But why waste the knowledge? Block himself might bring them over."


  You could be right, he admitted. Reluctantly.


  "Here's your situation," I told Teacher. "My friend just planted a Loghyr mindworm in your brain. It'll make you go crazy. Slowly. Like those guys you see walking around arguing with themselves. Only it'll keep getting worse. Until a Loghyr pulls it back out. And there's only one Loghyr around these days."


  I didn't highlight any ironies. I didn't say anything about who did what to whom. At the Dead Man's urging, I told White, "Get any of these people over for a chat—your life will get a whole lot easier."


  The Dead Man sent him a roster that included the heaviest heavyweights of TunFairen crime. Teacher promised to get someone into the Dead Man's clutches somehow, but it might not happen fast enough to suit us.


  It will, the Dead Man predicted, including Teacher in his sending. Or it will not happen at all. Moments later, White was loose. The Dead Man surrounded him with confusion so he could get a head start.
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  "Was that mindworm business for real?"


  He will think so. That will be sufficient.


  "I hope. Those people don't like to be bullied."


  They tolerate it from one another. Did you recover the egg?


  "I've got it right here." He doesn't miss much.


  Bring it here.


  I did so. That put me in position to see the doorway. Several kittens were watching from the hall. Singe slid past them. "Mr. Mulclar has finished." She made an entry in the ledger, took money to pay Mulclar. Finally.


  The miasma had reached the Dead Man's room.


  I asked, "Are Saucerhead or Winger likely to be around soon?"


  I do not expect them.


  "I was hoping one of them could go shopping with Dean. We need groceries. And he's a little old to be out there alone in times like these."


  I see. Are you certain this is the egg that was thrown at you?


  I looked closer. "The light ain't so good, but . . . it looks a little different."


  This is a stone. And nothing but a stone. Either Bittegurn Brittigarn spun you a tall tale or you no longer have the original.


  "I'll take it out into a better light."


  I went to the front door, intending to go out into the daylight. I peeked past Singe, saw Mr. Mulclar just getting his cart moving. And . . . a couple of pedestrian women stared at Mr. Mulclar in awe. Then began gasping and waving their hands in a vain attempt to make it go away. "Hey, Chuckles. That Penny Dreadful is right across the street."


  Where?


  "In front of Elmer Stick's apartment building."


  I sense nothing. Be as precise as possible.


  "On the steps. Second step up, left side, leaning against the railing." I eased on outside, to get a better view.


  Ah!


  Penny Dreadful leaped like somebody had just branded her bottom. She ran, bumping off pedestrians who flung curses after her. She had trouble controlling her limbs, but she never fell down.


  The farther she ran, the more control she gained.


  I studied my rock in the better light.


  It wasn't the same stone. There were tiny red veins in its surface. It wasn't as smooth. And it didn't produce that warm, relaxed feel when I fiddled with it.


  I stepped back inside. "She too slippery for you?"


  Exactly. She presents an incredibly small target. And an elusive one. One that senses my interest the instant it touches her.


  "This isn't the same rock."


  I did not think so. It is time we examined your memories concerning that rock.


  "Why?"


  It must be important. Certainly, important enough to be switched.


  "Teacher White—"


  Do not get ahead of yourself. Things do happen without the connivance or awareness of Mr. White. Sit down. Relax. Consider how useful it would be to have that parrot available for situations like the one with the Dreadful urchin.


  "I do wish you wouldn't keep harping on that."


  A good partner nags. To The Palms. To your first encounter with the stone.


  I felt his mental tentacles slide into my brain, down deep into my memories of those brief moments.


  I'm used to this—though I don't like it—so I focus on something else while he relives my life, rooting out details I failed to note consciously. I concentrated on breathing.


  Done.


  "And?"


  You made some incorrect assumptions.


  "That would be a first. Bring them on."


  It starts when you walked out the door of The Palms. You did not, in fact, see the Green Pants Gang member sling the stone at you. The stone whizzed past you; you ducked; then you spotted the Green Pants thug. You put three and three together and came up with five. Green Pants did not do the dirty deed. His presence may have been happenstance.


  "He ran away."


  Did he?


  "That's the way I remember it."


  He did not. You do recall that he was amazed when you and Mr. Dotes set upon him.


  "Yeah." Green Pants had acted like he was completely boggled. "I get a feeling we'll never find out the whole truth there because that guy got himself dead.


  "If he didn't do it, who did? And why?"


  Excellent questions, both. You did not see anything, even at the unconscious level, at the time, that sheds any light. And, with wicked glee, he nailed me. So you may have been right in the first place, but for all the wrong reasons.


  "What the hell are you blathering about?"


  The Green Pants goon may have slung the stone at you after all.


  "Is this where I jump up and run in circles, shrieking and yanking out my hair?"


  The point is, you may have come to the truth back then, but if you did, you did not do so based on the evidence. You harkened to your own prejudice and the fact that you saw no one else in the street.


  "I'm thinking about setting fire to this place and walking away. So I don't have to suffer these convolutions again."


  I am exposing you to the sort of thought processes that unravel. . . .


  What could've turned into a fun squabble over not much went on hiatus when a frazzled Tinnie slipped in and demanded, "Why didn't you wake me up?"


  "I tried. You said you'd chop my ears off if I didn't leave you the hell alone. That you were up all night and you needed some sleep." Tinnie hasn't been much of a morning person lately. Either.


  The other thing we have in common, from a redheaded point of view, is that I'm always wrong. "Guess I should've been a little more firm, eh?"


  She used to snap up that kind of straight line. Maybe we've gotten too comfortable. Her language wasn't ladylike. "I was supposed to be in the office four hours ago."


  "Sorry I disappointed you by surviving, love. I'll time it more conveniently for you next time."


  She glared but kept quiet.


  I said, "Since you're late, and since everybody in your family will assume that a woman your age who was out all night in a situation involving somebody named Garrett was up to no good. . . ."


  Usually that sort of stuff winds Tinnie up. This time she was in no mood. She just kept scowling.


  "Since you're going to be late anyway, how about you take Dean to the market?" Tinnie is a recognizable personality. People would stand back, not because she's my girl but because she's Willard Tate's niece. Willard Tate is one of those New Wave industrialists whose genius has begun to make him a huge power in postwar TunFaire.


  Tinnie's expression was priceless. Too bad there's no way to record all those freckles in motion. "You want me to bodyguard Dean? Why? So you can lay around with your beer and any bimbo who drops in?"


  Her eyes glazed over. For half a minute she was the perfect girlfriend. Drop-dead gorgeous. And quiet.


  The Dead Man was talking to her.


  Tinnie clicked back. "I'm sorry," she said, moving in and bringing the heat. "I forgot what that villain did with his drugs."


  I suffered her consolations for as long as it took Old Bones to become impatient.


  "All right!" she snapped, pulling away.


  I'd reconsidered. "You just go on home, sweets. You don't have the skills to protect Dean from the kind of people who're bothering us."


  Tinnie is the contrariest person I know. Excepting my partner. I expected a big ration. Being contrary, she fooled me for the thousandth time. She didn't argue at all.


  Maybe she was learning to listen.


  It could happen. Even with a redhead. Sometimes the dice do come up snake eyes.


  I suffered an inspiration as I walked Tinnie to the door, where a peek revealed nothing untoward. As we exchanged sweet sorrows, I suggested, "Go over to the Cardonlos place. There'll be police types all over. See if you can't get a couple of them to walk you home."


  Right. A wiggle, a jiggle, and a giggle and the herd would take off carrying her on their shoulders.


  "That might be a good idea. While I'm at it, why don't I borrow a couple to babysit Dean?"


  Truth be told, I'd thought of that before I thought of looking out for her. But a certain minimal cunning has infected me lately. "Why didn't I think of that? I guess you distracted me."


  "I'll distract you permanently if I find out you've got something going with Belinda Contague that isn't just business."


  How do you spank a rat? The tail gets in the way.


  Not Miss Pular's fault, Garrett. All mine, I am afraid.


  Ah. Just as well, probably. Tinnie wouldn't listen to anybody else. Especially not some clown named Garrett.


  After a final bout of nuzzling, the professional redhead moved out. And could she move. She passed through the crowd oblivious to the drooling, staring, and stumbling.


  She's never been conscious of how strikingly attractive she is. If I say anything, she figures that's just me being me.


  I watched her sail boldly into the Cardonlos harbor, where she disconcerted the crowd. And was on her way again in five minutes with a big, brave, alert policeman on either hand. While another headed my way.


  "Scithe."


  "Garrett."


  "What can I do for you?"


  "Miss Tate suggested that you might be able to get my wife's name bumped up the waiting list for three-wheelers."


  "She did, did she? But she put it on me when she has a bigger piece of the pie than I do?"


  "She said to remind you that she isn't the one who needs the favor."


  "She would, too. All right. I can get her moved, but not all the way to the top. I don't have that much juice."


  This stuff started the minute our three-wheels became the hot novelty everybody had to have, demand dramatically exceeding supply. The waiting list is two thousand names long. My ethically challenged associates pad corporate income by taking bribes to move names up the list. They'll harvest every loose copper in the kingdom if they can.


  "Here's what I'm thinking," I told Scithe. And wove an elaborate scheme that used Dean for bad-guy bait. "All I'm interested in is having my man get his shopping done safely. If somebody messes with him, the credit, the collar, and any info bonus is all yours. Unless it has to do with me. Then I'm majorly interested, of course."


  "Of course."


  We exchanged a few more pleasantries, then I went inside and told Dean he could go marketing now. "And be sure not to forget the new keg."


  Then back into the Dead Man's room. "How long before I get enough poison out of me so I can go outside?"


  You have just begun detoxification. And you are not taking your fluids.


  Sullenly, I reported, "Penny Dreadful is watching us again."


  Let her. It means nothing. Except that she is worried about her kittens. We need to get Bittegurn Brittigarn in here. By whatever means necessary. He was the one who took your roc's egg. While spinning a tale meant to get you to fling the substitute into the river. Which would eliminate any suspicion.


  "You really think he's a villain?"


  He may be. Given the chance to interview him, I could deliver a definitive answer. He may just be weak.


  "And what I get for my troubles is sarcasm."
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  Saucerhead dropped in. "They done forgot me already out there, Garrett. Nobody yelled nothing about there goes the guy what tried to rape the little boy the other night. Speaking of which, that nasty little critter is sitting on Elmer Stick's steps, bold as brass, eyeballing your place. Was I a betting kind of guy, I'd put money on she's trying to figure out how to bust in here, then make a getaway. The big guy still awake?"


  "Once he wakes up he tends not to go down again till he drives the rest of us buggers. Unless him going to sleep will inconvenience somebody in some really huge way."


  "I need to see him. See if Dean's got—"


  "Dean's out shopping. On account of we're out of everything, especially tea and beer."


  "Damn! I need something liquid."


  The Dead Man let an implied sneer ride along on my shoulder as I headed for the kitchen. Drink some water. Water is your only reliable antidote. There wasn't an ounce of beer in the house.


  I grumbled and mumbled but did as I was told. He was right.


  I handed Saucerhead his water. Muttering about Bittegurn Brittigarn.


  Excellent. Though you have to grant the priest his due. His sleight of hand was so fine I cannot pinpoint the instant when he made the exchange.


  The more I reflected, the more I wanted to spank BB till he gave up something useful. The roc's-egg story was a bushel of salamander dust. But the stone must have some bizarre, rare quality. And value.


  He must be lured here somehow. Although unlikely to be part of the puzzle, he may hold the key.


  I considered Saucerhead. Tharpe was babbling a report that was a waste of breath. The Dead Man was sucking info straight from his head.


  Old Bones was impatient.


  Saucerhead had been out getting the skinny on human combustions, the when, where, and who. The latter being the most difficult because the victims hadn't been anybody anyone missed. Too bad we don't have connections on the Hill anymore. One of the heavyweights up there might be able to save me tons of work.


  Good work, as always, Mr. Tharpe. Miss Pular will pay you. If you wish further employment, there is a man in the Dream Quarter I want to see. Chances are, however, that he will not come here voluntarily. Explain, Garrett.


  I told Tharpe about Bittegurn Brittigarn.


  "Drinks a bit, eh?"


  "Like a school of fish."


  "Then he won't be that hard. He passes out down there. He wakes up here."


  "He does have a guardian harpy," I explained.


  "Maybe you could get Morley to go with me."


  "I doubt that we'll see Morley for a while. Too much excitement in the underworld. He'll want to stay out of the way."


  "Best thing, till it settles. I reckon. Guess I'll have to sweet-talk her myself."


  I said nothing. That wasn't easy. For Saucerhead sweet talk means hitting things with a smaller hammer.


  Singe paid Tharpe and recorded the outlay. Saucerhead cooled his bunions for a while, grumbling about his love life. It was the usual story. He had him a woman who treated him bad.


  "Pity there's nobody in our circle who's musical. We could set your life to music and create us a tragical passion play."


  "It ain't funny, Garrett."


  "So you keep telling me. Then you go pick the same kind of woman and make the same dumb mistake all over again."


  "Yeah. Only I never see it out until it's too late. I'm on my way. Do I got any expense latitude?"


  Just bring the man here.


  "Hey!" I protested. "That's my money you're throwing away."


  Cost it out in your Keep On Breathing account.


  "This puzzle really grabs you, eh?"


  Your cases always wander the tombs of chaos. This time more than most. Good luck, Mr. Tharpe. Help us create order out of incoherence.


  I said, "It only looks chaotic because there's a bunch of different things going on at the same time."


  True. But those things keep banging into and tripping over one another because they have you in common.


  A couple of kittens grew bold enough to enter the Dead Man's room. Tentatively, though. "That's kind of scary."


  It is, indeed.
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  I snoozed. My partner kept me breathing. Next thing I knew, Singe was shaking me. "Dean needs help bringing stuff in."


  I grumbled but dragged the loose parts together and headed for the front door. This was TunFaire. Somebody had to watch the goods while somebody else lugged stuff inside.


  Dean probably planned to deploy his skills as watcher, yielding to me as a journeyman lugger.


  He fooled me. "You stand by the cart and look ferocious. Mr. Sanderin and I will get the kegs installed. Singe, will you help? Or are you just going to stand there looking pretty?"


  Singe scooted down and loaded up.


  I spied Scithe and a pal across the street, headed for the Cardonlos place. Scithe waved.


  Dean had conned a beer delivery guy into going out of his way. A Weider brewery guy. They're hard to distract, normally. But this Mr. Sanderin had let Dean pile on a bit of everything we needed around the house, including a sack of potatoes and a bushel of apples, which wouldn't last long once Singe got to stewing.


  Sanderin had a case of nerves, probably because I'm the guy who checks up on Weider brewery employees. "Relax, Sanderin. I didn't even see you today."


  When Dean came back after moving the first keg inside, I said, "Your pal Penny is hanging out across the street again."


  "She's worried about her kittens. But she's afraid to come across and find out how they are."


  "So you told her, eh?"


  "I told her they were all right. They're getting enough to eat. Nobody is hurting them."


  "Which would be why she suckered you into taking them aboard in the first place. Right?"


  "She wanted to take advantage of the Dead Man's reputation. Without having to deal with Himself. But he woke up."


  "Pity."


  "No need to be sarcastic, Mr. Garrett."


  "Maybe not. But it sure feels good. She's welcome any time. We don't bite. Well, I might. But I promise not to leave scars."


  "You need to see the situation from her viewpoint."


  "Dean, don't bullshit me. You don't get to bullshit me. That's no child. She's not twelve years old."


  Dean sighed. "You're right. She's just small for her age. And she's been on her own since she was twelve. She's sharp as a knife about some things and stone naive about others. And I want it to stay that way."


  I got the message. "I should feel hurt by your underlying assumptions. How about you tote a barge or two? Lift a bale? Singe is on her third load."


  Dean got Mr. Sanderin to help him. Once they couldn't see, I blew Penny Dreadful a kiss.


  Relway's boys noticed. Maybe they'd give the kid a hard time and she'd come looking for shelter.


  Singe caught me. "You are a black-hearted villain, Garrett."


  I grinned. "Ain't life fun?"


  She just said, "Looks like more rain."


  Yes. It did, actually.
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  The rain started in the afternoon. It began gently, but cold. After a round of thunder, it turned to freezing rain. Lucky me, I didn't have to hazard streets gone foul and treacherous.


  I was in with the Dead Man, halfway napping, feeling restless. Like I never would have if I'd been free to go out. The Dead Man was having fun needling me about my sudden surge of ambition.


  Somebody came to the door.


  Dean clumped on up there. He was tired of playing with kittens and trying to manage an intelligent conversation with Singe. He can't ignore what she is for long.


  Voices rattled but got lost in the clatter of the rain. Which fell with great enthusiasm, coating everything with ice. Morley came in looking as bedraggled as ever I've seen. He had ice on his head and shoulders. I said, "I'm speechless."


  "If only that were true."


  "What's a dog like you doing out on a night like this?"


  "It wasn't bad when I started. I was two-thirds of the way here when it turned awful. I huddled in a doorway with refugees until it was obvious it wasn't just weather god whimsy. Here was closer than home, so I came ahead. I fell several times. I may have sprained my wrist."


  I chuckled, picturing him huddled up with a bunch of street folk. "I suppose I ought to sit on my mirth until you tell us what you're up to."


  Morley told the Dead Man, "Your little boy is finally beginning to develop social skills."


  Enough contusions and abrasions eventually wear the corners off even the roughest blockheads, given time.


  "I can't argue with that," I confessed. I started to lever myself out of my chair.


  Never mind. Dean and Singe are coming. They are eager for something to do that does not require them to be good company to one another.


  Dean arrived carrying a chair. Singe was equipped to dry Morley out and wrap him in a comforter. Dean said, "We'll get something warm inside you as soon as can be."


  "I'll be fine," Morley said. "I just hope those idiots at The Palms don't burn it down while I'm gone."


  Morley is a micromanager. He isn't comfortable giving his people an assignment and letting them run. I said, "You went off to the Cantard with me one time and it was still there when we got back."


  "That was in the old days. You couldn't hurt the place when it was the Joy House."


  He went on, but I listened with only half an ear. I was marveling at the Dead Man. He'd dropped "Miss Pular" in favor of the informal "Singe." He had accepted her into the family.


  Such as it is. Strange as it is.


  Maybe I ought to recruit a dwarf now.


  I asked, "What's become of all the dwarfs?"


  Which question garnered bewildered looks.


  I said, "It just hit me. I don't see dwarfs anymore. Come to think, there aren't many trolls around anymore, either. Even elves aren't as common as they used to be."


  "Members of the Other Races are leaving TunFaire," Morley said.


  I gulped me some water. I couldn't tell if it was all in my head, but I seemed thirstier all the time. "You saying all that human rights racialist stuff is working?"


  "It is. Though not quite the way you're thinking."


  "Eh?"


  "You don't really think a bunch of drunken yahoos with ax handles would intimidate a troll, do you?"


  I had to admit it. That didn't seem likely. "We're getting old."


  "Speak for yourself. What brought that on?"


  "We're sitting around a fire talking instead of being out in the weather having adventures."


  "And I'm just as happy. If I'm careful, I'll last for centuries."


  "Then how come you're out when even the mad dogs have crawled under the porch?"


  "I didn't plan it."


  "I got that much. Thanks, Singe. Pull up a chair. Listen to the master tell tall tales."


  "I wish," Dotes said. "What did you do to Teacher White?"


  "Nothing. Just chatted him up. What you'd expect. Why?"


  "He's gone insane. He hit Merry Sculdyte. You don't mess with Merry—unless you catch him with his pants down. Which is what Teacher must have done. Rory will have smoke coming out his ears."


  "So Teacher did something stupid. Is that a major departure? You got any more details?"


  "No."


  I noted the Dead Man's absence from the conversation.


  "What got into Teacher?" I mused rhetorically. "He was pissed off because two heavies he borrowed from Merry croaked Spider Webb and Original Dick on him. But he didn't seem suicidal when he left."


  The Dead Man said nothing. I'm sure he wasn't feeling guilty, though.


  I admitted, "We did ask him to get a couple people to come by. I didn't think he'd go start a war."


  Dotes mistook me. "Your name isn't in it. Yet."


  "Not entirely reassuring. But good to know."


  Dean seldom takes an interest. But he had no work and it was too early for bed. He brought a chair in and nurtured the fire while he listened. He kept quiet.


  I told Morley, "Interesting stuff, but why come out in this?"


  "I was concerned that Rory might think you had something to do with his brother's misfortune." Friendship and the showmanship involved in being a manly man lead us through dumb contortions, sometimes.


  "What do you think, Old Bones?"


  Nothing.


  "Come on. I know you're not asleep."


  Indeed not. I am monitoring the approach of the grand villain Teacher White and his merry men. Including a man named Merry, whose appellation seems singularly inappropriate.


  "Headed here?"


  Five minutes. Teacher White knows the truth, but Merry Sculdyte will come in blind.


  I felt him get busy telling everybody else what to do.


  He's a take-charge kind of guy.
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  Though Morley was bedraggled, he was his old svelte self compared to Teacher White, his crew, and their prisoners. That whole gaggle was on the far marches of the drowned-rat category. Though Singe would have bristled at the cliche.


  Teacher told me, "Here you go, asshole. Green Bean, Squint, Brett Batt, and Merry Sculdyte. This'll probably get me killed. And here's what Kolda told me was your friggin' antidote when I bought the samsom weed. Now have your monster get this nightmare outta my head."


  I stood around gaping like a yokel while Teacher's henchmen piled bodies in the hallway, and halfway wished my monster would get the whispering nightmares out of mine. The black murmurs just wouldn't go away. Dean sputtered about the water being tracked in. The captives were bound. They were all bloody. Some were still leaking. That did nothing to make Dean happy, either. I couldn't imagine what White's bunch must have done to pull this off. I had more difficulty imagining what the Dead Man could've done to Teacher to get him so motivated.


  Excellent. Most excellent. You have performed prodigies, Mr. White. I am sure that, at this point, you would like to disappear for a while.


  "No shit."


  Go quickly, then. The watchers are paying no attention because of the weather. Go quietly.


  "What about the mindworm thing?"


  I have removed it already.


  "That fast?"


  That fast. That easily. You will begin to feel much better soon. Go. Watch your footing. Move that coach away from here, even if it is stolen.


  Just what we needed. Another stolen vehicle abandoned in front of the house.


  The White crew went away, fast.


  "Did you get anything new from them before they left?"


  Nothing useful. Though Mr. White certainly had himself an adventure. It will become an underworld saga if he survives.


  "Interesting." I checked the pile of twitching, battered bodies delivered by my once and future enemy. "What about this lot?"


  Where to start?


  I gave Brett Batt a huge kick in the ribs. "Right here. Put in two of those mindworms."


  Garrett.


  "All right. I'll be civilized."


  Morley opined, "I was beginning to wonder."


  "Meaning?"


  "I was beginning to wonder if you hadn't developed sense enough to bust a moose like that up when the chance was there instead of waiting till it's fair."


  Move Mr. Vrolet out into the weather. Leave him under someone's stoop. He knows nothing.


  There was an edge to his thought that left me mildly suspicious. "It's freezing out there."


  The chill will wake him up.


  "Everything's covered with ice."


  Then you will have to make sure of your footing. No one will see you. Those tasked with watching us have chosen to do so in warm, dry places.


  I muttered and grumbled. The crowd of Dean and Morley eyed me like they thought I was being a big baby. And I was. It was nasty out there. But I latched on to Squint. Dean worked the door. I hauled the villain off into the night. The front steps didn't improve his complexion.


  

  


  


  "How many times did you fall down?" Morley asked when I stumbled back into the Dead Man's room.


  "I lost count. Dean. Can you make hot cocoa?"


  It arrived immediately. A cup all around, except for the bad guys. Maybe smelling it cooking was why I asked.


  Mr. Ractic can be removed now, Garrett. Once you finish your cocoa.


  "Is that the way it's going to be with all of these goons?"


  You have a better plan?


  "Any plan that doesn't take me out into the weather."


  That would result in our guests' waking up here in the house. And, possibly, remembering it later. An insalubrious eventuation.


  "Easy for you to say." I considered kicking Brett another time or two. "How am I supposed to move this ox?"


  I am confident that something will occur to you. Deeply amused.


  He was having fun with me. And I didn't know what it was all about.


  I sighed and got to work dragging Green Bean. I didn't damage him much getting down the front steps. I planned to dump him somewhere on Wizard's Reach, but when I got to the stoop where I'd left Squint, Vrolet was gone. I replaced him with Green Bean.


  The rain continued to fall. Most of it found a way to get under my collar in back. I needed a hood or a big hat.


  Gloves wouldn't hurt, either.


  Garrett!


  I jumped, startled. "What?" I was still ten yards from my stoop, clinging to an abandoned, stolen goat cart, halfway unconscious, trying to keep from sliding back downhill.


  Remember to breathe. You are lucky to be close enough to be assisted.


  Yeah? I had a feeling that I'd just been manipulated somehow, so I'd learn a lesson.


  I went in and attacked some more cocoa. Then hot tea, then cold water. I crowded the fire. I asked, "Are we learning anything? Has any of this been worth my trouble?"


  You will be pleased to learn that Mr. Rory Sculdyte considers you one of the most dangerous men in TunFaire. Worth murdering preemptively.


  "Oh, my. I'm a made man now. Are we headed for another anticlimax, with these guys all being marginal?"


  Not quite. You were a target of opportunity for the Batt brothers, not the point of the exercise. Merry Sculdyte had instructions to put you to sleep if the opportunity arose. Perhaps the stone egg was slung at you by an opportunist Sculdyte soldier. You are on the list not only because you are a general nuisance but because you might find Chodo before the Sculdyte crew. You have an astonishing reputation among these thugs. Clearly, they do not know you at all well.


  "What're my chances of digging them out?"


  Getting better by the minute. Every thug able to get up on his hind legs has been looking. We know a very great deal about where Mr. Contague is not.


  "Is he with Belinda? Or does Harvester Temisk have him?"


  The consensus is that Miss Contague is hunting her father with more vigor than anyone else. And your idea did occur to me. I have asked John Stretch to put word out in the ratman community, offering a substantial reward.


  Clever. Ratfolk go everywhere. Nobody pays attention, except to yell. I glanced at Singe. She seemed quite pleased. And tired.


  It was getting late. I realized, with some surprise, that we hadn't yet tapped the new keg.


  How long could that last?


  This Brett Batt is ready to go. You cannot imagine what a banal personality the man has. Though knowledgeable. Certainly knowledgeable.


  "You got something useful?"


  A few points of interest did lurk in the corners of his mind.


  "Such as?"


  I will see that you know what you need to know if a situation should arise where you need to know it.


  All right. We were going to play games. More games. He'd fished something tasty out of Brett's head. He didn't want me to know. Or maybe to obsess about it.


  More or less. It has little to do with anything we are investigating now. Take him out of here.


  Grumbling, I laid a two-hand grip on Brett's collar and started hauling. The only help I got was Singe's volunteering to work the front door.


  Brett was one lucky Bruno. His good buddy Garrett had hold of him at the head end instead of by the feet. Because of this his good buddy Garrett one-manned him down the ice-rimed front steps without banging his skull on even one.


  "What'cha doin'?" Saucerhead Tharpe asked. He had collected coagulated precipitation till he looked like the abominable iceman. He wasn't alone. A wobbling companion, clinging to his arm, also looked like a perambulating ice creature.


  "I'm dragging this butthead over to that cart." I'd suffered the inspiration of a fanatic slacker. If I could just get Brett aboard that thing. . . .


  Tharpe and his pal grabbed hold and helped me hoist Brett into the cart. Then Tharpe said, "Me an' Bitte are gonna get on in outta the weather. All right?"


  "Go ahead on. There's hot cocoa. And we got a new keg in. I'll be there in a minute." I eased in between the double trees, got a good hold on those poles. When I broke their ends loose from the ice, the cart began to roll.


  It worked like a rickshaw in reverse. Me behind. Trying to keep up.


  Macunado Street slopes gently down for a third of a mile. Long before that I turned loose. The cart rolled. It went on. I flailed around, slipping and sliding, never quite falling down. I couldn't keep up and didn't try.


  Brett's ride managed not to smash into anything for longer than it took me to lose sight of it in the dark. I heard it glance off something, continue on, ricochet off something else, then participate in a huge crash. I imagined Brett flying through the night, then spinning on up the glassy street on his prodigious pecs.


  His problem. I headed on home wondering why I hadn't broken some of his bones before I let him roll.


  

  


  


  I found Singe waiting to let me in. She was amused. "How many times did you fall this time?"


  "Not even once."


  She was disappointed.


  Saucerhead and his drinking buddy wandered on into the Dead Man's room, where Old Bones continued to entertain Merry Sculdyte.


  Garrett, I need you to transcribe what I am recovering from this villain. It is not my custom to meddle in civil affairs. However, my rudimentary sense of social obligation compels me to provide this information to Colonel Block and Director Relway. This man is intimate with the darkest and most secret machinery of the underworld. Much more so than Mr. Dotes. Or even Miss Contague. This man knows where the bodies are buried because he buried most of them. He knows which officials are corrupt. He has a good notion which people on his own side could be suborned by Director Relway. In a mundane manner of describing it, Mr. Merry Sculdyte is the pot at the end of the information rainbow.


  "Excellent. We're in the money. Have you noticed Saucerhead's guest?"


  Brother Brittigarn wasn't so wasted that he failed to notice that I wasn't talking to Morley. He wasn't so wasted that he failed to recognize me in the light. "Oh, shit. Man. 'Head, you jobbed me."


  I am aware. I will start on him once you begin writing.


  Brittigarn decided to make a break for it. He managed a step and a half before he froze. Then he turned and walked to my usual chair. Mechanically. He sat, rested his palms on his thighs, stared at infinity. And dripped.


  Dean peeked in. "Is there anything more you need from me? It's past my bedtime."


  "Some rags for this clown to drip on. Where'd Singe get to?"


  "She's in the kitchen trying to tap the new keg."


  "That should be amusing."


  I went over to my office, where I could be comfortable while I wrote.


  

  


  


  It was around sixteen o'clock. My hand was an aching claw. I couldn't go on.


  Get some sleep. We will continue later.


  "How much more is there?"


  The man is a bottomless well of wicked memoirs.


  What I'd already recorded would be invaluable to Colonel Block and Belinda both. And any number of Combine second-stringers like Teacher White scheduled for involuntary retirement after Rory Sculdyte helped himself to his patrimony.


  "How're you doing with BB?"


  The man has an intriguing mind. Get some sleep.


  I pried myself out of my office chair, joints creaking and popping. I need more exercise. My body is beginning to show wear and tear.


  I stuck my head into the Dead Man's room. People were all over, sleeping. Singe was nowhere to be seen.
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  This time the old slug thug himself dragged me out at a criminal hour. He was eager to go on. Excited, even. He borrowed a colloquialism when I protested the absurdity of the hour. Paybacks are a bitch.


  I didn't get it until I was halfway through my second mug of black tea. When he started nagging me about dragging my feet.


  He was getting even for all the times I'd dragged him out of his little naps, just so he could earn his keep.


  "Life's a bitch."


  How is your breathing?


  I hadn't paid attention. It was working. What did I care?


  He withdrew. It wasn't me making it work. I wasn't back on automatic yet.


  "I still have to think about it. Maybe the stuff Teacher brought isn't the real antidote."


  Possibly not. He was not deeply concerned about an antidote when he purchased the samsom weed.


  "Typical of the breed."


  I let Dean serve me breakfast. Singe came in. She'd been outside. I felt the cold roll off her fur. She said, "You need to take a look out there before it all goes away."


  I finished my mug, went and looked.


  The world was glass. Or crystal. Actually, all coated with ice. So much ice that the weight had broken limbs off trees and pulled gutters off buildings. A kitten thought about going out with me but changed up as soon as he laid paws on ice. He jumped back, shook each paw in turn, indignant. "Don't blame me. You're the one who wanted out."


  I surveyed my neighborhood. Nothing moved but a family of mountain dwarfs trudging up Macunado like this was just a brisk morning in the hills back home. It had been an age since I'd seen TunFaire this quiet.


  I retreated from the cold. "You're right, Singe. It's fairy-tale beautiful. And now it's starting to snow." Which would make the ice even more treacherous by masking its wicked face.


  Dean met me at the door to the Dead Man's room. He'd brought more tea. "You'll need this."


  I accepted and went inside.


  The faces in the crowd remained the same. Saucerhead was sprawled on his back, taking up a vast amount of floor space, snoring. Brittigarn and Merry Sculdyte were in chairs, limp, under mental sedation. Morley was awake. But he's the sort of pervert who doesn't mind being in that state when the sun comes up.


  "You still here?"


  "You brought a blast of cold air in with you. Meaning you just looked outside."


  "It's pretty out there."


  "Pretty isn't a problem for you. You're already home."


  I raised an eyebrow.


  "I'm nimble. But not nimble enough to make it to The Palms without breaking something."


  "I saw a family of dwarfs out front. They were managing."


  "This is skinny-dipping weather where they come from. And you said there aren't any dwarfs around anymore."


  "I said you don't see many. I just caught the not many on the move."


  "You may have to give up beer."


  "That's a zig when I expected you to zag. What brought that on?"


  "Singe."


  "Oh." It would be a problem if she became too dedicated to barley soup. "You don't suppose all that smoke out there is because Sarge and Puddle burned your place down?"


  "I have an abiding suspicion that people are firing up their fireplaces."


  "It isn't winter yet." The sharp, softly bitter smell of woodsmoke is a sure sign of winter. More than snow is. People fire up their fireplaces only when they're sure that the cold has arrived for real.


  Fuel is dear. Most of it is barged in from way upriver.


  I noted the presence of several kittens. One had homesteaded Saucerhead's chest. Another had set up housekeeping in Merry Sculdyte's lap. The Dead Man didn't intimidate them anymore. They avoided BB, though. Despite his snoring. Morley observed, "It won't be Sarge and Puddle who do me in. Neither one of them is smart enough to start a fire. The ones who worry me are the ones who think they're smart enough."


  The Dead Man didn't acknowledge my arrival until then. How is your hand this morning? Are you ready to resume?


  I noted that I was favoring my left. "It's stiff. I won't be able to do much."


  Find a trustworthy professional letter writer.


  "Have you paid any attention to me and Morley?"


  I try not to indulge in frivolity.


  "The weather situation isn't frivolous."


  Oh, my.


  He did seem surprised. The season sneaked up on me.


  I felt him recalculating how long he'd been asleep. "It's unseasonable. But severe."


  It is snowing heavily now. Once several inches accumulate, the footing will become less of a problem.


  "Hell, there's an old pair of skates down in the basement somewhere. I could dig them out. I could fix them up, sharpen them up, refurbish them up, put them on Morley. . . ."


  Morley said, "Morley don't skate."


  "Oh?"


  "I tried it once. See this scar? In my eyebrow? That's what hit the ice first. Split me right open. Why are you grinning?"


  "Nothing, really." I was just delighted to discover that I could do something he couldn't, well and with style.


  We will make do until the footing improves.


  I noted a twinkle from under BB's brows. He was awake but pretending not to be.


  Old Bones noticed, too. Our friend from Ymber is producing some interesting information.


  "So give me all the gory details. Unless all that needs to be written down, too."


  Some will have to be, eventually. The man is a charlatan. A successful charlatan, to be sure, but a charlatan nonetheless. He was not born in Ymber. He migrated there before the religious squabbles turned bloody. One of his recent ancestors was not human. He has a touch of what he sells as psychic power. His religion he cobbled together himself. It went over well in Ymber because many people were tired of the feud between A-Lat and A-Laf.


  "I thought open warfare was something recent."


  Yes. It would be instructive to compare Penny Dreadful's recollections with those of Mr. Brittigarn. His are entirely self-serving.


  Old Bones fed me the tale of a con man whose scam had worked well until it caught the attention of A-Laf's deacons and sextons after a fundamentalist, activist faction seized control of A-Laf's cult. They sharpened their teeth on BB's followers. The survivors fled to TunFaire, where they failed to support their pastor in the style to which he wanted to be accustomed. The sin pots of the big city picked them off.


  Now that the battle between A-Lat and A-Laf had immigrated, it didn't seem likely that Brother Brittigarn would enjoy the Dream Quarter much longer.


  "How about my roc's egg?"


  He did not bring that with him. Mr. Tharpe received no instructions concerning it. So the stone is still in the temple of Eis and Igory.


  "But he did switch it out and then not fling it in the river?"


  The stone is much too precious to be thrown away.


  "No!"


  Sarcasm does not become you.


  "No. But I do tend to get sarcastic when you say something that obvious."


  He is reconsidering making a run for it.


  "Then stop him. How hard is that to figure?"


  It may not be that simple if he realizes what natural tools he possesses.


  "Use your standard tactic. Baffle him with bullshit. Why does he want the stone?"


  Proof that Old Bones hadn't lavished much attention on BB then surfaced. He didn't yet know why. He had to go pearl diving in a mind naturally indisposed to surrender its treasures.


  This will take a while. He appears to have been of several minds concerning the stone. Though each of those focused on wringing the biggest profit possible from the windfall.


  Classic crook-think. Calling a theft a windfall. "Why?"


  I felt a little prickle in my mind. He was checking to see what I meant. Instead of asking.


  "You're awfully impatient this time, Old Bones."


  There is so much going on. And I am so excited.


  "You've become sarcasm incarnate. How is the egg important? Why is it valuable?"


  Because he may have told the truth about how dangerous the rock is. Even though it might not have been stolen from the nest of a fabulous bird. He wants to auction the egg on the Hill for enough to get out of the priest racket. The stone does rate description as "rare as rocs' eggs."


  "I'm confused."


  I am surprised that you would notice.


  He has a bite like a saber-toothed toad.


  "Have Singe do your transcription. She needs the practice. And it'll keep her out of the beer."


  He offered the mental equivalent of a harrumph.


  "So. About the stone?"


  It can be used to start fires.


  "Is that so?" I sensed that he didn't know anything else, in any concrete way, but was chock-full of speculation.


  I have Miss Winger working an angle that may tell us something useful.


  Which he wouldn't share right now, of course, because he doesn't like to speculate or brainstorm— except among his own minds. He doesn't like being wrong. But I could guess what he was thinking. I'd considered it myself and decided the idea was too farfetched. You should have mentioned the stone to Mr. Tharpe.


  Saucerhead groaned. He sat up, clapped his hands to his temples, swore, and lied, "I'll never do that again."


  "What is that?"


  He realized he hadn't taken on his career as a cat mattress by indulging in too many adult beverages. "What happened?"


  Morley told him, "It was too nasty for you to go home last night."


  "What time is it? Oh, gods! I shoulda been over to . . . she's gonna kill me!" He tugged at his clothes, retied his shoes, hoisted himself to his feet, and headed for the front door. I tagged along so his misery would have company once he looked outside.


  Saucerhead took his look. "Holy shit! What did you do?"


  "Man, you can't blame the weather on me."


  "Sure, I can. No law says I got to be logical." He showed me his biggest shit-eating grin. He stuck his head back outside, retreated again. "I blame it on the peace."


  "What? You blame what on the peace?"


  "The weather, man. When we had us a war going we never had no weather like this. Not this early."


  "What the hell are you babbling about?"


  He grinned again. "Just yanking your chain, brother. I keep hearing that kind of crap out there in the taverns."


  "Oh."


  "You don't get out there no more. You don't know the latest lunatic theories."


  Saucerhead Tharpe lecturing me about lunacy. It's a strange old world. "You going to jump on out there or not?"


  "I think I'll hang out here. That's just plain too ugly."


  It was a good thing Dean got a chance to lay in supplies.


  I did what I could to loosen my writing hand, went back to work transcribing Merry Sculdyte's memoirs. Singe and Morley spelled me. There wasn't much else to do but try to play chess.


  I found one more area where I could feel superior to my favorite pretty-boy dark-elf breed buddy. Though he insisted I was getting secret help from my sidekick.


  And his handwriting is barely legible.
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  One by one my guests slipped away.


  Morley left first, after waiting almost all day. An hour later Saucerhead plunged into the snowfall, which had passed its peak. It now consisted of glistening little flakes that looked artificial. There was a foot on the ground. And not much wind, which helped ease the misery.


  With Tharpe gone, I asked, "What do we do with these other two? BB has a wife."


  The woman at the temple is his sister. He lets her believe she is the brains behind his confidence games.


  Singe was writing, tongue hanging out the left side of her mouth. She concentrated ferociously, head tilted way over. She wasn't quite ready for illuminated manuscripts.


  "Singe. You think other ratfolk could learn to copy stuff?"


  "What?"


  "Do they have a high tolerance for boredom and repetition? If they could learn how, we could start a copy business."


  I turned back to the Dead Man and BB. "Is she? The mind behind?"


  He does not believe it. He may be incorrect. You will have to feed him. Soon.


  "Have to? Can't I just cut him loose, chock-full of confusion?"


  There is more to be had from him. Something he does not know he knows. Something that has his unrealized talent fully wrapped around it, protecting it.


  "Is it critical?"


  I will not know till I chip it out. It could be the final clue to the meaning of life. Or his mother's recipe for buttered parsnips.


  Taking into account my standing as fool to the gods, a quick calculation suggested that Brother B. would be partial to parsnips.


  The Dead Man suggested I take over for Singe. He was impatient with her striving for perfection. I refused.


  "We aren't going anywhere in any hurry. How about Merry? Is he mined out?"


  There is nothing left to be learned from Mr. Sculdyte. But his release into the wild must be handled carefully—after long delay.


  His absence will leave his brother indecisive. It will cause competing underworld factions to act with restraint. They will all be nervous and his disappearance from the criminal scene will work to Miss Contague's advantage. Merry Sculdyte is the one enemy who was able to penetrate the Contague household.


  "What?" This was news to me.


  Perhaps he was exaggerating to make himself look better. Read the manuscript and find out.


  "But—"


  Read the manuscript. That will keep you out of trouble.


  

  


  


  Dean brought supper for everyone. After supper Singe and I moved over to the office to read each other's transcripts.


  When I went up to bed I was aswirl with emotions. Once the Unpublished Committee for Royal Security reviewed Merry Sculdyte's memoirs, organized crime would suffer hugely.


  The nagging question, as I fell asleep, remained, where were Chodo and Harvester? Were they together? Was all this something they planned way back when? Had Temisk pulled a dramatic rescue? Or was he working some huge scam?


  I shivered down under my winter comforter. It seemed my bed would never warm up. I checked my breathing.


  Despite having downed a well full of water and most of Teacher White's antidote, I still needed help.


  I kept on shivering.
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  Dean made soft-boiled eggs for breakfast, an expensive treat this time of year.


  The whole crew was determined to spend me into the poorhouse.


  "Stop whining," Singe told me. "You are not poor."


  "I'm going to be, though. I'm working for nothing. You're all eating like princes and throwing money down . . . the storm sewers." I'd been about to mention rat holes.


  Dean grumbled about quails' eggs and giving me something to bitch about if I really wanted to bitch.


  Singe said, "He is this way because it is morning."


  She had a point. It was way early. And I couldn't blame my situation on anybody but me. Nobody dragged me out this time. I did it to myself.


  I shivered. I hadn't shaken that yet. And I heard the whispering of the damned, in relaxed moments, from far, far off in my mind.


  After I ate I checked the weather.


  There wasn't a cloud in the sky. It was blinding bright out. Pedestrians slogged through half a foot of slush, carefully. The ice hadn't gone away. Scavengers were gathering fallen branches for firewood.


  I retreated to the Dead Man's room. The contrast in light levels left me blind.


  How is your breathing?


  Startled, I realized I was breathing on my own.


  Be cautious. You are but a third of the way recovered. You have no wind. It will be days yet before you dare strain your self.


  "No running or fighting?" Maybe the samsom weed was why I couldn't stop shivering.


  Nor anything else you indulge in that causes an increased heart rate.


  "Oh."


  Psychic snicker.


  "Then you'd better scare the redhead off if she comes around. Because I don't have a surplus of self-discipline where she's concerned. Hey! Where's my pal Bittegurn?"


  I sent him back to his temple to recover the firestone.


  That didn't sound like the smartest move. "Think he'll bother to come back?"


  He will return. He is convinced that he has found a way to make the big score that has been the secret goal of his life.


  "I feel you wanting to crow. What did you do? Crack that last shell inside his head?"


  Exactly.


  "So how much stroking will I need to do to get you to tell me about it?" I shuddered, the worst fit of shivering yet. "Did you do that?"


  Did I do what?


  "I've been shivering since last night. But this was worse. A completely creepy feeling for a second. That feeling people get when they say somebody walked over their grave. It wasn't the first time, either. And I hear things. Whispers. That are just a hair too far off to make out. So. What did you get from BB?"


  The connection. No. A connection.


  "With what?"


  Between the excitement in the underworld and the Ymberian question.


  "Huh? No. There isn't any connection. There can't be."


  Historically, there is. However, you are correct in thinking that there is not one now. Not directly. None of those ambitious felons out there, eager to take possession of Chodo Contague, are aware that while he was establishing himself, he rented muscle from the cult of A-Laf. They did great violence that could not be traced back to him. For his part, he later provided similar services to the aggressive faction now controlling the cult. You will remember Mr. Crask and Mr. Sadler.


  "You got all that out of Brother Brittigarn?" I shivered, just remembering Crask and Sadler. Being glad that those two were among the angels now. Because, in their time, they'd been much worse than Merry Sculdyte. Much more in my face, far more often.


  I did. That is, he knew the secret history of the A-Laf cult well enough to let me fill the gaps. He did not know the name of the TunFairen criminal captain whose blood money financed the growth of the cult. But what he knew made it obvious that Chodo Contague must be that hidden ally. I expect Mr. Contague would be considerably nonplussed to discover what his assistance has made possible.


  "No shit."


  Excellent thinking.


  "What?"


  You were thinking that it might be useful to see Mrs. Claxton again and interview her from a new perspective.


  "Yeah? Yeah! I'm so clever." I shuddered again, again stricken by that totally creepy feeling that made the chills worse than ever. The whispers were almost intelligible. I had a notion that it would not be good to really understand.


  Got that this time. Ugh. I should have seen it.


  "You going to fade into one of your mystery moods while I figure it out for myself?"


  Not this time. It would be too dangerous to wait that long. The mood you feel, the whispers you hear, are caused by the nickel jackal idols. They came here fully charged with pain and misery and madness. All that has begun to boil off. Someone did not reseal the box properly.


  "Begun? This has been going on since they dragged those things in here. I just didn't make the connection." I began to have trouble breathing. But none whatsoever shivering.


  No need to get upset.


  You can't breathe, maybe you do need to fuss.


  I stared at that damned box. The lid was closed. But it hadn't been nailed down tight.


  A baby cat trotted in, headed my way, bounced, landed in my lap. It made itself at home. But it stared at that box, too. With an intensity suggesting that it saw things invisible to me.


  Much better.


  "What?"


  You are calmer now. Once you are comfortable with it, nail that box shut.


  "Sure. I'm a rock." But he was right. The panic was gone. The whispers had receded. My hands weren't trembling. "How much longer is this going to last?"


  That cannot be predicted. It may become necessary to catch this Kolda and make him tell us about samsom weed. I do not want to deal with flashbacks and seizures indefinitely.


  "Yeah? Consider my point of view."


  Ah.


  "Ah? Ah, what?"


  The rumor of your imminent demise may be about to pay dividends.


  "I am on my way," Singe said, heading for the front door. A moment later I heard Scithe talking, though I couldn't make out individual words. Singe came back to report. "That was a Watchman. He wanted to know if it was true about you. I said yes. On inspiration, I told him you had been forced to take a poison Teacher White got from somebody named Kolda."


  I did not cue her, Chuckles informed me. She thought of that herself.


  "Good going, Singe. They'll round them all up."


  Singe puffed up with pride.


  No time for patting one another on the back. Garrett, you need to be in bed, dying.


  "Block is at the Cardonlos place, eh?"


  It seems logical. I believe he is. Mr. Scithe suspects he is, though he has not seen the Colonel. He was sent here because of his ignorance. But he is brighter than they suspect. He believed his real task was to find out if I am awake. He will report that he found nothing suspicions.


  Block being Block, that would be suspicious. "They'll think you messed with his head, then."


  Not amusing. Go be sick.
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  The being sick part didn't require much acting. I still had aches in my pains and bruises on my bruises and those were turning colorful. I hadn't gotten near a razor in modern times. I kept hoping Tinnie would come back and give me a sponge bath. I shivered and shook.


  I fell asleep. Which I needed to do. I'd wasted altogether too much time not sleeping.


  Tinnie woke me up.


  "Oh, hell!"


  "Thank you so very much. I'll just go back home."


  "I wasn't being . . . you're here because you heard I was dying. Somebody from the Watch told you, right?"


  "Yes. How did you know?"


  They knew she'd been here before. They'd walked her home. They'd visited her before doing anything else.


  "And you told them I'd be all right because the Dead Man keeps me breathing."


  "Oh-oh. I goofed."


  "Yep. We wanted to fish Block into coming over here. The Colonel was too clever for us this time." Did Block know something he was eager to keep to himself? Probably not. He just had a dislike for having his secret mind exposed.


  My breathing seemed almost natural. But thinking about Tinnie and sponge baths alerted me that I wouldn't be living the fantasy anytime soon. "Life is a raging bitch."


  "Dean said you'd be in a bad mood. You haven't been drinking as much as you should. Water, I mean."


  My, my. She could be right. I was thirsty right then.


  I climbed out of bed, rocked dizzily. "Oh."


  "You all right?"


  "Dizzy."


  "You're shaking, too. Is the Dead Man starting to rub off?"


  "He's been contagious lately." I sat back down. She was right about the shakes. My dizziness didn't improve. "Maybe you'd better get Dean or Singe to bring some water."


  The dizziness not only did not relent. It got worse. Likewise, the shakes. I felt the Dead Man touch me, concerned. Dean brought water. I sucked a pint down without taking a breath.


  You are not supposed to become genuinely sick.


  "I guarantee you, it wasn't in my master plan."


  Tinnie said, "You're running a fever."


  I collapsed back onto the bed. "This may need to run its course."


  Dean invited himself in. He seemed disappointed not to have caught us in midfrolic. "I brought a pitcher of beer. A rapid pass-through might do some good."


  I gave him the most potent fisheye I could muster while teetering at the brink of unconsciousness.


  I drank all the barley soup I could hold. It was prescribed. I did pass out then, shivering, outraged because this had happened to me, now.


  Vaguely, I heard Dean opine that I must've caught it that night I was out in the weather. Less vaguely, I tried to get the Dead Man's attention because it might be those damned metal dogs again.


  Jackals.


  

  


  


  I wakened with a mild headache and a solid, coughing cold well started in my left lung. Tinnie materialized before I got all the way upright. I grumbled, "Aren't we getting domestic?"


  She had thoughts on the matter. She didn't share. "Drink this." She'd brought a steaming hot mug of something more fetid than aged swamp water.


  "Are there wiggly things in here?"


  "Dean forgot to add them. I'll go get some. Start on this in the meantime."


  I took the mug, held my breath, downed a long draft. Fighting a cough as I did. I don't get sick often. If I do, Dean usually conjures some effective remedy.


  Tinnie didn't leave. She made like a stern mother forcing her recalcitrant scion to polish off his rutabaga pie.


  "Guess the poison and the exposure did me in."


  Tinnie smirked. "Once you're strong enough, go downstairs. Dean has a steam thing set up."


  A steam thing. I hadn't been steamed and herbalized since I was a kid. Somebody thought I was on the brink of pneumonia.


  "What the hell? This morning I was—"


  Miss Tate silenced me with a scowl. "This morning was a different world. You got sick. Fast. In a big way."


  I didn't collapse when I got up. But my world whirled on its axis. I was in trouble.


  The kind of trouble you're in when a gorgeous redhead gets under your arm and up against you, pretending she's helping you when she's actually torturing you with no shred of shame.


  I didn't have much trouble breathing while Tinnie was helping me. Just the opposite.


  It looks like the worst may have passed. Which means you will be back to your usual uncouth self before the rest of us adjust.


  "I'm hoping, Old Bones. Before this one gets away."


  That earned me an elbow in the ribs. The sore ribs.


  "Easy, woman. What've you got against compliments?"


  "Their artificiality? Their lack of sincerity?"


  "I'm a little lame in the brain right now. How does that saying go about sharper than a frog's fang?"


  "Serpent's tooth. Which you know. Because you haul it out every time somebody disagrees with you."


  "Who could possibly disagree with me? I'm so cute." I had to sit back down, then lie back down. I'd used me all up.


  "Drink some water."


  "You're awful cranky."


  "I haven't been getting enough sleep."


  Sense was setting in. I thought before I spoke. "How long have you been here?"


  "Fifteen hours."


  Wow! That explained some things. "I must've been a long way gone."


  "You're lucky the Dead Man is awake. And not just because of the breathing."


  "Huh?"


  "You made me so mad I almost killed you last night. You tried to die on me."


  "Uh . . . all right." This sounded like one of those times when anything I said would be the wrong thing. Even silence wouldn't cut it. But silence would bring on the fewest lumps and bruises.


  "You probably shouldn't get up. But we need to get you bathed and get your bed changed."


  "Sickness is a bitch. Has to happen right in the middle of everything." We'd lost what, two days already?


  Nothing has been lost by your suffering. Nothing has happened.


  Tinnie got that, too. She told me, "It's snowing again. It's weird. We've had half a winter's worth and it really shouldn't have started yet."


  More water arrived. Dean didn't carp about anything. That meant I'd definitely had a close call. I drank some, then said, "I'm starving. But I feel nothing better than chicken soup coming on."


  "And be thankful for that."


  "Old Bones. Was it the samsom weed? Or something else?"


  You have Mr. White to thank for your situation. If not the person called Kolda. The supposed antidote appears to be another poison.


  Teacher. The kind of guy who went to the trouble he'd gone to to get even for Spider Webb and Original Dick might've wanted to get even with me.


  "Hey! Why didn't you warn me? Wouldn't you have seen it in Teacher's head if he was trying to poison me?"


  White appeared to have no conscious villainy in progress.


  Dean brought the anticipated chicken soup. Only it was nothing but broth. All the good stuff had been strained out.


  It was warm and thick and I was starving. I sucked it down till I couldn't hold any more.


  Minutes later I declared, "I'm starting to feel human." Pause. "Well? Somebody going to jump on the straight line?"


  "Nobody's in the mood, Garrett. The last fifteen hours were misery curdled. Ready downstairs, Dean?"


  "Steamer's going. Water's hot. The tub is out. I'll get something to dry him off and we'll be set."


  Tinnie snapped, "Off your butt, big boy. It's bath time."


  I stood. With help. The world hadn't gone stable, but it didn't have that awful wobble where I tripped and stumbled into a nightmare dreamland.


  I felt stronger by the time we hit the kitchen. Where the air was thick with steam, the herb stench watered my eyes, and the heat was overpowering.


  Dean had dragged the big copper laundry tub up from the cellar. Two smaller tubs were heating on the stove. I said, "This ought to cook a few demons out of me."


  "If only," Tinnie and Dean sneered at the same instant.


  If only. You should be beyond crisis, Garrett. But we must make sure. You are doing most of your own breathing. Secondarily, Dean and Miss Tate wish to render your personal aroma somewhat less piquant.


  I didn't have energy enough to get my feelings bruised.


  Tinnie grumbled, "Arms over your head. Off with those filthy duds."


  In the steam and heat I caught whiffs of what everybody else had been suffering all along.


  No wonder Singe and her miracle nose were elsewhere.


  That weed sweat was pretty awful.
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  They steamed me for the rest of the century. They were generous with water and beer, but still I sweated a good ten pungent pounds. And was too weak afterward to make it back to bed on my own.


  My bedding had been changed. Somebody had opened the window briefly, despite the weather. A charcoal burner was warming the room now. Herbs had been added, meant to mask bad smells.


  I collapsed. My last recollection was Tinnie cursing like a Marine as she levered loose extremities into bed.


  

  


  


  I regained consciousness with a furious hangover— again—and a worse attitude. How many times would I go round this circle of misery? Hell. Maybe I could get my karma all polished up in one lifetime.


  I had no strength. I was a big glob of pancake goo, just splattered there. If I'd been able to feel sorry for anybody else, I would've reflected on how awful life must be for Chodo. But from the surface of the griddle the horizon is close. Only a strong caution from the Dead Man and a residual dollop of survival instinct kept me from taking it out on Tinnie.


  It is not her fault. It is not her fault. He is handy, sometimes.


  "The Dead Man says you're cured." Damn her eyes, she was chipper. Perky, even. Which made it harder to hold back. "There's some work you can do today. Notice, you're breathing on your own now." Tinnie fed me watery porridge and honeyed tea. "You more inclined to concentrate on the manufactory full-time now?"


  Here came some potholes in the high road to romance.


  "I thought you all wanted me to stay away." On account of I mutter and sputter and carry on like the group conscience. Particularly when they're trying to expand the corporate profit margin.


  "You could keep your mouth shut. You can contribute without making everybody want to smack you with a shaping mallet. Security is getting to be a challenge. We've had parts go missing. We think somebody is trying to build a three-wheel at home."


  Singe arrived with a tray. But no food. "This tea has willow bark in it. Dean thought you might have a hangover."


  I did, but I was getting better. "Thanks. How come nothing else?"


  Singe eyed Tinnie's tray. "Your gut can't handle anything heavier."


  I was ready to tie into a mammoth steak. "Not even soup?"


  "Soup for lunch. Maybe. Maybe something solid for supper. If you keep the soup down."


  I was cranky enough to chew rocks. But some damnable shred of decency wouldn't let me snarl and bitch when people were babying me. Probably supplemented by a suspicion that the babying would stop.


  I drank tea. I drank water. By the time I finished dressing and got downstairs I was thirsty again.


  Dean gave me apple juice. The flavor hit my mouth like an unexpected explosion. After an almost painful moment I understood that I had my sense of taste back, never having realized that it was gone.


  How is your writing hand? Recovered, I trust?


  I muttered. I grumbled. I made noises like I might not only go to work at the manufactory full-time. I might move there with all my treasures and none of my burdens.


  I got a big mental sneer in reply. And a confession that, The transcription is complete. Merry Sculdyte has departed, in a state of vast confusion. He has memories he knows are not his own. But he cannot sort those out from others that are. He is afflicted with suspicions of his brother and benevolent feelings toward Teacher White. Who, he vaguely recollects, saved his life and nursed him back to health after somebody tried to assassinate him.


  "You seem to have lost some scruples."


  They are not lost. They are in abeyance.


  I was so amazed I forgot to feel sorry for Ma Garrett's baby boy for nearly a minute. "Oh? Explain a little more."


  The Sculdyte family has a plan. An extreme plan. Not advantageous for TunFaire. Much better if Miss Contague continues to wrangle the underworld. Her victims are her own kind. And deserving.


  I understood once I skimmed notes from those Merry memories not recorded in my own fair hand.


  Rory did have a plan. It involved destroying the Watch. He expected backing from the Hill once the killing started. But Merry had known no names. It sounded more like raw wish fulfillment than solid scheme, but Sculdyte was convinced that a reckoning with the Watch was imminent. Upon removal of Chodo and his wicked daughter.


  The Contague name still had conjure power.
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  I napped while Colonel Block read. The trudge over to the Cardonlos place had worn me out. Even with Tinnie along to pick me up if I got lost in a snowdrift.


  My honey shook me when it was time. The poor girl was ragged.


  Block was done. And hot enough to boil water. He glared at me. "How dare they? How dare they?" Then, less rhetorically, "Did you really have a close call?"


  "You're going to worry about me? That makes me nervous." But I sketched my age of suffering.


  "I don't need to hear about every twitch and burp, Garrett." Then, "That doesn't allay my natural cynicism. I can't help wondering, if you're willing to turn this over, how much more interesting is the stuff you're holding back?"


  "It's hard, going through life misunderstood."


  "I doubt that anyone misunderstands you even a little, Garrett. Eh, Miss Tate? Nevertheless, we're in your debt."


  "Really? We could use a visit from some Green Pants guys."


  "That might serve our purposes." Without hesitation or argument.


  "Send a clerk, too. Somebody without imagination enough to be scared of the Dead Man. I can't write anymore." I showed him a hand shriveled into a claw.


  "It isn't that I don't believe you're literate, Garrett. I've witnessed incidents. What I can't envision is you doing that much work."


  I shrugged. I'd surprised him before.


  His heart wasn't in his banter. It was broken. Somebody out there was so indisposed to the rule of law that he meant to make war on it. "Where is Merry now?"


  I shrugged again. I was getting a heavy workout. "I was asleep. They put him out in the snow. In a state of confusion, apparently."


  "Assuming your story has a nodding acquaintance with the truth, then, Rory may guess that his baby brother ran into the only Loghyr left in TunFaire."


  Not all of TunFaire's crooks are terminally stupid. Only most of them.


  I asked, "Any idea where Belinda Contague is?"


  "No. She's as elusive as her father. Why?"


  "Curiosity."


  Block grunted. He was antsy. He wanted me to go away so he could go talk this over with his unsocial sidekick. His claw within the shadows.


  Sighing, Tinnie hoisted me to my feet. I groaned. It would be a long, cold trek home. I told Block, "We wouldn't mind seeing one of the foreman type Ymberians, in addition to the standard wide load with the bad fashion sense."


  The good Colonel nodded, distracted. He wasn't exactly caught up in the moment.
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  The wind was no longer as wicked. It was behind us now. And I was too wiped out to be distracted by externals. I couldn't focus on much but hunger and wanting to get back to bed.


  Nevertheless, that old Marine training persisted. "See the waif beside the steps down there?"


  "Yes. That the kitten girl with the mighty name?"


  "The very one."


  "She don't look like a princess."


  "How do I convince her she doesn't have to be afraid?"


  "Get the eunuch operation?"


  "Come on, Tinnie."


  "I love you, buddy. But love doesn't have to be blind. She's female. She's old enough to stand on her own hind legs. Which means she'd better not get close enough for you to do your helpless little-boy routine."


  Story of my life. They want to mother me instead of let me treat them badly, Morley Dotes style.


  "You're too young and beautiful to be so cynical."


  "You might wonder who made me that way."


  "I will. When I find out who she is, I'll give her a piece of my mind."


  "Sure you can spare it?"


  We were home. She whacked on the castle gate. I puffed and panted. The long climb up left me without wind to argue.


  I swear, there were still echoing whiffs of Mulclar swirling round the stoop.


  Singe opened up. Tinnie handed me over. "Give him lots of water, some broth, and let him nap. I'll be back." She returned to the street. Singe didn't give me time to thank her.


  The Dead Man demanded, Do you have something to report?


  "Save time. Do it the easy way." I settled into my chair, halfheartedly trying to remember when we'd shed all our guests.


  I felt him stir the sludge inside my head. I went to sleep. After what didn't seem like thirty winks, I woke up to a meal set up on a small table beside me. Singe ambled in from up front, where she had admitted a snow-encrusted redhead.


  I said, "I thought you went home."


  Tinnie frowned. Then, "No. I went to talk to the princess." She didn't sound like she was awash in sympathy for Penny. "She's as stubborn as a rock. She won't come over and get warm."


  I asked, "She sat still? She talked to you?"


  "She didn't feel threatened."


  "What's her problem?"


  "She's the last one standing, Garrett. She's still a kid. But she saw her mother, her aunts, and her grandmother murdered. By men."


  "Men in green pants, not harmless little fuzz balls like me."


  "Men. That's the point. The A-Laf cult. Which, the way she tells it, is a lot nastier than we imagined. They think women are evil. That they're fit only to be breeding slaves."


  I sensed faint but constrained mirth. "Careful, Old Bones. She's wound up. And your attitude is pretty bad."


  "It isn't his attitude I had in mind, big boy."


  Time for a change of subject. "Dean! Where are you? Bring something for Miss Tate. Singe, how about you help her with those wet things?"


  Tinnie glared. I was being thoughtful.


  The air of amusement grew. As I have observed previously, when you get hit hard enough for long enough, you do begin to learn.


  Tinnie glowered.


  Your visit with the girl was more productive than you think, Miss Tate.


  He left it at that. Until Tinnie had eaten and warmed up and grown less cranky. Then he told us that Tinnie had distracted Penny enough for him to slip a couple of suggestions into her divine head. I could not browse. The girl has been trained to recognize and resist a probe. Therefore, I fed what was there. Fear. Despair. Loneliness. And physical misery.


  He didn't share the latter with Tinnie, who was likely to turn all outraged.


  She was still eating. And listening to Singe talk about chances for a bath followed by a long nap. Singe suddenly shut up, stood upright, and stared at the Dead Man with glazed eyes. Then she headed for the front door.


  This should be interesting. He didn't explain. Back to Penny Dreadful. The impulses insinuated should heighten the child's entire range of emotion. We can expect her to look for emotional support.


  It would behoove you to make sure that Dean does not leave the house before she cracks.
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  Butterbutt sent Dean to the door. Dean did try to sneak out. Chuckles didn't let him. The old boy got all foamy-mouthed about supposed shortages in our stores.


  The rest of us got excited about the three bipeds delivered by Scithe and several Relway Runners. Scithe told me, "Ask and ye shall receive. Sign this receipt, Garrett."


  I signed, checked his catch. "The Bruno seems a bit dull."


  "That would be his natural state. Though they did drug him up. It was the only way to keep him docile. This other one, you smack him some and he gets cooperative."


  "The long, skinny one the clerk?"


  The third man was tall and vague. He slouched with hands in pockets. Defeated. The part in his hair was four inches wide and ran back to his crown.


  "Yeah. He's a twofer. A bonus baby. He'll do your transcription. Call it public service, to work off bad behavior. The Director gets a kick out of that kind of thing."


  "What'd he do?"


  "He poisoned one of our more exotic Karentine subjects."


  I didn't get it. I was in slow mode.


  "Kolda, Garrett. Your herbalist. They ran him down this morning."


  "Relway has a twisted sense of humor."


  "We enjoy it. Got to go. Always more bad boys to catch."


  Dean saw the strongarms of the law to the door. He attempted another escape. Old Bones shut him down. Singe took him back to the kitchen.


  I stared at Kolda. Stared and stared. The man almost killed me. Though not deliberately. Teacher White asked for a tool. Kolda delivered. He would've sold the same drug to me if I'd asked, with silver in hand.


  He does not know who you are.


  "Too bad. Suppose we put him to work." I'd get even later.


  Before he started on the Green Pants crew, the Dead Man rifled Kolda's head. He didn't find much. You have brought women home who have more between the ears.


  "Hey! Tinnie resents that!" Knowing he wouldn't have included her in his last.


  He is a power within his own field, however. He could write a major grimoire on medicinal herbs. He is not a social creature. Though he does have a wife and three children.


  "Marvelous. Good for him. I can barely keep my eyes open. Before I fall asleep I'd like to know if you mined any nuggets out of these fools."


  Kolda and the Ymberian foreman became suspicious. Kolda turned scared. The Dead Man calmed him down, set him up to record what he dug out of the other two.


  Ah. Here is an interesting tidbit. Our once-upon-a-time friends Mr. Crash and Mr. Sadler began their careers as sextons in the A-Laf cult. Chodo Contague suborned them. Not that they were especially devout. Being sextons allowed them to indulge their needs to hurt people.


  That sounded like those boys. And my old pal Chodo.


  The Dead Man made the equivalent of a girlish squeal of dismay.


  "What?" I couldn't keep my eyes open.


  Tinnie had gone up to bed already. But she'd had a hard few days.


  The smaller one has hidden defenses. Nasty ones. He is pulling them together now. He has only just realized the truth of his situation.


  "A little slow, is he?" Not surprising, though. A lot of line boss types amble around with their heads stuck in dark and smelly places.


  Our friends in the Unpublished Committee treated him with a preparatory drug, too. Therefore, he is slower than he might be.


  Ouch!


  "What?"


  There are mousetraps in there. I got a finger nipped. This will be challenging. He was excited. And dangerous. He has some minor training in the use of sorcery.


  Oh, hell. What did I get myself into now?


  I'd worry about it after another nap. If Butterbutt didn't provoke the Ymberian into imploding the house.
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  Three hours was time enough to restore me to a functional level.


  There'd been changes. Saucerhead had turned up. He nursed a mug of something warm. John Stretch was in Singe's personal chair, hard at work on a big bowl of stewed apples. My mouth watered. Melondie Kadare was absent. I hadn't seen her for a while. The weather must have caught up with her tribe.


  Singe brought me a bowl. Summoned by Chuckles, no doubt. It was gruel.


  "I see the place is still standing." Both the Ugly Pants foot soldier and Ugly Pants manager appeared to be sleeping.


  The most powerful wizard who ever lived cannot work his wickedness if he cannot focus. The key to sorcery is will and concentration.


  What might the Dead Man be doing inside the deacon's skull? He had me confused and boggled without even trying.


  "Good to know. To what do we owe the honor of foul-weather visits from Saucerhead Tharpe and John Stretch?"


  Ask them. I am occupied. As you proceed, however, go through the pockets of the sexton.


  Singe brought John Stretch another bowl of apples and a mug of beer. Saucerhead had a beer himself. Singe is a generous girl when it isn't her purse that's being drained.


  Saucerhead seemed less likely to be distracted. "So what's the word?"


  "I got your rock back. Bitte put up a fight, but . . . actually, I brung that back when you was still sick. It's on your curio shelf."


  We have a set of shelves where we keep memorabilia. Some are good for a chuckle. Now that the pain has gone away.


  "Thanks. And?"


  "I been going on tracking down all those times where somebody caught on fire and died."


  That must've been exciting. Maybe the gods did me a big favor, letting me get poisoned. "So?"


  "So I started with forty-one cases where human combustion was supposed to be involved. That was bullshit, mostly."


  Huh? "All right. Go on."


  "Well, right away I found six times when what it was, it was kitchen accidents. Grease fires. And with the other cases, almost every time they was a ordinary explanation. What're you doing to that guy?"


  "Rolling him. Chuckles thinks he has something in his pocket."


  Singe, pandering to our freeloaders, asked, "How is the new girlfriend?"


  Color appeared in Tharpe's cheeks.


  I said, "Huh?"


  Far be it from me to discourage a man, however hopeless. I did not pursue it now, though I did wonder how Saucerhead had found time to get involved with another woman. "So most of the supposed . . . what did you call them? Human combustions?"


  "Yeah. Spontaneous human combustion. It's sorcerer talk."


  Really? We'd look at that later. "So most weren't what rumors make them out to be."


  "Nope. They was some that there wasn't no explanation for, though. I got the feeling some more could be explained if somebody can work themselves up to admit that they done something really stupid. But, even so, some has got to be them spontaneous human combustions."


  "Including Buy Claxton?"


  "Who?"


  "The woman who caught fire during Chodo's birthday party."


  "I don't know nothin' about her. I didn't look at her. But she was in a kitchen when it happened, wasn't she? What did you find?"


  I'd found a little green egg in Big Boy's pocket. A dead ringer for the one on my curio shelf. Interesting. Some secret mutual identification charm for members of A-Laf's gang?


  My partner could root that out.


  "How many cases?"


  "Seven that need a closer look on account of they all involved Chodo."


  "Ah. Ah?"


  "Chodo owned the places where the fires happened. Some of the other ones, too, but in these ones Chodo was there."


  "You're shitting me."


  "Not hardly. You're my favorite turd."


  "Saucerhead. We're in mixed company here."


  "As mixed as it gets, I'd say."


  "Talk to me about Chodo's part."


  "He was there. Every time. Hang on. I might be misspeaking. Somebody in a wheeled chair was there before the fires happened. But not when the bodies was found."


  At this point Saucerhead's marvelous legwork petered out. Meaning there might yet be legwork reserved for me.


  I went through the other Ymberian's pockets. He didn't have his own roc's egg. He did come equipped with a little teak box. Inside: "One of them metal dogs." Frost formed on it. Despair hit like a kick in the gilhoolies. Whispers of darkness filled my head. I just managed to shut the box. "Whoa! That was ugly."


  Saucerhead and John Stretch were glassy-eyed, with Tharpe smitten harder than the ratman. Cutlery hit the floor in the kitchen. A-Laf's boys didn't react. Because the Dead Man had frozen up. Those he controlled had followed his lead.


  Old Bones had taken the psychic equivalent of a punch to the breadbasket. He huffed and puffed, on the mental side, getting his balance back.


  "That was some bad shit," Saucerhead rumbled, shivering. "How about you don't open that friggin' box no more?"


  "You got a deal, buddy."
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  The situation improved once those of us who weren't guests of the Crown surrounded a few beers. I told John Stretch, "You've been quiet."


  "As a mouse." A joke? "My mouth has been full."


  "You got a point. It's not full now, though. What's up?"


  "We have located your lawyer."


  "What?" I chomped down on Harvester Temisk's name in a moment of paranoia. "Why didn't you say so?"


  "I just did. And your partner has known since my arrival." John Stretch no longer seemed intimidated. "There is no need for haste."


  It was night out and winter out and the Dead Man wasn't excited about getting something done right away. Maybe it could wait.


  Saucerhead reminded me, "Chodo don't move so fast and light no more, Garrett. I figure, wherever the mouthpiece has got him stashed, that's where he'll stay till he gets flushed out."


  "That's the common wisdom now? That Temisk kidnapped him at Whitefield Hall?"


  "Ain't no better theory ever come up. Some folks even wonder if the Green Pants guys wasn't just a diversion for to cover his getaway."


  Interesting theory. "And, flushes him?" What? I felt an idea trying to be born. Kolda. Yeah. And my late bout with herbal poisoning. "Hey. Old Bones. What're the chances Belinda's been poisoning her old man? Temisk might be trying to get him straight."


  If so, the woman is more clever than we credit. She has been here many times, betraying only her ongoing complicity in profiting from her father's misfortune. In the financial and emotional senses alike.


  There may be substance to your speculation, however. If other parties had regular access.


  "Didn't Merry say Rory has somebody inside?"


  Interesting. Yes. Let me reflect on the possibilities.


  "It would explain some stuff. You sure I shouldn't hit the bricks right now?"


  You are not yet recovered.


  John Stretch said, "My people will keep watch."


  That wasn't reassuring. Ratfolk are notorious for cashing in on anything salable. The whereabouts of the kingpin might be the most marketable commodity in TunFaire today.


  John Stretch tried to reassure me. "My watchers do not know who they have staked out. They believe we are watching a burglary ring whose plunder hoard we intend to convert to our own advantage. They know only that they are to inform me who goes in and out."


  This ratguy was a natural. Dangerously bright. "Can you track somebody to their next hideout in this weather?"


  "Singe can."


  I was skeptical.


  Your anxiety is understandable, Garrett. And not misplaced. But you must regain strength. You are not yet capable of an extended journey, let alone physical excitement.


  "If John Stretch can find them, so can Rory or Teacher." Chodo had had friends on the Hill. No doubt Rory Sculdyte did, too. Those people and Syndicate bosses are sides of the same coin, down in their bloody, greedy black hearts.


  And there are countless low-talent, self-taught storefront and street-corner magicians. Not all of them are charlatans.


  "Good work, all," I said. "What do I owe you, Saucerhead? After deductions for food and beer?"


  "What? You got no sense of hospitality. I wouldn't never try to charge you if you was a guest at my place."


  "How do I know that? I don't even know where you live."


  Saucerhead showed me one of his professional hard-guy looks. It didn't take. After a pause, he said, "Singe paid me."


  "If I go get in line now, a place might open up in the workhouse before I'm completely destitute."


  "I wish I was half as bad off as you're always poor-mouthing. I'd have to go live on the street."


  I could see how. Saucerhead comes equipped with low expectations and a knack for showing up at suppertime.


  John Stretch told me, "The stewed apples and Weider's Select are compensation enough for me." He had to work at "compensation."


  I nodded but thought, "Not good." What insanity would the rat king drag me into if I stumbled into his favor-for-a-favor universe?


  That kind of nightmare had me chasing Chodo now.


  The Dead Man suggested, You all should turn in for the night. Garrett, I will generate a distraction that will allow you to leave unnoticed in the morning. Mr. Tharpe. We have further need of your services.


  Evidently I was expected to improve dramatically during the night.


  So I went upstairs and slept some more. I had to move Tinnie with a crowbar. If she'd been any more asleep, we would've needed an undertaker.
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  Singe woke me.


  "Don't you ever sleep, girl? Where's Tinnie?" I was alone.


  "She went home. Saucerhead took her. She was not feeling well. She was afraid she caught what you had. She wanted to be where she could get a real physician to visit."


  "Crap!" Something to worry about on top of everything else.


  "She said don't worry on her account. She will be with her family."


  "Double crap. You know what that means."


  "In my limited experience, I would say it means you had damned well better find room in your busy day to go hold Tinnie's quivering hand. You can rest after you are dead."


  She'd read Tinnie pretty good. "Nothing I can do about that right now. So why wake me up?" There was no light from outside.


  "The Dead Man says it will be time to get moving when Saucerhead gets back. Also, Mr. Dotes just returned. I thought that might be important."


  I glanced at the window. It had better be real important. It was flat dark out there.


  Singe told me, "Dean is grumbling like a volcano god, but he is cooking and fussing about going back to bed later. When you dress, remember that it is raining again. And looks likely to turn to ice or snow."


  "Sounds exciting." I swung my feet onto the floor, stood. I didn't know how bad I'd felt before until I realized how good I felt now. "Wow! I think I'm cured."


  "Yes. And your bed buddy left a little too soon." She nodded toward half-mast.


  I glanced down. And flushed. "We're getting too casual and comfortable with each other around here."


  Singe resisted further comment. "I should consult the poisoner. I'm due for a season. None of us need that distraction."


  She was right. Ratgirls in heat distract everybody. They have no more control than a cat in heat.


  "Where are our kittens? I haven't seen them for a while."


  "Hiding from A-Laf's wicked men."


  "I see." Interesting.


  

  


  


  We all breakfasted while Morley explained his appearance at such an ugly hour.


  "My place caught on fire."


  "With you there? Your boys are more clever than I thought."


  "Yes, with me there. And it wasn't their fault. To my surprise. Though, shall we say, not so much a surprise after all, considering. I hear you got your rock back from the guy who switched it out. May I see it?"


  "Huh? On the curio thing. Top shelf." I looked at Old Bones. He wasn't inclined to explain.


  "There are two here, Garrett. Which one?"


  "The one with the scratches is the one that got flung at me."


  "I don't see any scratches."


  "You can feel them. And there's a chip out of the pointy end. Do you see that?"


  "A little black spot?"


  "Yeah. What's up?"


  "The fire started in the dent where this hit my door. I don't know how. Or why. Or why now. It was like a charcoal fire. About this big when we found it."


  He made a circle with his forefingers and thumbs. "It wouldn't go out. We ended up taking the door down. We piled ice and snow on, but it kept burning till the wood was all gone."


  "I know a good door and hinge man."


  "Well, you'd have to. Wouldn't you?"


  "Ha! And ha again. Old Bones. What do you think?"


  Consider the possibility that you were not the target of that stone. The intent may have been to burn Mr. Dotes' business.


  "That's a long jump."


  Not too long considering what I prized out of the Brittigarn person. And hints I find in these minds. Though one is a wasteland and the other remains mostly locked.


  "What motive could these lunatics have?" Morley asked. "I hadn't heard of them then."


  Possibly they wished to distract you from Garrett's situation. No. That is too great a stretch. We do not have sufficient information. You have eaten. Garrett, I suggest you get started. Mr. Tharpe is about to arrive.


  "Am I up to this?"


  Yes. Though you will not be alone.


  "What's up?" Morley asked as Singe appeared, ready for the weather.


  "Got a couple of things to check out. Buy Claxton first."


  "Oh. I'll tag along on that."


  I didn't argue with him or with Singe. The Dead Man told me, Singe knows where you are going. Do you?


  Not unless he told me. Because John Stretch hadn't chosen to trouble me with that little detail.
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  First thing I noticed—after I stopped whining about the cold—was that Penny Dreadful was no longer across the street. "I hope she found someplace that's warm."


  "She'll be all right," Saucerhead told me.


  "You in this with Dean now?"


  "Tinnie took her home. On account of she was half frozen. She was killing herself."


  

  


  


  We went on over past The Palms, where Morley's troops lurked behind a down comforter hung in place of the door. He showed me the seared hardware. "Not much to see, is there?"


  "There is a stench of all evil unleashed," Singe said. She breathed in little puffs, the way I would do around a badly blown carcass. When Puddle came out I told him how to get hold of Mr. Mulclar. "He'll cut you a discount if you tell him I referred you."


  "That's exciting," Morley said. "Why am I suspicious of your generosity? Why do I think you're straining to keep a straight face?"


  "I don't know. Why?"


  If Mr. Mulclar hadn't changed his diet . . . heh, heh, heh.


  

  


  


  Morley stayed with us. It was a short half mile on to the Bledsoe. It was getting light. The scaffolding outside the hospital was clotted with ice and snow. An incessant drizzle had no luck washing them away. The scaffolding seemed abandoned. The mortar boats were gone. Any bricks that hadn't been set had walked away. I was surprised the scaffolding hadn't disappeared.


  "Armed guards," Saucerhead said. I didn't see any. He told me, "You want to, grab on to something that ain't yours."


  "I take it you know who's on the job."


  "They're Watch guys picking up a little extra on their own time. I would've done it myself if I wasn't already helping you."


  "Who's paying them?"


  Tharpe shrugged. He didn't know. And probably didn't care.


  We entered the hospital unchallenged. Morley said, "I'll see what I can find out." One weak lamp burned ahead. Its light was enough to show us an unfamiliar woman at the reception desk. She was delighted to see Morley. His earlier conquest must've talked.


  "I cannot come in here!" Singe told me suddenly, after not having spoken since we left home, except to whine about her tail dragging in the slush.


  "Nobody will give you any crap."


  "That is not the problem. The problem is the air. It is thick with madness. I cannot endure it."


  "I'm sorry. I should've thought of that. Mr. Tharpe. Would you stay with Singe? In case some moron gets obnoxious?"


  Tharpe grunted. He and Singe went back outside. Morley turned on the charm spigot. I headed for Buy Claxton's suite. And got there without seeing another human being.


  I wasn't surprised. This was the Bledsoe, warehouse for the sickest of the poorest of the poor and craziest of the crazies. Their dying place.


  Some crazies were venting madness right now.


  Buy Claxton was awake. She was knitting by candlelight. A dead flower in a clay pot stood on a stand with the candle. She remembered me. She didn't seem surprised to see me. "See what the lady sent me?" She indicated the flower, uncommon for the season.


  "The lady?"


  "Miss Contague. She's quite thoughtful for a woman of her position."


  "She has her moments."


  "Did she send you to see how I'm doing?"


  A small fib wouldn't be entirely misplaced. "And to see if we can't find out what happened, now that you're feeling better."


  Mrs. Claxton put her knitting aside, teary-eyed. She controlled herself. "I'm no widow, you know. And I have two sons and three daughters. My Ethan died in the Cantard. He'd be your age. He's the only one with a good reason for not visiting."


  "I'm sorry to hear that. Some people are thoughtless. Especially family."


  "I'll bet you're good to your mother."


  "My mother is gone. I did try when she was still with us." But I've been a louse since then. I haven't visited her grave in years. "But let's not be sadder than we need to be. Not here."


  "That would be sound thinking, young man. How can I help?"


  "It's the fire. I'm supposed to find out what happened."


  "I don't know. It just happened. It hurt! Bad." She smiled weakly.


  "I can tell you this, Mrs. Claxton. . . ."


  "Call me Buy."


  "Yes, ma'am. You might not have noticed because you weren't looking for it, but that didn't just happen. There must've been something leading up. So I want to go over the whole evening with you. Why were you there in the first place? You didn't work for the caterer."


  "No. For Mr. Hartwell."


  "Is that the Mr. Hartwell who manages the Contague estate?" A man I'd never trusted. A slimy type. But I couldn't imagine him stealing from the Contagues.


  "His son. Armondy. He asked me to help set up, do kitchen work, and clean up afterward."


  "So it wasn't odd that you were there?"


  "No. I don't think."


  "Interesting. When did you get there? Did anything unusual happen when you did?"


  "A little after noon. There wasn't anything to do then. The unusual thing was that I caught on fire and almost burned to death." She ranted about her husband and children. I let her vent the anger.


  "Who did you report to when you arrived?"


  "When they finally showed up, them fancy boys. I just hung out till they got there."


  "I met them. They were in charge?"


  "They wanted to think. They were decorators. They were there to arrange the tables and chairs. I only paid attention if what they said made sense. No. I took my orders from Mr. Temisk. I knew him from years back."


  "Harvester Temisk?"


  "That's the one."


  "So Mr. Temisk was there. Early. In the back." I hadn't known that. Nobody had mentioned seeing Temisk.


  "Where I first run into him was in the pantries. I don't know why he was back there. Looking for lamp oil, he said. Since I seen some in the kitchen, brung by the fancy boys, I showed him where I seen it."


  "What about Miss Contague? When did she show?"


  Mrs. Claxton confirmed my suspicions. "She was already there when I got there. With her bodyguards. Checking for trouble, I guess."


  "Mr. Temisk wanted lamp oil? Why?"


  "Well, he took out this little wood box and shook this green, flaky stuff in the oil and shook the jars. He said it was incense. He had me fill the lamps to go on the tables."


  This didn't look good for Harvester Temisk. "Then what?"


  "I don't know. Then he went away. I didn't see him again. I worked around the kitchen. Oh. And Mr. Temisk gave me this little jade pin. For being so helpful, he said."


  Didn't look good for Temisk at all. "This flake stuff. Did any get spilled? Or miss getting into the lamp oil?" If it was what I suspected, it got tracked around by an unwitting rat.


  Mrs. Claxton considered. "Come to think, he did fumble the lid of the box when he started to spice up the first oil jar. He cussed something awful. Because the spice was so expensive, he said."


  Yes. No doubt. We talked a while, mainly about her sad family. I didn't learn anything useful. "Did anyone else see Mr. Temisk?"


  "I don't know. I never seen no one else around."


  "Did you see the lady's father? Chodo Contague?"


  "Well, no. But he musta been there somewhere, eh?"


  Temisk's timing had been amazing if he'd been missed by my pixies and rats. Although there hadn't been any reason for them to watch for him and no reason for them to recognize him if they did see him. A guy named Garrett was the only one who needed to miss him. Plus Chodo's beloved only child and a few underbosses, the latter of whom had no reason to visit the kitchens.


  This was beginning to look like a huge, ugly Harvester Temisk murder scheme piggybacked onto whatever plot Belinda was running. Which meant that Temisk used me from the start.


  Everybody's schemes disintegrated in the chaos inside Whitefield Hall.


  I'd have some hard questions for lawyer boy when I caught him.


  "Thank you, Mrs. Claxton. Do you want me to check on your family?"


  "Thank you, young man, but no. I'll handle them myself. I will get out of here someday."


  "I hope so. You keep that attitude, it won't be long."
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  Morley was reluctant to leave. His new friend was loath to let him go. But other people were arriving for work. Being people, they were nosy, noisy, and demanding.


  "You learn anything?" I asked as we slipped outside. And, "Where the hell did those two go?"


  Singe and Saucerhead were nowhere to be seen.


  "A trust fund pays for the guards. There's Tharpe."


  Saucerhead beckoned from a gap between buildings where overhangs provided some protection from the drizzle.


  "Is it worth chasing the money trail?"


  "Why bother? Unless you've got something going that I don't know about. Block and Relway might give it a look, though."


  "I've got a feeling they've lost interest in the Ugly Pants Gang. For now. What're you guys doing over here?"


  "Trying not to be noticed by Plenty Hart and Bobo Negry," Saucerhead said.


  "Who?"


  "A couple of Rory's men," Morley told me. "Middle level. Dangerous. What would they be doing here?"


  "Maybe Merry is inside," I speculated. "He was in ragged shape when the Dead Man was done with him."


  "Maybe." Tharpe doubted it, though. "They was looking for somebody."


  "Us? Did Big Boy not do a good job of getting us away?"


  Tharpe shrugged.


  "Singe?"


  "Do not ask me. I am a tracker. I can help you find an answer only by tracking those men back. If they came here on our trail, that would be obvious in a short time. Do you wish to try that?"


  "Would it take long to make sure?"


  "Ten minutes," Singe promised.


  "Saucerhead, stick with her. Soon as she makes up her mind, head for . . . where, Singe?"


  "The Tersize Granary."


  "Sniff Morley and me out, Singe."


  "Or Garrett and I," Dotes said. Then, once they took off, "You planning on rushing into this?"


  "You have a suggestion?"


  "Same old, same old as always. Be ready for trouble."


  He meant weaponry. Armaments, in fact. He'd lug a siege ballista if he could get one into a pocket. And use it at the least excuse. And feel no remorse afterward.


  "I have my stick."


  Morley was not overawed.


  "If I need something nastier, I'll take it away from somebody."


  "You're not as young and quick as you think you are."


  "Is anybody? Ever?"


  "So stipulated. Without excusing your silly refusal to look out for yourself."


  "Oh-oh. I get the feeling my weapons habits are about to take second place to my dietary habits."


  "Since you bring it up. . . ."


  

  


  


  And so it went. Thirty minutes later we sighted the Tersize Granary. Which, till recently, had been the Royal Karentine Military Granary, whence vast tonnages of feed grains, flours, and finished baked goods (read rock-hard hardtack in hundredweight barrels) barged down a canal to the river and thence to the war zone. The operating Tersize family acquired it from the Ministry of War, cheap after the killing stopped.


  I said, "The Tersizes are related to the Contagues somehow, aren't they?"


  "Chodo's stepsister Cloris married Misias Tersize. But they weren't in bed with the Outfit. That I've heard. The place isn't what it used to be," Morley said of the sprawl of redbrick milling and storage facilities.


  Much of it appeared to have gone derelict. "You know this area?" I didn't. "I don't see any sign of squatters." TunFaire is inundated with refugees from a war zone that no longer exists.


  "No. The place used to be a fort. The millers and bakers couldn't get in or out without a military pass. You want to wait for Saucerhead and Singe?"


  Recalling times when I'd just charged in, "I think so."


  "Developing a taste for caution? At this late date?"


  "I have responsibilities now. Dean. The Dead Man. Seven kittens. And a girlfriend who'll hunt me down in Hell if I get myself killed before I can visit her in her sickbed."


  "Why don't we just slip into the lee of one of these buildings while we wait, then? Because I've just figured out why there aren't any squatters."


  I caught what his sharper elfish eyes had spied already.


  Three sizable men ambled along the street beside the westernmost wall of the granary. One checked the doors that existed at regular intervals, formerly for loading and unloading. The street-side walls of the granary were the outer faces of the various structures included in the complex, connected by the outer faces of single-story sheds. Tinnie's family lived in a similar complex. It included family housing, worker housing, warehousing, and manufacturing workshops. The Tate compound, though, had a smaller footprint and was less imposing vertically.


  "You know, Brunos look pretty much the same wherever you find them. But I have a definite feeling that these three wouldn't be embarrassed if their mothers dressed them in green plaid pants." Had Block cut them loose? Or were there more of them than suspected, now avoiding the Bledsoe project and public attention?


  The door checker of the three performed his function again, using a stick much like the one I carried. The others were better armed. Or worse, if you have a tendency to acknowledge the law. One carried a set of swords, long and short. The other lugged a siege engine of a crossbow, drawn and loaded. They were looking for trouble.


  "You have a nasty way of thinking, my friend. But you're right. Go talk to them. See if they have a country accent. If they are Green Pants people, we'll know why there's always more of them than we expect to see."


  "You go. Beauty defers to age."


  "Speaking of beauty and beast. Tharpe and Singe should have been here by now. I'm getting a chill."


  "If we have to walk all the way around the place, you'll warm up. . . . Uh-oh!"


  The stick man had found a door that swung inward. That it shouldn't have done was obvious instantly.


  Blades came out. The crossbowman backed off a few steps. The stick man moved in, with no caution whatsoever.


  Ratmen boiled past him. Preceded by a swarm of missiles that might have been tavern darts. That was so remarkable that stick man and sword man alike failed to do anything but duck. Crossbowman managed only to take the striped stocking cap off the head of an especially long, gaunt ratman. The pack was too chaotic for an accurate count. They disappeared before the security men pulled themselves together.


  The three looked around, realized there was nothing they could do about the ratmen, went inside to see what the ratmen had been doing.


  Ratmen materialized. I recognized John Stretch. They slammed the door shut and nailed it in place. Then the rat king headed our way while his minions congratulated one another.


  "He knew we were here," I said.


  "Yes." Morley examined our surroundings thoughtfully.


  I checked for normal rats myself till John Stretch was close enough to hear me ask, "What was all that?"


  "We wanted the patrol out of our fur. They will not be missed for a while. But we have no time to spare."


  "You timed all that for our arrival?"


  The ratman seemed concerned about my intelligence. "No."


  "But you did know that we were lurking around out here."


  "Yes. Where is Singe? I expected her to bring you here."


  "She's coming." I explained the delay.


  And here she came. Trudging through the snow, holding her cold tail, looking miserable. Saucerhead limped along behind.


  A flurry of activity commenced at what would've been the next door checked by the trapped patrol. A flood of ratpeople went in. Then the stream became bidirectional. Those exiting were loaded down. Singe took one look, dropped her tail, and tied into her brother. "Are you mad?"


  "Easy, girl," I told her.


  "This is insane! The humans will forget the Other Races! The Watch will help the racialists persecute our folk."


  "Easy, Singe. Did you think about that, John?" While he considered his reply, I asked Singe, "What's the word? Were we being followed?"


  "No. They just took the same route for a long time." Then, sort of vaguely, "But they might have been looking for us even if they did not know they were following us."


  I shook my head. She was starting to think like the Dead Man. "What's your story?" I asked Saucerhead. He was hanging on to a wall, favoring his left hip.


  "I fell. On some ice. It was under some fresh snow. It's snowing back there, just a couple blocks."


  "Really?"


  John Stretch said, "There will be no complaints to the Watch."


  "Oh?"


  "Thieves do not complain to the law when other thieves take what they have stolen."


  He'd never swapped war stories with veterans of the Watch, I guess. But I got his point. "There's illegal stuff going on over there, eh?"


  "All this part in back. Behind the smokestacks. It is all shut down and sealed off from the rest. Not used anymore. Except by criminals."


  "I see. Saucerhead. How are you going to babysit me if you keep falling on your ass yourself?"


  He muttered something about how dumb do you have to be to let Teacher White ambush you and make you eat noxious weeds?


  I sneered, asked the ratman, "These bad boys look like the ones who caused a fuss in our neighborhood. Are they foreigners?"


  "Out-of-towners. Yes."


  "Definitely explains why there's always another one around after the Watch thinks they've got them all."


  Morley observed, "We didn't come out here for a committee meeting."


  "Good point. John Stretch. Where is my friend the mouthpiece?"


  The ratman sighed. "Follow me."


  Our path led past the door the ratmen had nailed shut. Tremendous impacts hit it from the other side. Dust and splinters flew.


  I said, "That convinces me. They're just not wearing the pants. I've never seen anybody that stubborn."


  John Stretch showed concern. "They will be in a bloody mind when they do get out."


  "Likely. They're not used to not getting their own way. Your guys threw darts. Weren't they poisoned?"


  "No. I did not know where to acquire that sort of drug."


  Too bad. But I wasn't inclined to clue him in now.


  Singe offered no suggestions, either.
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  We used the doorway the plundering ratpeople were running in and out of. Who stole all that in the first place? The crew from Ymber wouldn't waste the time.


  John Stretch led us up a dusty, rickety stair slick with bat droppings. The bat smell was potent. He led on through a maze of ups and downs. The granary had been built in stages, over generations. The army had wanted everything connected. The ratman said, "I am sorry. I have not yet seen this myself. There must be a more direct route. I believe we are close now. Be silent."


  Silence it was. We're good at silence. All of our lives have depended on silence at some point. And we're all still here.


  We got around by light that leaked through gaps in roofs and walls. There were plenty of those. Unfortunately, they also let in critters and the weather. Eventually, Singe smelled smoke. Flickering light appeared ahead and below. "Looks like firelight."


  We entered the loft of what once had been a vast stable. Moldy hay still lay here and there, inhabited by Singe's unimproved cousins.


  The flickering light came from an indoor campfire. We advanced carefully. Everybody wanted to see. And what we saw was half a dozen people trying to keep warm around a fire being fed wood torn from nearby horse stalls. There were tents around the fire, four of them, facing the warmth.


  The camp had been there awhile. There wasn't much lumber left. There was trash. Laundry hung on lines. That included green plaid pants. Which I noted only in passing. I concentrated on Harvester Temisk and the old man in a wheelchair. Who looked more lively than a man in a coma ought.


  I got down on my belly, at the edge of the loft. Morley dropped beside me. Chodo wasn't talking, nor was he moving. Still, he was farther into our world than when last I'd seen him.


  John Stretch settled to my right. Ordinary brown rats collected around him, worshipful.


  Were Temisk and Chodo prisoners? Guests? Or in charge?


  The unrelated things were converging, suggesting potential cause and effect relationships.


  Chodo had an arrangement with the A-Laf cult. It went back a long time. A-Laf's thugs came to town to charge their nickel dogs with misery. Before Temisk got in touch with me. Before Penny Dreadful turned up with her spooky kittens.


  The appearance of the Green Pants Gang must have emboldened Harvester Temisk. He decided to rescue his boss. Powerful old allies had arrived. And they owed Chodo.


  But that left plenty of questions. How had Temisk meant to use me? Surely, Teacher White, Rory Sculdyte, and others hadn't been factored in fully. They hadn't been expected to survive the Whitefield Hall fire. Then there was Penny Dreadful. Her kittens had been a jinx on everybody.


  Was Penny the straight goods? Was she getting up all our noses for a reason? Was most of what she'd told Dean true?


  Her presence certainly excited the Green Pants Gang. My front door was proof.


  And the human combustions? I had only hints.


  And now a new question arose. How the Tersize family fit. Warehousing stolen goods and housing out-of-town religious gangsters wouldn't happen without them noticing. Hell, they were using A-Laf's Ugly Pants sextons for security.


  And why had that stone been slung my way? I couldn't make that fit. It had gem-plus value because of its dark capabilities.


  Had Colonel Block and Director Relway taken stones off the Ymberians they'd arrested? Would they guess what they had?


  Something to think about.
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  A tall, thin old man with wild white hair and exaggerated facial features rushed into the camp. He moved fast for his age but had a major stiffness in his hips. He walked goofy. I couldn't hear what he said, but it had to be about ratman raiders. Everybody but Temisk and his buddy moved out fast, armed.


  "Showtime," I whispered. Morley nodded.


  I didn't sneak now. I went to a ladder and climbed down. Those two weren't going to run.


  As I descended I noted a coach hidden in a shadowy corner. No doubt the vehicle used to spirit Chodo away from Whitefield Hall. There was no sign of a team.


  My advent startled Temisk. He pulled himself together quickly, though. "How did you find us?"


  "That's what I do." Chodo, I noted, seemed fully alert.


  "The trouble outside is a diversion?"


  "No. But I'm taking advantage."


  "So you found us. Now what?"


  "Now you tell me what's going on."


  He thought about that. Then he leaned aside and stared, eyes widening in fright.


  I'd been joined by several hefty rats. They perched on their haunches like squirrels, studying Temisk.


  Temisk gaped. More rats arrived. He gasped, "You . . . you have the power to control rats?"


  "We have a working arrangement."


  Temisk shuddered. Squeaking, he took a swipe at a big bull clambering into Chodo's lap.


  "Don't do that." How did John Stretch know Temisk had a problem with rodents? "There're more of them than there are of you."


  "There were rats in the kitchen at Whitefield Hall. The rats told you how to find us."


  "Rats go everywhere. They see everything. They hear everything."


  Temisk had the full-blown heebie-jeebies now, but his brain hadn't shut down. "You got this connection because of the ratgirl, eh?"


  "Talk about what you've up to, solicitor. Not about rats. I know all I need to know about rats." No horses for the coach. I wouldn't get Chodo and Temisk out the easy way. "I'm not happy with you."


  "I just wanted to get Chodo away from those people. All right?"


  "You tried to kill people. A lot of them. Deliberately. Including me. With fire. But none of us died."


  He put on a show of confusion.


  "You tried to set me up, Temisk. But it fell apart. Before it came together. Same for your friends from Ymber."


  I kept an eye on Chodo. He was intensely interested.


  I waved at the air. Morley and Saucerhead materialized. Singe took longer. She climbs ladders faster than she comes down them.


  John Stretch remained unseen.


  I said, "We need to move these two out before those thugs come back. Singe. You recall that evil stone?"


  "Yes."


  "Sniff around. See if you can find another one. Or anything else interesting. Morley. Peek out that street door. Check for witnesses."


  "You aren't thinking about just rolling them out of here, are you?"


  I had been. But I saw the problem before he pointed it out.


  "You really think you can wheel Chodo around in public and no one will notice?"


  "Let me think about that."


  Morley reported, "We don't want to leave this way. There's a mob out there grabbing stuff the ratpeople didn't get before they took off."


  "We'll go back the way we came. Me and Saucerhead will take turns lugging Chodo." Tharpe put on an expression of pained disbelief. "You and Temisk handle the chair. Singe. You find anything?"


  "I just started. You should stop talking and start doing."


  Temisk was terrified now. He had a notion what the future held. He didn't want to go there. Chodo wasn't thrilled, either.


  Saucerhead hoisted Chodo as though he were weightless. And there wouldn't be as much of him as once there had been. I told Temisk, "Grab that chair and start climbing, solicitor." I heard voices approaching. "Singe, hurry up."


  She beat me into the loft. "I will lead the way." There was no sign of John Stretch.


  He would be watching, though.
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  Morley peeled off near The Palms. He needed to clean up for the evening trade.


  I was squeezed up inside a borrowed covered goat cart with Chodo and his wheelchair. Saucerhead and Harvester Temisk pulled. Renewed weakness had overcome me soon after we escaped unnoticed from the Tersize Granary, with a battle between Green Pants guys and wannabe looters warming up around the corner.


  So now another stolen cart would turn up outside my place.


  Singe hurried ahead to alert the Dead Man. Complaining about her cold, wet tail as she faded into the distance.


  Occasionally, I suspect Saucerhead of being less dim than he pretends.


  My nap ended when he backed the cart up suddenly—bang—into the corner of a building. The cart's tongue rose slowly, putting me at increasing risk of getting dumped into an icy mess in the mouth of a dark and fetid alley.


  A voice said, "How about you grab back onto that cart, Tharpe? Otherwise, you could get hurt." I didn't recognize the voice.


  Saucerhead let me know. "You kidding, Fish? I'm on a job. I ain't gonna let you mess it up."


  Fish? That would be Fish Bass, then. One of Rory Sculdyte's less daunting associates. A manager, not a serious physical threat.


  "Plenty, get Temisk. Bobo, Brett, spank Tharpe if he interferes. And see what's in the cart. Chodo Contague his own self, I'll bet. Because where would Chodo be if he wasn't with his lawyer pal? Rory wants to talk to you, Temisk. Damn it, Tharpe—" A meaty thump interrupted. "Shit!"


  Harvester Temisk squealed. Suggesting Saucerhead had laid a good one on Plenty Hart.


  Saucerhead said, "You try to run, lawyer, you wake up wishing you was dead."


  Meanwhile, I dribbled out the back of the cart, counted arms and legs to make sure I hadn't left any behind, then unlimbered my head knocker and iron knuckles.


  I heard grunts and thuds as Tharpe exchanged love taps with Rory Sculdyte's infantry. There was some chatter farther off as people gathered to be entertained. The cavalry didn't arrive.


  I checked the situation from ground level. Saucerhead had gone into action on the side of the cart where it butted against a wall. So, although he was cornered, nobody could get behind him. And I had room to go to work.


  I sucked in a bushel of air, bounced into the contest. I smacked a startled Fish Bass between the eyes, whacked Harvester one that put him down and discouraged him from taking a powder, then popped Fish again so he wouldn't interfere.


  I approached Saucerhead's dancing partners from behind. "Can I cut in?" Bobo Negry was no problem. Saucerhead had hold of him with his left hand, using him as a crutch. Iron knuckles to the back of his head shut him down.


  Which left Brett Batt. Brother Batt had a big mouse over one eye, a bloody nose, and several split lips. And was having the time of his life hammering on Saucerhead. Tharpe was going to lose this one. He was too exhausted to fight much longer.


  My first mighty swing missed Brett. My second was a glancer that did little but get his attention. I didn't have much go left myself.


  Brett flailed behind him, knocked me down, resumed demolishing Saucerhead.


  I put everything into a whack at Batt's right knee.


  Good enough. Brett yelped. His leg folded. Saucerhead launched a roundhouse kick he'd saved for the right time, connected with Batt's left temple.


  Two more kicks and a few more love taps from my stick and the wide load went to sleep. Finally. He would enjoy aches, pains, bruises, a headache, and a bad limp for days to come.


  I got my feet under me. "We've got to get out of here." I checked the others.


  Fish Bass had him one thick skull. He was a hundred feet down the street and gaining speed, though unable to navigate a straight course. Harvester Temisk was inclined to make an exit of his own, but his world was spinning so briskly he couldn't keep his feet under him. I tossed him in with Chodo, then asked Tharpe, "You all right, man? You look like shit."


  "Just shut up and get me to your place."


  "But—"


  "He got me in the goolies, all right? Go! We got to disappear."


  Yeah. Word was spreading. I hadn't heard any whistles, but Watchmen would be closing in. Let them find nothing but broken Sculdyte henchmen. And better hope none of the gawkers were civic-minded enough to follow us.


  We ran into Singe on Wizard's Reach, tail in paw, coming back to meet us, a block from where the Dead Man would be able to offer some protection. A swarm of shivering pixies accompanied her. Saucerhead and I had kept one another going while making sure Harvester didn't escape. And he did try.


  "What happened?" Singe asked. Melondie Kadare hovered behind her, trying to keep warm.


  "Ran into some bad guys. His Nibs ready to bring us in?"


  "Yes. But—"


  It hurt to talk. Still, "We got to hurry. Then this cart needs to go away. Fast. People will be looking for it."


  "So move if you need to move. Mr. Tharpe should get somewhere. . . ."


  "I think it's going to snow again." We resumed trudging.


  "What? What the hell do you mean, Garrett?"


  "I mean you ought to calm down and—"


  "Look out!"


  I was supposed to look out for Teacher White, leaping out of cover with wild eyes, wilder hair, and no obvious awareness of the misty drizzle. He looked like he had been living on the street. But he did come equipped with a fully loaded, cocked, safe-catch-off war surplus crossbow. It looked huge from my downhill end. A wild grin full of bad teeth shone behind the weapon and a seedling beard. "You ruined me, you son of a bitch! But I got your freakin' ass now!"


  A man ought not to get so worked up he forgets what he wants to do. I know. I overthink all the time.


  I never broke stride. Teacher swung his aim to track me. Melondie Kadare darted into his face, stabbed him in the tip of the nose. His eyes crossed. Melondie's companions buzzed his ears.


  Teacher let go the crossbow with his left hand. I placed a long jab on the back of the hand he'd raised to his nose. He yelped. Tears blinded him.


  He dropped the crossbow. It discharged. The bolt whizzed away, ricocheting off brick walls.


  I said, "Go home, Teacher. Better still, go somewhere where Rory won't look for you. Lay low. The Sculdytes won't last out the week."


  "You broke my nose!"


  A good pop in the snot locker has a way of clearing the mind behind. "You're right. And if you don't want it getting uglier, disappear."


  Anger and humiliation hadn't abandoned Teacher, but his nerve had. He limped away, holding his nose, glowering.


  Saucerhead hadn't said a word or done a thing. He glowered back. He was not in a good mood. He'd have bloodied somebody if he'd had the strength to do anything but keep on putting one foot in front of the other.


  Teacher kept moving. Melondie and her friends buzzed him, kept him going. Singe collected the crossbow. "Damn! This thing is heavy."


  "Dump it in the cart. It's illegal. We don't want to attract any attention."


  A sense of foreboding came over me as we approached the house. But I didn't see even one obvious watcher.
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  The Dead Man's glee was almost malicious. He couldn't believe I'd enjoyed such complete success. But, boy, was he eager to capitalize.


  Singe and I got our captives, our cargo, and Tharpe inside as fast as we could. Dean even lent a hand. Then he grabbed the cart's tongue and took off downhill. I gawked.


  I sent him. He was doing nothing useful. Come inside, please.


  Uh-oh. He was being polite. That's never a good sign.


  You will find yourself dealing with the Watch if you do not cease dallying immediately.


  Now he was seriously impatient.


  With cause. We were about to be visited by Captain Ramey List and his shadows. Both henchmen now wore complete new uniforms.


  I got in and closed the door. Old Bones told me, Something big is happening. Captain List is the only body the Watch can spare for a stakeout.


  "There'll be a big dance with the Outfit. Going on already, I think. Because of the material we provided." I had to get a copy to Belinda still. I'd been too sick or too busy to figure out how. "Did you pry anything useful out of our guests?"


  Absolutely. I understand much of it now. It all ties together through the people involved. None of whom are pulling in the same traces. But I see that residual weakness is about to bring on a collapse. Take a nap.


  "I can last awhile. With your help."


  I do not have the attention to spare. Mr. Tharpe is injured. We will not be able to get a physician past the Watch anytime soon.


  I let it drop. You can't win with Butterbutt. And fatigue was about to overwhelm me.


  Captain List hammered on the front door. He bellowed nonsense that would amuse the neighbors. His best effort was embarrassingly feeble compared with those of the Green Pants guys.


  "I'll just park it in my chair. You need to know what I got from Buy Claxton. Poke around when you get time."


  Vaguely, as I drifted off, I heard Saucerhead groan.


  The Dead Man couldn't read my mind and control Tharpe's pain, both. He must have been using all his mind power to control the Ymberians and deal with Captain List. List's essential nature would make him try to win himself a name.


  I slept.
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  I wakened. There was something in the air. Cooking smells. And a girlie fragrance suggesting something tastier.


  Something tastier arrived with a steaming tray.


  Clearly, Captain List had gone away.


  An agent from the Unpublished Committee came. Captain List was needed for a secret assignment that could be handled only by one of the top members of the Watch. Director Relway and Colonel Block were tangled up in obligations they could not shed. It was critical that this assignment be handled immediately.


  I chuckled. "And he took the bait. Along with the hook, the line, and the pole."


  He did.


  "I love it." I felt good despite my fresh collection of bruises. "It's got to be something that will end up with Ramey List embarrassed in a big way."


  The possibility bubbled in the back of Mr. Scithe's mind.


  I gave Tinnie a peck on the cheek and a suggestive leer a foot to the south, then prepared to pile into an equally beautiful omelet. "I thought you had what I had, darling."


  "I do some. But mostly I was just tired."


  But I think it more likely that Captain List will die an heroic death.


  "Really? Do they hate him that much?"


  Mr. Scithe came on behalf of Director Relway, not Colonel Block. Mr. Relway, you may have noted, has simple, direct ways of handling personnel problems. This time because he sees an opportunity to end a threat to the Watch.


  "Morley and Relway ought to be pals. They think a lot alike."


  One would murder the other within hours. That sort of personality does not tolerate itself well in others.


  He was right, of course. "What do we know now that we didn't know yesterday?" I gave Harvester Temisk the fisheye. He remained terrified. Chodo appeared to be napping. Even guys in wheelchairs need to sleep.


  We know the Bledsoe drew the Ymberians to TunFaire. The Bledsoe is the mother lode of despair. Their nickel idols accumulate despair. The idols they installed in the Bledsoe walls are connected by sorcery to smaller companion pieces in their headquarters. Which always has been that place where you found Mr. Temisk and Mr. Contague. They plan to scatter the charged idols in areas where they intend to proselytize. You found one of the smaller sort on our guest deacon. The intent is to broadcast oppressive despair—which the priests of A-Laf will dispel, inside their temples.


  "I see. And those wouldn't be located where the prospects don't come equipped with plenty of money." Truly, you are possessed of a deep, humming streak of cynicism. "Am I right?"


  Probably more so than you think. When the cult of A-Laf fell into the hands of fundamentalists—aided by Mr. Contague, remember—the brains in charge were not motivated entirely by spiritual fervor. Mr. Contague worked hard to install his allies. Nevertheless, they did not join forces with Mr. Contague—though, as we know now, they helped advance his career by eliminating human obstacles. Eventually, the Ymberian end forgot its connection with the TunFaire underworld, except at the most shy level.


  "Until they came to town, eh?" A baby cat bounced into my lap.


  The kitten put its paws on the little table by my tray. He sniffed. And eased his nose ever closer to my plate. Never glancing back like he might actually need permission. Like, "I am the cat. The cat rules. All else exists to attend the cat."


  The little tyrant hadn't gained an ounce since his arrival.


  The kits have realized that the scary men are harmless. For the moment. They are incurable optimists. They cannot remain frightened long. The optimism of A-Lat is a major contributing cause of its conflict with A-Laf. Which might seem unusual, A-Lat being the Queen of the Night. But that does not make her a dark goddess in all her aspects. Her principal aspect is the feminine. Be that as it may, it is not our concern. We must concentrate on those problems that have caught us in their web.


  "Go," I said. I pushed the cat aside. He paid no attention. He went right back to sticking his nose in my plate.


  Some weeks ago Mr. Temisk became aware of the arrival of the A-Laf cultists. They, of course, were unaware of Mr. Contague's state. Knowing the balance of obligation tilted toward Mr. Contague, Mr. Temisk contacted Ymberians. He invoked their obligation, as he did yours. The cultists knew him as the interlocutor for Mr. Contague, so he continued in that role.


  "How did he kill all those people? And why?"


  Ah. Now it becomes convolute.


  "Uh-oh. That's what you hear when somebody is fixing to make an excuse for somebody." I couldn't imagine him doing that for anybody but himself, though.


  We are not amused.


  "Leave that alone." I flicked the kitten's nose.


  "Don't do that." Tinnie snapped. She'd come to check my tea. Carrying a tray. I was buying breakfast for my guests.


  "We've got to figure a way to make money out of this, Old Bones. I'm feeding half the city."


  We will profit. Though perhaps not in cash money.


  "No chickens. No moldy bread. No spoiled sausage. No skunky beer. I don't take payment in kind anymore." As I raised my teacup, I spied a glint in Chodo's eye. He was awake. "Where were we?"


  I was about to inform you that circumstances surrounding the deaths of those who burned are more complicated than it would appear. Mr. Temisk is, indeed, responsible. But was not, at first, aware that he was responsible. However, once he understood that there was a connection between the fires and his visits to Mr. Contague, he remained willing to send personalities like Mr. Billy Mul Tima to their ends.


  I'd had my suspicions about Temisk but hadn't had information enough to work it all out. Maybe if I hadn't been sick all that time.


  We would not have discovered the truth without bringing Mr. Temisk here. There is no evidence outside his mind. He has been clever about leaving no traces. Miss Winger has been on Mr. Temisk's story for days and has yet to find anything even circumstantial. Mrs. Claxton was his sole loose end. Which he has had no opportunity to tie up. He felt he did not dare leave Mr. Contague alone with the Ymberians.


  "He's a lawyer. They're naturally crooks."


  The Dead Man was not amused. Maybe he was a lawyer in another time and place.


  "So Brother Temisk was behind the burning deaths? And he did it for his pal?"


  In essence. But it is a bigger story. Mr. Temisk, despite protests to the contrary, has solid contacts inside the Contague household. Which could be true for Mr. Sculdyte as well. Mr. Temisk suspects that Mr. Rory Sculdyte knew the truth but was abiding an opportunity to make best use of the information.


  "I'm guessing Chodo's been drugged. Systematically and continuously. I'm thinking he would've recovered by now otherwise."


  True. He has been drugged regularly. But he would not be in command now if he had not been fed those drugs.


  I grunted. Tinnie had her back to me. She was bending over the subject of our conversation, spoon in hand. I couldn't concentrate.


  Mental sneer. Mr. Contague's interior is scrambled. He is mad in a deeply sinister way. Ultimately, he is more responsible for the combustion deaths.


  "Can you get to your point?"


  No. More amusement.


  I dragged my attention away from Miss Tate long enough to pull the kitten off my plate. There were several of those in the room now, all over everybody. Including the scary people. One perched on the Ymberian deacon's shoulder, washing a paw. The deacon knew. He was apoplectic.


  The Dead Man noted my interest and was amused yet again. That should crack the final barriers in his mind. If his heart does not explode first.


  "The combustion deaths, partner?"


  Mr. Temisk's agents in the Contague household told him they thought Miss Contague might be poisoning him.


  "Might?"


  There is some ambiguity. Someone else might be guilty.


  "Doesn't Chodo know?"


  He was drugged.


  "Gah!"


  Wait! There is madness there, as noted. Extreme and dark. Worsened by the drug. Mr. Temisk's contacts identified the poison. Mr. Temisk searched for an antidote.


  "Which he found. And which has something to do with people catching on fire." I was making intuitive leaps left and right. Maybe the fever left me psychic.


  Yes. Be still. Mr. Temisk's contacts informed him that Miss Contague came to town once or twice a month, and more frequently in times of crisis. Her father accompanied her. Always. She would not trust his care to anyone at home.


  "With good reason, obviously."


  Obviously. When she did come to town Miss Contague secreted her father in a tenement her family owns on the north side, on the edge of Elf Town. Mr. Temisk knew the building because he handled its acquisition and management. Mr. Contague operated his early business out of there. Once he knew Miss Contague's routine, Mr. Temisk acted.


  To conceal his role, he hired alcoholics to sneak in and medicate the man in the wheelchair with the antidote. These men received one-quarter payment beforehand and the balance afterward.


  Sounded risky. The drunk would brag about his score. "But the drunk turned into a human torch. Right?"


  Not the first few times. Not until Mr. Contague began to shake the influence of the poison. Once he was able to understand his situation, frustration at his helplessness drove him mad.


  "Temisk turned Chodo into a mass murderer by trying to help him?"


  Essentially.


  "I'll bite. How?"


  The antidote is a crushed form of the stone hurled at you at Mr. Dotes'—


  "That causes fires!"
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  Harvester provided his cat's-paws with a flaked form of the stone, which resisted powdering. He acquired it from the A-Laf cult, at an extreme price. The cult obtained a hoard of the stones when it took over the temple of A-Lat. Numerous stones went astray before being inventoried. A-Laf's sextons were not as devout as their superiors desired.


  Bittegurn Brittigarn wasn't wrong when he connected the stones with rocs. The Dead Man said they originated in rocs' gizzards. The phoenix legend came about because roc chicks, like kids, will swallow anything. Which sometimes makes the stones ignite. That chick goes up in flame while its nest mates bail out, possibly giving a distant observer the impression that he's watching a rebirth.


  The stones were priceless because they could start fires. Anywhere, anytime, in most any material, from a distance, if you knew how to trigger them. Using sorcery. Or a mental nudge after the manner of the Dead Man.


  Chodo discovered that he could spark residual fire-stone flakes on the hands and clothing of Harvester Temisk's alkies. Not being suicidally mad, he eliminated them only after they left him.


  Harvester Temisk's crime was that he kept hiring disposable people after Chodo began killing them.


  "He tried to burn Whitefield Hall down with everybody inside?"


  He did. Doctoring the oil in the lamps. Mrs. Claxton was targeted specifically. She received a pin because she had seen Mr. Temisk at work. It ignited much earlier than Temisk planned. Mr. Contague was in a rage. It was chance that the doctored lamps were out of his range by then.


  "So the mystery of the human combustions is solved."


  More or less. There have been incidents that cannot be traced back to Mr. Contague and Mr. Temisk. But we are not interested in those.


  "I've got a lot of questions, Smiley. Who slung a rock at me? Why? How come it took so long for Morley's door to catch fire? What about Rory Sculdyte? And Belinda? These damned cats and Penny Dreadful? And what do we do about Temisk and Chodo?"


  I owed Chodo. I had to discharge that debt. Which clunked me right into a bubbling pot of moral quandary.


  The Dead Man knocked the Ymberian deacon out so he could free up enough brainpower to show me the nightmare inhabiting Chodo's head. A nightmare as bad as that of a claustrophobe trapped in a coffin and unable, ever, to die. It was just a glimpse. Just a little teasy peek, secondhand, of a seething black hell haunted by genius. Supreme ugliness under only the most primitive, selfish control.


  The madman was imprisoned in an herbal cage. Though the cage had created the madman, the madman now belonged there.


  The kittens seemed fond of him, though.


  "What do I do, Old Bones? We can't turn that loose."


  Worry about something else. Concentrate on Mr. Temisk, whose own madness is gaining momentum. His conscience is withering. He is no longer troubled about what he might be unleashing. Though he is not blind to the possibility that he might be its immediate victim.


  "He's like me, then. Obligated to good old Chodo. Wanting to believe that this is the same old Chodo. He just can't walk or talk."


  Worry about something else.


  So I watched Tinnie feed the Ymberians. Beauty and the beasts.


  Singe leaned through the doorway. "Do we have a plan for dealing with the people out front?"


  "Who is it?" Pounding had occurred, off and on, for hours. The Dead Man seemed uninterested. I'd taken my cue from him.


  "That List person."


  "He's still alive?"


  "He must be lucky."


  "Is the door holding up?"


  "Mr. Mulclar's pride is in no danger."


  "Any idea what he wants?"


  "Maybe somebody saw us bring those two in and recognized them."


  I didn't think so. We would've drawn somebody more important than Captain Ramey List. "Hey! Smiley! We done with Big Bruno yet? How about I fling his ass out like I did Merry and his crew?"


  The Dead Man did not respond. For one panicky instant I thought he'd fallen asleep. But he was just too busy to be bothered.


  The racket up front stopped. Ramey List went away again.


  I decided to indulge in another nap. I dragged my disease-ravaged carcass upstairs and dumped it into bed.
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  Tinnie was there when I woke up, but she wasn't feeling playful. I avoided irritating questions till after breakfast. Then I asked about the weather.


  "Am I supposed to know? You were there. Did I suddenly pop outside?"


  I sighed.


  Singe cursed. Dean cursed. A drunken Melondie Kadare cursed like a platoon of Marine storm troopers. Incoherently. She'd been in the kitchen sucking it down when we'd brought Chodo and Harvester in. We needed to put her in a cage. Those cats couldn't ignore their own nature forever.


  "So the weather hasn't gotten any better."


  Tinnie growled and grumbled like it was all my fault she couldn't go home and get to work.


  Being a rational, reasonable man, I noted, "If you can't get to work, neither can anybody else. So there wouldn't be any reason for you to try."


  "You are so full of crap. . . ." And so forth.


  The patient sort, I waited for the black tea to kick in.


  Garrett.


  I jumped and ran. Pure horror reeked off the Dead Man's summons.


  "What the hell?"


  Do not speak. Not one more word.


  I'm a quick study. I sealed my yap. It had to be hugely important.


  We are on the brink of a holocaust.


  I'm so good I just stood there and said a whole lot of nothing.


  Being careful not to let Mr. Contague or Mr. Temisk see you, pocket those firestones and get them out of the house. I believe you can fathom why. Several seconds later, he added, We should have recognized that danger earlier. I should have seen it.


  Somebody should have. It was right there in front of us. The end of us all. Maybe the gods do love fools, drunks, and their favorite toy. Or they've got something uglier planned for later.


  This once I was in such a hurry I forgot to look out the peephole first. I opened up and got smacked between the eyes with the wonder of snow gone wild. I told Singe, "I was six last time I saw it like this."


  There was a fresh foot on top of the old mess. More pounded down in hunks so big each flake should've made the earth shake. I couldn't see the other side of the street. Meaning a watcher over there couldn't see me slide out.


  I trudged over to Playmate's place. That took an hour. I wasn't in good shape when I got there. It was going to be a long time before I got my old vigor back. And I didn't like this feeble new me, even temporarily.


  I needed to get into a conditioning routine. Right after . . . whatever I thought up as needed doing first.


  I'd give procrastination a bad name—if I ever got around to it.


  Playmate asked, "So what's this I hear about you trying to die on us?"


  "It wasn't quite that bad." I gave him the full story.


  "Your luck amazes me. The Dead Man was awake and Tinnie put aside her grudges."


  There was no arguing that. I explained our current best theories. And added, "I need to know what to do with these firestones."


  "You brought them with you?" That made him nervous.


  "They don't blow up. They need a psychic nudge to set them off."


  "Tell me about them."


  I did. It didn't take long.


  "I wish I could experiment. Since I can't, let's put them in a lead-lined iron casket and bury them under the stable floor. If they go off and melt through the box they'll just sink down into the earth."


  "Ingenious." I got the stones out. I'd also brought the little box we'd taken off the deacon. "Put this in there, too. No! Don't open it." I explained about the nickel idols. "They turn into pure, concentrated despair when they're charged up. You're close to them when they cut loose, you hear ghosts telling you to kill yourself." Maybe you took sick, too.


  What a weapon for someone into dirty politics.


  Playmate considered, then asked, "You poked around inside the Bledsoe?"


  "I visited the woman Temisk tried to kill. That's all."


  "I'm wondering if there isn't an upside to this villainy. A chance that, with evil intentions, they might be managing something good."


  Playmate might be the only guy in TunFaire able to worry about the pavements of the road from hell. I asked, "How so, Swami?"


  "If the nickel idols suck despair out of the Bledsoe, then the inmates might be getting better."


  "The statues might drive wack jobs sane?"


  "Seems logical. Though despair isn't the only reason people go mad."


  I began to see possibilities. I began to get excited. "The right arms get twisted, the Bledsoe could actually do some good."


  "You'd need the Ymberians. They know how the system works. I doubt they're interested in curing anyone, though. But yes, think about it. Just suck the pain right out. Smash it into the idols and . . . uh-oh."


  "Yeah. The charged idols would be dangerous. And men who'd use them for their own purposes outnumber you and me. This'll take some thinking. We've got to get it right."


  "We?"


  "What?" He never shirked a chance to do a good deed.


  "I do see it, Garrett. But I'm only one man. Who'd have to fly into a frenzy of ambition. Which I don't have much of anymore."


  "I see." I saw. "It wouldn't be a one-man mission, Play. If it's workable. We can worry about that later. I'll see what Max Weider thinks. I just had to get this stuff out of the house. We'd be in deep brown if Chodo had one of his psychic spasms."


  "Is there anything else?" Playmate hadn't offered the customary hospitality. I could've used a drink. He must've had a woman stashed. Or wanted to get back to work. Or something less flattering to my ego.


  I thought I'd stop by The Palms, take a break. After half an hour of slogging through snow up to my knees, into the wind. Uphill. Barefoot. . . . But the place was boarded up and showing no light.


  


  


  


  66


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  The Dead Man heard my thinking about the Bledsoe and whispering nickel idols. Creative. Consider deep-sea disposal. With the charged jackals sealed into slow-rusting containers. The idols would discharge their darkness very slowly, down in the darkest deep.


  That was supposed to be a joke.


  We could call that part of the ocean the Depths of Despond.


  "I got it. We'd have a lot of depressed fish. Not to mention the big uglies that live down there. Picture a school of really cranky krakens."


  An interesting fabulation. But I have another concern. One we can discuss with Colonel Block once our present troubles clear.


  "Yeah?"


  Two things concern me.


  "Is this an auction?"


  Three things. But your attitude, like the disposal of the nickel jackals, can abide a less stressful moment.


  I figured staying quiet would cause him to get to the point.


  It worked. He felt impelled to fill the vacuum. First, the child, Penny Dreadful, has not responded to the seeds I planted in her mind. Second, we have had no contact with Miss Winger for several days.


  "You gave her work?"


  I did. As mentioned. I have her examining Mr. Temisk's back trail.


  "You paid her up front?"


  A percentage.


  "Big mistake. She won't turn up till she thinks you're asleep. Then she'll try to con me about something you supposedly promised her."


  You are too cynical. But we will table that, too. Singe's brother approaches. His thoughts are veiled, but he is troubled.


  I opened the door. The snow hadn't let up. John Stretch looked as miserable as a ratman can get.


  "In, brother," I told him. "That's incredible."


  "It is like nothing my folk remember. Some wonder if stormwardens are not feuding."


  Singe met us at the door to the Dead Man's room. She had hot cocoa for her brother.


  "How about it, Old Bones? Is this weather natural? Is there any precedent?"


  There is no obvious storm sorcery. Yes, there have been worse snowfalls. But Mr. Pound did not come here for small talk about snowfalls. Mr. Pound?


  John Stretch shook like a dog drying off.


  "Creepy, ain't he?"


  "Some. But he is correct. I came to report that there is war in the streets."


  I considered a crack about a chance to get rich selling snowshoes to the combatants. Hush. This will be important.


  "Who's fighting?"


  "The Syndicate. The part that belongs to Rory Sculdyte. And the Unpublished Committee for Royal Security. They hit the Sculdytes hard, everywhere, at the same time."


  I was surprised Relway had started so soon. Though, surely, he'd had plans roughed in ahead. He thought that way.


  "I expected something. But not so soon."


  "They have killed most of the Sculdyte crew. Rory and Merry and a few others have escaped, so far."


  The Palms was boarded up. Had Morley gone underground?


  You are correct. We must be on guard. The Sculdytes could make a connection between us and their parlous circumstance. And you were seen entering with Mr. Temisk and Mr. Contague. If they were recognized, we will draw a great deal of interest.


  "Count on Mr. Mulclar. Dean. How are we fixed for supplies? Honestly."


  It seemed we were good as long as we could survive without stewed apples and beer.


  We couldn't hold out forever, though. And forever wouldn't be long enough if Block and Relway wanted to root us out. Assuming they survived their current adventure.


  Aloud, I wondered, "Do you suppose they went now because they'd have a better chance of getting away with it in this weather?"


  Given the devotion of Mr. Relway's department, the weather should prove an advantage. News will be slower to reach those inclined to interfere. People who are loath to get their feet cold or wet. Colonel Block and Director Relway are bright enough to recognize a window of opportunity. But that is their crusade. Ours is . . . I am no longer certain what ours is. The adventure has been exciting but anticlimactic.


  I was no longer sure, myself. I'd done my bit for Chodo but didn't feel I'd discharged my debt. I hadn't rescued him. Harvester Temisk had enjoyed more success, though not yet as much as he'd wanted.


  I hadn't done well with the Green Pants Gang, either. Though any threat they'd posed had been negated. The Watch knew them now.


  They came to TunFaire in quest of converts and wealth. They will not create a bigger Ymber now. Inadvertently, they may cause considerable good. All because Dean was a pushover for a girl with sad eyes and a sadder story.


  "We still need to talk to that kid. She might be a villain herself."


  An interview should prove instructive. Particularly if she approached Dean in hopes of provoking exactly what has happened. She could be using us to fight A-Lat's war with A-Laf.


  That would mean Penny Dreadful carefully figuring us out before she conned Dean into taking care of a bucket of kittens. You hate to think a kid that young could be so calculating.


  "Having any luck working the kinks out of Chodo's mind?" I knew he'd planned to try.


  There has been little opportunity. The deacon is a multiple-mind project himself. He possesses secrets, still. For example, why a firestone would have been slung at you or The Palms. Neither of our guests sees the sense, but both believe the deed must have been done by one of their own. No one else had access to the stones. They are kept in the heart of A-Laf's temple.


  "Yet our boy here had one in his pocket. And Temisk bought flake as a pharmaceutical and a murder weapon."


  Even among true believers there is corruption.


  "And the sky is blue on a sunny day."


  More cynicism.


  "Always. Rooted deeply in everyday observation." I chuckled. The Ymberian deacon had become a gathering point for kittens. He wasn't pleased. But the more furious he became, the more cats arrived.


  He may suffer a stroke.


  "Good old apoplexy. That would save some trouble."


  You need something to occupy you.


  Oh-oh. Smelled like a job assignment creeping up. "I was thinking about going over to check on Tinnie."


  And I was thinking you might prepare a report on the Tersize Granary for Mr. Relway and Colonel Block.


  "Redhead trumps. Have Singe do it." Those guys were busy, anyway.


  He didn't like my idea. Singe was too slow.


  Singe didn't like it, either. It would get in the way of her quest to get rid of the beer supply.


  "Too bad pixies can't write."


  Pshaw!


  The wee folk were in semihibernation because of the weather. Even Melondie Kadare, now, despite her determination to support Singe in her mighty quest, had been put away at the insistence of her family.
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  I was exhausted—again—by the time I got to the Tate compound. The snowfall continued, light but persistent. A teenage cousin whose name I couldn't remember let me in. He pretended he was pleased to see me. I pretended I didn't know every male Tate and all their forebears nurtured an abiding desire to see me suffer some debilitating misfortune. Or that Tinnie would come to her senses.


  The boy made chitchat. He seemed terribly young and inanely naive. I couldn't help reflecting that if these were the war years, he'd already be engaged in part-time basic training in anticipation of his call to the colors.


  "It was a bad day," I told Tinnie. "Mostly a bad day. You weren't in it. How did yours go?"


  She tried giving me the grand glower with rheumy eyes. I was on her list for barging in when she was at less than her ravishing best.


  "Don't start that. You were there when I was dying. Now I'm here."


  "I just have a bad cold."


  Sounded like it, too.


  "Tell me about it," she suggested. Once I had, she said, "We should've suspected the Tersize people. There had to be a reason they bought a business that has no market for its product."


  "They still do some legitimate baking and milling. You know them?"


  She shrugged. "I never liked them much."


  There would be more to the story. Maybe some history.


  She grabbed my hand. "Don't mind me. I'm glad you're here. You must be exhausted."


  I nodded but didn't go on about it.


  "My father wanted me to marry one of the Tersize boys when I was fifteen. He wanted the business alliance. He didn't have his heart set on it. I got around him."


  I couldn't imagine her not manipulating any men before she was out of diapers.


  She mumbled, "I know some of the answers to the questions you still have."


  "Great! How about the meaning of life?"


  "Life's a bitch. And then you die." A moment later, she started snoring.


  So I held her hand and fell asleep myself.


  A teenage niece popped in. Food and drink were her excuse. Tinnie's people are busybodies, too. Only there're more of them. This was a fifteen-year-old edition of the professional redhead. Sizzling. And knowing it. And stoked up with all the attitude I would've expected of Tinnie at that age. She was disappointed in us old folks. Antiques, just holding hands. And snoring. Not doing anything embarrassing.


  Tinnie rips a mean log. Naturally, she'll never admit an accomplishment so unladylike.


  We ate. I said, "You were going to give me the answers to all my questions. After which I'll launch the cult of Saint Tinnie the Delectable."


  She said, "Kyra, invite yourself out. Please."


  "Please" as an afterthought, in the command form.


  Showing a pout that guaranteed she'd lurk in the woodwork, eavesdropping, the apprentice redhead departed.


  "Don't be such a chicken, Garrett. Grab hold of my hands again."


  "But then you'll kick me."


  "I might." She smiled. But she didn't mean it.


  Time to be a little less me. "Sorry."


  "You can't help it. Your mouth takes over when you're nervous."


  "I'm not nervous."


  "Of course you are. You're scared shitless that I've gotten up enough nerve to decide what I want from you and me."


  Good point. I'm always afraid that will happen and I'll respond by shoving both feet a yard down my own throat. But I was afraid we'd never work it out, too. "Some," I confessed. "Because chances are, someday you'll have an attack of good sense and make me go away."


  "That, probably, would be best. Half the time I just slow you down. But I'm spoiled. I grew up overindulged. I can't picture my life without you in it."


  Gah! This was gonna get deep. "I know what you mean. I can't, either."


  "But that isn't what I want to talk about. That just came out."


  Sure. The woman has no self-control whatsoever.


  "I wanted to talk about Penny."


  "Oh?" I squeaked. She saw the relief flood me. She managed a credible scowl. The effect of which was lost when she had to blow her nose.


  "All right. What about Penny?"


  "She isn't really a priestess."


  "No! The surprises never stop."


  "Knock it off, smart-ass. She isn't a priestess because she wasn't ever invested. She was too young. She's still too young. She's only thirteen. Though you'd never believe it if you saw her undressed. Which damned well better never happen, even after she does turn fourteen."


  "I'm missing a detail or three to pull all that together."


  "She turns fourteen—she's officially an adult. In her cult, that means it's time to be a holy semipro. Putting it out to honor the goddess—and add a little cash to the temple pot—until she finds a husband."


  "Ymber must have been interesting, back in the day."


  "You would've loved it. You would've been in church every damned day instead of just for weddings and funerals."


  Could be. If the religious catch wasn't too big. "I could surprise you."


  "You could, but I doubt it. You'll never be anything but sixteen when it comes to that. You can't see beyond the moment."


  She wasn't entirely incorrect. But we were getting personal again.


  She said, "That's not what we need to talk about. I shouldn't fuss about that. She won't let you get near her, anyway. She's scared to death of you."


  "Huh? But I'm just a big old huggy bear. Why be scared of me?"


  "Because—"


  "Tinnie." Theses words were scarcely louder than a whisper.


  Penny Dreadful, pale as the weather outside, peeked round the frame of Tinnie's open bedroom door. She did look scared as hell.


  "Are you sure?"


  "I have to do it sometime."
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  I retreated toward the dormer window on my side of Tinnie's four-poster. That put the bed between me and the immigrant urchin priestess princess.


  She oozed around the doorframe by degrees. Somebody had run her down, stolen her rags, scrubbed and rubbed her, washed, combed, trimmed, buffed, and polished her, then stuffed her into something old of Kyra's. Yep. She'd worked wonders disguising herself as a boy.


  "I've seen you before," I said. As a girl Penny Dreadful looked familiar.


  Tinnie slapped my hand. "Stop drooling, big boy. She's still a baby."


  "You're wrong this time, sweetness." Then, "Where do I know you from?"


  The girl shivered, turned pale again. Which made her look like the ghost of Belinda Contague's past.


  That was it. She resembled Belinda, though her hair, clean, was auburn with a hint of natural curl.


  My ancient talent for leaping to conclusions coalesced. "Chodo Contague was your father."


  Tinnie gasped, choked on some phlegm. "You're insane, Garrett," she hacked.


  "Probably. But—"


  "You're right," Penny said in her tiny, frightened voice. "My mother said . . . how did you guess?"


  "In this light, dressed like a girl, you look a lot like your sister."


  "Belinda . . . she wouldn't . . . she. . . ."


  "You talked to her?" Belinda hadn't ever mentioned Penny or a half sister. Or any visit from somebody running a lost-relative scam.


  "She wouldn't see me." Penny grabbed the bedpost kitty-corner from me, her knuckles whitening. "When our temple was besieged my mother told me about my father. Which is against the rules. We're not supposed to know.


  "I tried to see him, too. They wouldn't let me, though."


  Prodding gently, I got Penny to tell her life story. "This man came to see my mother twice a year. And me. He always brought presents. I didn't know who he was till my mother told me. At the end. But he stopped coming after he got important here. I never saw him after I was ten. A-Laf's priests started going wild after he stopped coming. First they took over the city offices. After a while there wasn't any difference between the town elders and their council of deacons. Then they started on the other religions."


  Unsubtly. Bullying adherents and committing arson. The weak of faith converted. The stronger fled or died. In time, only A-Lat remained, and her empire consisted entirely of the mother temple. "Then they came for us."


  "And you got away."


  "My mother sent me away. She made me bring the Luck to TunFaire. In disguise. She told me to find my father. So I came. And I can't get to him."


  Penny didn't appear to have witnessed her mother's murder. I gave that no weight. Witnesses do have trouble keeping time straight. When she was told to run and when she took flight could've been weeks apart.


  A skilled cynic keeps his mind open to all the darker possibilities, though.


  Penny teared up. "I thought it would be easy. I'd just find my father and he'd make everything right again. He's an important man."


  "You really want to see Chodo?"


  Frightened little-girl nod.


  "Does he know who you are? Would he recognize you?"


  Another nod, but not entirely confident.


  A scheme began to stir in the shadowed rat's nest of my mind.


  "I can take you there."


  She seemed honestly excited—till she realized that I must want to take her home. Her pallor returned. She looked ready to bolt.


  How carefully had she studied us before she swooped down on Dean?


  "When did you come to the city?" I asked.


  "Uh . . . months and months ago. Right after the war was over."


  She was a kid. Kids don't pay attention to anything that don't have them at its center. Which I say based on personal experience. I used to be a kid. "So A-Laf's people arrived after you did. They came looking for you?"


  "No. They didn't know about me. They thought the Luck had been destroyed. They wouldn't have found out, either, if I didn't get caught spying on them."


  "Is it me you're afraid of? Or my partner?" I asked after she began to relax, thinking she'd changed the subject.


  Tinnie, I noted, was quite interested in the answer.


  Her suspicions abide in a realm distinct from mine. She thinks any female within stone's throw will fall under my spell.


  Yeah. Right.


  I hear tell a rich fantasy life is a good thing.


  Again, yeah, right. "Tinnie will always be right there, ready to jump in between us."


  That earned me an evil glare from my honeycomb.


  "It's not you. I learned how to handle men in the temple."


  "That's good to hear." Tinnie didn't relax a bit. "So why be worried about my associate? Did Dean hand you one of his tall tales? Old Bones is harmless. Like a big old stuffed bear."


  Tinnie managed a straight face. But Penny wasn't buying. "I know what he is."


  I considered telling her the Dead Man wouldn't get into her head uninvited. But he'd tried already. "What secrets can a girl your age have that would embarrass a four-hundred-fifty-year-old Loghyr? What do you have to lose? If it has to do with those weird cats, he already knows." If he did, though, he hadn't told me.


  "Uh . . . no. It's just too personal. It'd be like rape."


  I've never felt that way. Most people don't. Still, some might.


  "Your father is at my house. It isn't likely he'll leave soon."


  You could see her emotions warring. Cynical old Garrett wondered if she was acting. Cynical old Garrett suspected that Penny no longer needed to connect with Chodo. Her problems with A-Laf had been resolved, at least locally.


  Block and Relway wouldn't let the cultists resume their wicked ways—particularly now they were known to be part of a criminal enterprise.


  I told Tinnie, "Talk to her. She won't trust anything I say."


  "About?"


  "Having a chat with my sidekick. Colonel Block and Director Relway will need all the ammunition they can get when friends of the Tersizes intercede for them and their immigrant pals."


  The Tersizes had high connections, forged during generations of war. As did the Tates. But the Tates found legal new ways to make money. Some of which float my boat a little higher.


  Tinnie said, "Leave us alone. We'll talk."


  "Don't tell her too many lies about me." I eased round the bed. I could raid the kitchen during my exile.


  Tinnie read my mind, in her own special way. "You stay right there in the hall. I don't want you around Rose or Kyra."


  Rose would be Tinnie's evil cousin. The black ewe of the family. I hadn't seen her for a while. I hadn't missed her, either.


  I slid into the hallway, commenced to amuse myself working heavy math problems. Two times two is four. Four times four is . . . uh . . . sixteen! Sixteen times sixteen is . . . uh . . . well, enough of that stuff.


  Later, hovering at the brink of some huge intellectual breakthrough, I got porlocked. Tinnie yelled, "Garrett! Get your homely tail back in here." I got. Too much thinking is scary. "We have a deal. Let me get dressed. Then we'll head for your place."


  "You sure? You up to it?"


  "Yes."


  "Oh, boy. Let me get my fingers loosened up and I'll help."


  "Back in the hall, daydreamer. Penny can help. We're still talking."


  I went back out. I tried to remember what my great breakthrough would've been, worried about Tinnie's health some, then wondered how she'd gotten to the kid.
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  I went in first, delivered Tinnie's message. Which was that she wanted to come have a sit-down about the need to leave Penny's head alone if she came to see us.


  The Dead Man agreed. He granted every wish. Even before Tinnie finished laying out the terms. Suspicious. I know my fairy tales.


  Chodo had supplanted the deacon as favored loafing place for the cat population. He had about two dozen splashed all over him. And seemed pleased. Unlike the deacon, he smiled. Sort of. His eyes tracked. His mind was active. He managed enough expression to approve my choice in women when Tinnie stalked in. He didn't seem able to move anything else.


  "Made any headway?" I asked the Dead Man.


  Some. But a saber-tooth never stops being a tiger.


  "The deacon seems subdued."


  He is in an induced coma. He is strong and stubborn. He refuses to accept defeat. He fights on despite no longer having anything to protect.


  "So what great secrets did you ferret out?"


  Chodo watched me move around. He watched Tinnie, too. Hungrily. Creepily. She shuddered.


  Little of direct use. His compatriots mean to conquer the world, purportedly for the greater glory of their god, but in reality because they like being rulers instead of the ruled. He was a dastard and a crook before he converted. He remains a dastard and a crook. He was, in fact, one of Mr. Contague's significant associates inside A-Laf's cult. Today, either would happily sell the other's soul to get out of this house.


  "And you wonder why the Goddamn Parrot made his getaway."


  I am fully cognizant of the facts in that matter, Garrett. I note that Miss Tate accomplished what you considered impossible.


  Miss Tate had that look people get when the Dead Man starts rooting around inside their heads. It's a cross between pants-wetting terror and severe constipation.


  "Penny has issues with men. But she's desperate to see Chodo."


  Excellent. We can accommodate her. He is ready.


  "Are you?" I checked Chodo. He seemed close to human, buried in kittens. Almost the Chodo of old.


  I offer my most sincere bond. I will not enter the girl's mind unless she asks me in.


  I asked Tinnie, "Can you make her believe that?"


  "Is it true?"


  "His word's always been good, far as I know."


  "A ringing endorsement for sure."


  Singe came in with a bunch of paper. "Do we have any more paper? I don't have enough to finish this report."


  "Huh?"


  "What we have for the Colonel. From our guests."


  "Hmm." Interesting. "We?"


  "That poisoner. Kolda. He is in the small front room, recording what the Dead Man wants put into writing." Facing the Dead Man, she added, "He needs rest. His penmanship is becoming unreadable."


  "Kolda's been here all the time?" I wasn't sure why I thought he'd left while I was out. Maybe my frugal side was hoping I'd shed a hungry mouth.


  Tinnie interjected, "Don't we have something more pressing to deal with?"


  "So go get her, my treasure. Work your wiles on somebody who don't wear pants." I turned to the Dead Man. "You have Kolda jot down anything from Mr. Temisk or his best pal?" I was thinking maybe we now had us a record of where the other bodies were buried. That could be handier than a wagonful of spades.


  Tinnie left. After giving me a poisonous look. Singe let her out.


  "You have something up your sleeve, Smiley. Be careful. Tinnie is steamed already."


  He seemed mildly amused.


  Dean came in complaining about shortages.


  "We aren't under siege right now. Jump on out there. Get what you need. Keeping in mind that we will end up besieged again if anybody finds out who we've got here."


  The Dead Man volunteered, No one is watching at the moment.


  Excepting Mrs. Cardonlos, of course. But she didn't count for much, anymore. Even the other biddies don't have much use for a known informant.


  Funny how everybody favors law and order in the abstract, but don't want to get into the kitchen and help cook.


  Dean was ready to go. Singe let him out. He was gone before I realized that I'd just given him the chance he'd been laying for. "Damn! I wanted to keep him away from the girl."


  Not to worry. He is focused on marketing.


  I became distracted myself. How much of the true tale had we gotten out of Chodo? Could we use that to restrain the man?


  Probably not. Chodo was clever enough to weasel his way out of almost anything. Usually at somebody else's expense.
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  Penny Dreadful came in shy as a mouse, ready to bolt at the least excuse. Nobody said a thing. Chodo was the last person she eyed, excepting for the deacon, whose presence disturbed her.


  Her presence bothered him, too. Despite his supposed unconsciousness. His nose pointed her way. His nostrils flared, then squeezed shut against an offensive odor.


  "Friend of yours?" I asked.


  She spit on the deacon, then plopped into my empty chair. Cats came from everywhere, swarmed all over her.


  "Somebody's glad to see you," Tinnie observed.


  Penny scowled at Chodo.


  He recognized her. Even I could feel the emotion.


  There was a human bone in the kingpin's body. A paternal bone.


  I'd seen it before, of course. He'd been uncommonly indulgent with Belinda. Who'd loathed him all the more for it.


  Find a way to lure Miss Tate out of the room.


  What was he up to? "Sweetums, let's see if Dean left the kettle on."


  Lame. It earned me a dose of maximum-potency fisheye. She smelled something. She didn't catch on, though.


  While we got the kettle on, my fat old weasel partner sold Penny the notion that the only way she could communicate with Chodo would be through him. Which, at the moment, was true. But the process didn't have to include unfettered access to the inside of her head.


  It was that old chestnut about age and treachery trumping youth and talent. She let emotion override reason.


  Which was why he wanted Tinnie out of the room. She might warn Penny.


  He fed me a trickle of news so I'd know to keep Tinnie occupied while he facilitated the exchange between Penny and her pappy. That smidgen was interesting in the extreme. The stone is explained.


  "Huh?"


  Tinnie's gaze popped up from loading the tea ball. "You get more primitive by the minute, don't you?"


  "Ungawa! See fire hair woman! Yum. Me grab'um."


  "You want hot water down your pants leg, keep it up."


  "Make up your mind, woman."


  Meantime, Old Bones continued. The girl slung that stone at you. That is the main secret she wants to protect. The presence of the sexton there was not accidental. He was looking for her. He had been following her.


  He anticipated my question. She wanted you out of the way. You were making it too difficult for Dean to help her.


  "She's just a kid." But Chodo's kid. Of course.


  Tinnie gave me the fisheye. Again.


  The level of malice was not high. It did not occur to her that she might kill you. She wanted you injured so you would be out of her way while she got to her father and won him over. She was sure he would help her turn the table on A-Laf, being unaware that Mr. Contague helped midwife the modern cult. She does not, by the by, appear to be aware that the phoenix stones start fires, nor even that the priestess of her temple considered them particularly valuable. Along with the kittens, her mother gave her sacred jewelry, holy books, and a sack full of rocks. Without explaining the importance of the jewelry or rocks. Were I as cynical as you I would suspect that most of the stones confiscated by A-Laf's partisans were really creek pebbles.


  Tinnie caught on. She swatted my hands away, snatched at the kettle. "You're a total swine, aren't you? What's he doing to her?"


  "She tried to kill me."


  "Bull. She didn't, either. She just—"


  "You knew?"


  "We talked a lot. She's lonely without her kittens."


  "And you didn't—?"


  "It was private, Garrett. You didn't get hurt, did you?"


  I rolled my eyes in appeal to the sky. Even my best girl now?


  Before I could protest further, she said, "Somebody's at the door."


  It couldn't be critical. Old Bones wasn't spouting warnings. Dean couldn't be back already, could he? The redhead wasn't that distracting.


  Singe appeared. "Saucerhead is here. With that woman."


  "Which woman?"


  "Winger." Her tone left no doubt about her esteem for my friend.


  Tinnie looked relieved.


  "Saved by the cavalry, eh?"


  She stuck out her tongue.


  "You'll pay, woman. Mark my words, you'll pay."


  She just sneered.


  Winger was more wasted than Melondie Kadare ever managed. "Garrett!" she burbled, blurry-eyed, using both walls to stay upright. "Yer a sum um a bitch, even if yer one a the good guys." She leaned against one wall. "Jes need a minute. I'm fucked-up."


  "What's this?" I asked Saucerhead.


  "A very drunk woman."


  "That part didn't get past me. I've got skills. I was thinking more along the lines of, why? And why here? She might make a mess."


  "I think she's done all of that she can. Less'n she can get her socks up."


  "Even so. Singe, stand by the door. We'll toss her out if—"


  Tinnie interrupted, "It'll take all of you to do it."


  Winger started snoring. She sank toward the floor.


  Tharpe told me, "The Dead Man said bring her in. He wants to know what she found out."


  "She found out there's a limit to how much she can drink."


  "She's upset. She's misplaced Jon Salvation. She don't remember where. Or how. She's scared she might've killed him. Or something."


  "Great! Well, let's see if we can't drag her—"


  There is no need to bring her in. I have examined her memories. They support what we have learned from these other sources while including little of additional interest.


  Winger's snores turned into what sounded like a desperate fight for air. Her eyes popped open. She climbed the wall. "I know what I done wit' 'im. I't'ink. Damn fool." She stumbled toward the front door.


  "Winger, you ain't in no shape to go out there," Tharpe told her. "You'll freeze your ass. Tell me where he's at. I'll go scoop him up."


  " 'Head, yer a sum um a bitch, even if yer a one a the good guys."


  "So you keep telling me. Why don't you just relax? I'll find Jon."


  "The Remora? You know where 'e's at?"


  "You were going to tell me."


  "You been holding out on me, 'Head. You never did like him." Winger began to sag. "That place that's like a ship. Grimes' Cove. I 'member he was wit' me there."


  Tharpe turned toward the door. The Dead Man filled us in on what Winger knew without knowing she knew. I said, "You don't want to go back out without warming up, do you? Tinnie and I were making tea."


  "A snack wouldn't hurt, neither." Tharpe shook his head, looking at Winger. "The things we do for folks just on account of they're friends."


  I avoided any comment.


  

  


  


  Saucerhead was working on a stale roll when Singe yelled. We burst out of the kitchen. Singe indicated Winger. Winger was making weird noises. She had her guts behind them.


  "Come on!" I swore some. "Get that damned door open!"


  Tharpe and I each grabbed an arm. Tinnie sort of nipped around the booted end, like a puppy trying to help without knowing how. Singe flung the door wide. Cold air blasted us. It woke Winger as we heaved her out against the rail on the stoop.


  Her socks came up.


  "Hey!"


  Dean was back. With a cart. Which I hoped wasn't stolen. Winger's rude greeting missed him by inches.


  Dean wasn't alone. Seemed he always found somebody to help with the cart. Whoa! Hell. That bundle of rags was the lone member of the Contague tribe not already installed in the Dead Man's room.


  "You. Get inside before somebody recognizes you." Potential watchers should all still be gone to war, but why take chances?


  Draped over the rail, Winger gasped, "Blindar, yer a bitch even if yer a one a the good gals." She cackled. "An' yer sure as hell ain't." She tried to laugh, but her stomach revolted.


  I said, "Inside. Wait in the hall with Tinnie. I'll help Dean." Singe came out, too, while Tinnie took charge of Belinda. With little of her customary empathy. "Did you clean out the whole damned market?"


  Saucerhead concentrated on Winger. Winger was trying to aspirate her own puke.


  "You told me to get ready for a siege," Dean said.


  "I did, didn't I? Where did Belinda come from?"


  "I ran into her in the market. She was pretending to be a refugee. I told her to come get warm."


  I grunted under the weight of a sack of apples.


  "I thought that would be better than maybe having her go back into the Tenderloin."


  "Yeah." Damn! Those apples were heavy. "But why is she here? She should be back home waiting out the storm. She has to know there's a war on."


  "I think she's afraid there're traitors there."


  "What does she know about the situation here?"


  "She knows it's warm. And safe."


  I started to growl. Exhaustion was closing in again. I was getting cranky.


  "I told her nothing. Her problems come from her disaffection with her father. It might be useful if she confronts him."


  "Good thinking." Maybe. I didn't like his deciding what was best for somebody else. He tried too much of that with me.


  Singe went by. "Once again the ratgirl does the work while the human folk stand around jawing."


  Belinda wasn't in the hallway when I went inside. "Uh-oh."


  It is under control. Join us once you deliver your cargo.


  Leave the rest for Dean? Fine with me.
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  Belinda took three steps into the Dead Man's room. She froze, gaped at her father.


  Chodo sensed the new presence but could not see who it was.


  Take the deacon out when you go. Put him into the cart. Get rid of him.


  Dean gave me a hand. For reasons probably having to do with externally applied inhibitions, I didn't wonder what Colonel Block would think about us turning his prisoner loose. Nor did I wonder why Old Bones wanted him running free. With my experience I should've been more suspicious.


  After a long adventure through nasty streets, Dean and I abandoned cart and deacon not far from the Al-Khar. We trudged home exchanging lies about who was more tired. I got there to find the seating arrangements in the Dead Man's room revised. There seemed to be plenty enough kittens to provide several for every Contague. The big boy from Ymber was snoring. Harvester Temisk looked like he was dead. But he kept on breathing. Poor Harvester. His only role now was to take up space.


  I asked, "What happened to Saucerhead and Winger?"


  "Winger is in your office," Singe told me. "Saucerhead went looking for her friend and to find someone the Dead Man wants to consult."


  "Who? Why?"


  "I was not invited into the planning."


  The way things usually work around here. "Winger is in my office? Gods! I hope she's empty."


  "She is now."


  Dean muttered something about the ever-expanding population of the house and disappeared. I thought he was off to whip up something to eat. Instead, he dragged his sorry ass off to bed.


  I settled in the Dead Man's room, leaning against the wall. There were no seats available. Nor would be soon, I suspected. I was ready to collapse from exhaustion. Yet again. But I didn't want to miss anything.


  The Dead Man was working some Loghyr mojo on our dysfunctional family guests. Assisted by a gaggle of cats.


  Chodo was more alive than ever. I stared. I wasn't frightened. I felt creepiness instead. In times gone by there'd always been terror when I was near the kingpin.


  "Am I over that?" Seemed like a good time to find out if my sidekick was paying attention.


  Unlikely. Changes are going on inside Mr. Contague. The impact of the kittens is much greater in the company of their high priestess. Which the girl has become by default, as sole survivor of her temple. A-Lat herself is hidden inside the child. And inside the Luck. Too scattered to have much power. Which is our great good fortune. We would not stand up to her otherwise. Nevertheless, the effect here will not be one hundred percent. And there is little chance of permanence.


  I made grunting sounds. Deities make me nervous. There are a zillion of them, all real, all at cross-purposes, all unpleasant. Ninety-nine out of a hundred have no interest whatsoever in the well-being of mortals. Particularly if the mortal is named Garrett. And there was little evidence that this encounter would turn out positive—despite A-Lat's salutary impact on Chodo's madness at the moment.


  "Can I note that more than one heart is in agony here?"


  Careful what you wish for. Some may not enjoy being cured. Not till later did I realize he was painting me with that brush.


  I told anybody who cared, "I'm going to bed. We can wrap this up tomorrow." I had some thinking to do, too. I do that best without distractions.
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  Singe wakened me. She'd brought tea. "Don't you ever let up?" I was accepting no peace offerings today.


  Somebody kicked me in the back of the legs. "Shaddup!"


  "So that's it, huh? Trying to catch us up to something again."


  "No. The Dead Man wants you."


  I got kicked again. "This don't seem like a hot sell, Miss Tate," I grumbled at the bushwhacker. "If this is what I've got to look forward to." Which got me kicked again. In my own bed. I suffered the slings and arrows, rewarded my long-suffering with a hot cup of tea.


  Ten minutes later, biscuit and mug in my left hand, half a foot of sausage in my right, I trudged into the Dead Man's room. Dripping grease. I was groggy but no longer cross-eyed with exhaustion. I was looking forward to the day I had my old self back.


  "Looks like I'm the first man on the job." Sleeping folks were strewed everywhere.


  Excepting Singe, Dean, and I. And the Luck.


  Yeah. Several dozen cats were on the bounce.


  "Weather any better? Can we move these parasites out?"


  Probably not. Not comfortably. Unless you move fast.


  "Huh?"


  An associate of Mr. Dotes brought a message while you were loafing. There was an overwhelming implication of paybacks for all the times I'd complained about him snoozing when I had a strong desire for a little genius backup.


  "What's on your mind?"


  I wish to propose that you have fulfilled your abiding obligation to Mr. Contague.


  "What? He's just . . . he's still. . . ."


  He remains confined to his wheelchair. It is unlikely that he will ever leave it. Only a Loghyr mind surgeon can repair damage done by a stroke. Loghyr mind surgeons were rare as roc eggs even when our tribe was bountiful. But Mr. Contague is possessed of a powerful will. I would not bet heavily against him accomplishing anything—if he can stay out of the hands of those who wish him ill.


  "Meaning family?" Family was snoring a yard from my feet. Belinda and Singe had quaffed a few quarts after I went upstairs.


  Family, yes. But Miss Contague was not the worst of his tormentors. He possesses recollections of being force-fed by persons other than his daughter. Persons most likely associated with Merry Sculdyte. Who was not always forthright with his brother.


  "Merry was working against Rory?"


  At cross-purposes, certainly. Mr. Contague recalls incidents that distinctly suggest an enduring hatred by Merry toward his brother. There are deep shadows in Sculdyte's mind. He is twisted and torn because he loves Rory, as well. You will find the details in the written history. That is not important at the moment. Decisions about what to do with Mr. Contague and Mr. Temisk are.


  "Huh?"


  Have you not been considering what to do next?


  "Sure." Though not very hard. Chodo and his pal couldn't hang out here forever. And I couldn't see Chodo going back home. That would put him back where he started. But my conscience wouldn't turn him loose on the world again, either. Nor would it allow me to tell Old Bones that I was satisfied that I no longer owed Chodo.


  I anticipated as much.


  Uh-oh. He was up to something. And was way ahead of me in whatever his scheme was.


  "You say he's more or less sane now?"


  As much as can he. To roughly the baseline that existed at the time of his stroke. More than that is beyond even the Luck of A-Lat. And that will persist only so long as he remains within the influence of the child and the kittens.


  "So what do we do with him?"


  Exactly.


  "Well?"


  Waiting on you, Garrett. I owe him nothing. I would hand him off to Colonel Block. Along with his memoirs. Then he issued one of his cryptic, one-hand-clapping pronouncements. There is a workable answer implicit within the existing situation, though it is as complicated as the situation itself.


  All right. He's a little windy for a perfect master.


  Passing everything and everyone off to the law was, no doubt, a rational final solution. And one I wish I was hard enough to invoke. But I'm me. Garrett. The old softy. "What about his family?"


  Also as healed as can be. But wounds leave scars. And scars never go away.


  "Hey! What about that message from Morley?"


  Mr. Dotes says the Sculdytes and their associates are dead or in custody. He suggests we wrap up anything we don't want examined closely because we may find ourselves the focus of the Watch as soon as Colonel Block and Director Relway have rested.


  "You should've told me that first."


  The matters are related. Mr. Contague, Miss Contague, and most of these others need to be out of here when the law invites itself in. Make no mistake—if they make a hard decision to get us, they can.


  "I have no interest in a game of macho with the Watch."


  We may not have many more unencumbered hours. I have set certain processes in motion, but no good will come of them in time.


  Of course. They'd start out just watching. But well-rested men would rotate in behind the first wave, two or three for one, and so forth, till they stood shoulder to shoulder. If Block and Relway felt the need. They were planners. They didn't move without being prepared. For all the speed they've shown trying to establish the rule of law.


  Crushing the Sculdytes wouldn't mean an end to organized crime. Nobody is dim enough to think that's possible, or even entirely desirable. But the Outfit's power to corrupt would be reduced dramatically. Its power to play favor for a favor would be pruned way back. Meaning those villains on the Hill wouldn't have so many dirty hands on call. Let alone the occasional beakful of found money.


  "Singe. Get Tinnie down here. Dump a bucket of slush on her if you need to."


  "I will defer to the grand master on that."


  "Huh?"


  "Do your own dumping. Tinnie dislikes me enough already."
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  Colonel Block came himself. He'd believed Constable Scithe, who'd believed me when I told him Chuckles was snoozing. Or, as seems more likely, he didn't care. He thought he didn't need to hide anymore.


  He came in looking tired, ragged, and suspicious. His gaze darted around like he expected trouble. He must've been right out there on the sharp end of the spear.


  "You seem awful twitchy."


  "It was a close-run thing. Thank heaven I've got committed people. And had bad weather. That kept my friends off my good back. They couldn't help me with negative advice. But they'll catch up yet. I may be looking for work soon."


  Dean showed up with refreshments. Then Singe brought Kolda's voluminous scribblings. I told Block, "You'd have time to read all this then."


  He paid no attention. Just held the papers in his lap. "Where are they?"


  "Where are what?"


  "The people you were hiding here."


  "Kolda is in the small front room, sleeping off a bad case of writer's cramp. The big Bruno from Ymber is in with the Dead Man. His boss we dragged back over to your shop on account of he was too strong and stubborn for Chuckles to manage and keep up with everything else he wanted to get done before he drifted off."


  "Same old Garrett. I don't give a rat's ass about those people."


  "And Tinnie's upstairs, in bed. Sick."


  "A higher power than I has decided the A-Laf cult is too dangerous to tolerate. I want to know where Harvester Temisk, Chodo Contague, and Belinda Contague went."


  I put on my dumb look. Like all my sergeants during basic, he didn't buy it. Coldly, he reported chapter and verse of comings and goings at my place for the past several days. Every one. From a very specific point in time.


  The Dead Man was more flabbergasted than me. He thought so much of himself. When he'd said nobody was watching he'd done so in absolute confidence.


  "Captain Ramey List," I said. "He wasn't what he seemed."


  Captain List was exactly what he seemed. He brought something in without knowing it. Almost certainly aboard one of his spear carriers, who would have been more than he seemed. Now that I am aware of its existence I will not be long locating it.


  "Now that it's too late and doesn't matter."


  Colonel Block allowed himself a thin smile.


  He is not aware of details. Director Relway was behind the plant. Which appears only to have betrayed comings and goings, not anything that was done or said.


  "Then we're in good shape."


  "Where are they, Garrett? We could put paid to the whole underworld right now."


  "You can't possibly believe that. It's part of the social fabric. All you've done is make life easier for Belinda. You got rid of the people most likely to have eliminated her. Made for a smoother transition of power."


  "Stipulated. But the baddies won't be the old bunch. Well?"


  "Well, what?"


  "You refusing to tell me what I want to know?"


  Colonel Block's recent activities left him more exhausted intellectually than he is aware. He is not thinking clearly. Consequently, he is dramatically overconfident. It is not necessary to be stubborn. He will not remember anything he hears.


  "Not at all. Not at all." Probably wouldn't hurt to tell him everything, even if he did remember. Old Bones wasn't clueing me in about much these days.


  Several kittens chose that moment to set up housekeeping in the Colonel's lap. Block petted them but paid no attention otherwise.


  Chuckles and the Luck made a dangerous team.


  "Tell you the complete truth, I have no idea where they went or what happened to them. The way it was explained to me, what I don't know I can't blab to some nosy Watchman."


  I wouldn't overdo the truth stuff in any case. The Dead Man isn't infallible. Block's confidence might be justified. He might've had a metal plate installed in his head to block out Loghyr thoughts.


  I wasn't untruthful. I didn't know where the crowd had gone. I couldn't think of anywhere to stash them that the Watch wouldn't look right away.


  I wasn't confident that Saucerhead, Winger, John Stretch, and Jon Salvation could manage that crowd, either. However much Penny Dreadful seemed inclined to cooperate now.


  Being a natural-born, ever-loving, blue-eyed cynic, I didn't buy that kid being satisfied with a father who wasn't the avenger with flaming sword she'd come to find.


  Block kept trying to get steamed up. But another kitten arrived every time the red began to show in his cheeks.


  I changed the subject. "You heard anything to explain this strange weather? I don't like it. People can't get out and show off their three-wheels. The fad might go away before I get rich."


  "You'll never be rich, Garrett. You don't have what it takes to hang on to wealth and make it grow."


  "I'll buy that. I should get rid of these freeloaders. Thanks, Singe." She'd brought beer.


  He was distracted. He'd begun to look confused. Like I do when I walk into a room, then stand around trying to remember why.


  The Dead Man had Block, subtly enough that the Colonel didn't realize it. But then, we'd lied to him about Old Bones being asleep.


  We had a few beers, relaxed, solved most of the problems of TunFaire. On Block's side, that reflected Deal Relway's conviction that to set the world right we need to kill the people who get in the way. Every little bit, he'd realize he was out of character and get upset. A cat or two would pile on long enough to distract him. After Tinnie joined us the cats were unnecessary.


  The man would offer some competition if he could.


  You can release him back into the wild, Garrett. The worst is past. He is not likely to be concerned about us for several days now.
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  I shook hands with Block. He frowned, unable to shake the suspicion that he'd missed something critical. He went down to the street hugging his bundle of papers, stopped, shook his head, went on. He had trouble steering a straight line.


  I shook hands with a groggy and thoroughly confused Kolda, too. The poisoner winced. He couldn't close his fingers into a fist. It wasn't much, but it was some payback. He headed out, dispirited. He passed a bent old man coming uphill slowly, leaning heavily on an ugly, polished teak cane.


  I just had time to notice him, then had to get out of the way as the Green Pants wide load shuffled out of the house. A-Laf's sexton had less grasp on the world than did Kolda. And smelled bad besides.


  Watchmen moved in on him, grinning. The big guy went along docilely.


  Penny Dreadful observed from her usual perch. How did she shake loose?


  The little old man reached my steps. He stopped. He wore a huge brown overcoat, far too large for him. He pushed hard on his cane, forcing his body upright. He looked at me. He didn't seem impressed. "You Garrett?"


  "Garrett! You going to hold that door open until we all freeze?" Tinnie was not in a good humor.


  "Yes." Meant for the old man but heard by the redhead. And taken to heart.


  Bring him to me.


  "Who?"


  Silverman.


  "I am Silverman," the old man announced. As though that explained creation itself.


  "How marvelous for you." What the hell was this? "Come on in."


  "I'll need help. These steps look treacherous."


  The air was warm. The snow was melting, making the footing dangerous. There'd be flooding in the low parts of town.


  On cue, in a roar of tiny wings, pixies exploded from my wall. The swarm streaked out into the weather. Except Melondie Kadare. Mel tried to flit into the house. Tinnie slammed the door before she got there.


  I went down to help Silverman, baffled. "I suppose you're expected."


  He gave me an odd look. "Stay close. Catch me if I slip." After a three-step climb he paused to catch his wind.


  "Wouldn't be a big cabbage eater, would you?"


  "Eh?"


  "Never mind. Who are you? What are you?"


  Melondie perched on my right shoulder.


  "Silverman. You don't know why you sent for me?"


  I'd overlooked it when I became a dual personality. The one in charge now didn't have a clue. "I don't think so." If you were two people in one slab of meat, would you know it? Werewolves usually do.


  "Your man came. He seduced me away from my work. He said you can get my daughter moved up the priority list. . . ."


  "But—Stop that, Bug!" Melondie was messing with my ear.


  I sent for him, Garrett. Will you cease dawdling? Bring the man here. I caught a hint of unease. Something wasn't going quite the way he wanted. I didn't think he was fussed about the pestiferous pixie, though.


  Nothing for it but to ride the tiger now.


  The door was locked.


  "Lookit here, Mel. I got time to deal with you." I faked a swat. She buzzed and pouted. Her husband and family materialized. A typical pixie debate commenced. The subject, Melondie's drinking, got lost in the general uproar.


  Tinnie opened up, sheepish and defiant. I grumbled, "I hope we aren't headed there." I jerked a thumb at the wee folk. "It isn't sport to me."


  Shaking his head, Silverman eased past Tinnie. He didn't fail to note her fine points. As usual, she did fail to note his appreciation.


  We met Dean and Singe in the hall. They carried an array of refreshments. Silverman's good opinion was important to my resident stiff.


  Silverman wasn't intimidated by the Loghyr. Maybe, like the Dead Man, he had roots so deep in time nothing bothered him anymore. He settled into my chair. His eyes widened when Old Bones made contact. He didn't react otherwise. He built a complicated cup of tea, sipped, relaxed, asked, "Now, sir, why did you lure me away from my art?"


  Old Bones meant to have fun with it. Whatever it was. He didn't include me in the conversation. I soothed my bruised feelings by easing over to Tinnie, where I got some exercise getting my hands slapped.


  Chuckles stopped that. Silverman is a jeweler, Garrett. A custom designer of uniquely powerful pieces. Shall I have him create something special for you two?


  Panic.


  Amusement from the realm of the dead.


  Sigh of relief from me once I understood that Tinnie hadn't caught any of that.


  But I could include her.


  "I'll be good."


  More amusement.


  I have to get over this, somehow.


  Silverman didn't say much. The Dead Man answered his questions before he articulated them.


  Singe got the expense ledger and cashbox. I caught the twinkle of noble metal as she put money into Silverman's wrinkled pale hand. Under instruction, of course. Then, not under instruction, she sidled over to show me the inside of the cashbox.


  It contained a handful of gritty green copper and two cracked, blackened silver pieces of indeterminate but exaggerated age. The kings could no longer be recognized.


  "I knew it! What have I been telling you all? You people have finally done it!"


  Quiet. You will recover your investment. In time. Ah. At long last. I had no trouble sensing his relief. Plainly, he'd been worried about something. Stand by to answer the door.


  "And make sure Melondie doesn't get in. I can't afford to support her bad habit."


  You go, Garrett. Take your stick.


  "She gonna be that much problem?"


  Do not be contrary. It does not become you. The stick is a precaution, unlikely to be needed.


  That wasn't reassuring, even so.


  I was going to be a whole lot contrary for a big long time. They really were spending me into the poorhouse.


  I did as he suggested. The situation, of course, wasn't as bad as my instructions implied. Dean didn't show up trying to figure out how to work his crossbow.
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  I was speechless. A state apparently desirable, if some can be credited.


  Tap-tap-tapping was the A-Laf deacon Old Bones had cut loose. Looking determined but bewildered. Like someone naturally slow on the uptake valiantly pressing forward in life. With him was a matched pair of bruisers, mortified by having to appear publicly in disguise. Twins, distraught because they couldn't wear their signature ugly pants.


  There'd been guys like that in the Corps. The uniform helped them define who they were. Without it they became rudderless.


  Will you cease dallying? Time is critical. Colonel Block's minions have noted their arrival. Someone may want to investigate.


  "Wouldn't mind finding out what—"


  Move it!


  Whoa! Somebody was getting cranky.


  I moved it, not without sulking.


  The Ugly Pants crew entered without pleasantries. With a "My feelings are bruised just by being here" kind of attitude.


  I grumbled, "I might be a little better motivated if I knew what the hell you were up to."


  I am trying to wrap this neatly, with maximum benefit to all. Before the advent of the new millennium. Bring them here. Today.


  Sometimes you've just got to go along and see what happens.


  I herded the daft deacon and his water buffalo into the presence. "Anything else you need? Dancing girls? Tinnie might come stumble around. Or can we get to the point?"


  I wonder if that samsom weed might not he coming back on you again.


  That was a thought. I did my best to ignore it. But there could've been something to it.


  The A-Laf deacon went straight to Silverman. One of the big boys placed a box in the old man's lap. Silverman produced a loupe. He opened the box.


  I jumped.


  The casket contained a nickel dog. A pup. All right! A jackal.


  This one wasn't charged, though. It was just a hunk of metal.


  Silverman studied the critter. Then he stared at the Dead Man.


  Then he studied the statue again. "It will be difficult. But I enjoy a challenge. Especially work in unusual metals. This won't be enough material, though."


  Voice barely audible, the deacon said, "More is available." He was cooperating only because he wasn't strong enough to fight the Dead Man.


  "I need ten more pounds," Silverman said. "Preferably in small pieces." Responding to a query from the Dead Man, who hadn't included me. He was amusing himself. Getting back. All that juvenile—


  Garrett!


  I responded with a scowl. But I paid attention.


  Accompany Deacon Osgood and his associates. Make certain they move the necessary materials to Silverman's workshop. Stick with Deacon Osgood until he has executed his commitment in full.


  "Hey, all right." I confess to a certain sarcasm. "You gonna bother telling me how I'll know when he has? There's always a chance—remote as the moon, naturally, but statistically possible—that I won't figure it out for myself."


  Deacon Osgood is going to surrender A-Laf's despair confiscation system. Mr. Silverman will make modifications. Deacon Osgood and his henchmen are not pleased, but have spent enough time in our forward-looking city to appreciate the enthusiasm of the Watch.


  He was smug. Proud of himself. And likely twisting everything to make a certain defunct Loghyr look like an ingenious trouble tamer.


  I have planted strong mindworms in all three servants of A-Laf. Deep fears and compulsions will carry them through the wrap-up. Even so, arm yourself. The deacon has a strong mind. The proximity of active jackals may attenuate the mindworm's efficacy.


  "I see." I didn't comment on the fact that mind-worms weren't imaginary anymore. Though I'd suspected hanky-panky with the facts when he'd sold the goods to Teacher White.


  Relax now. I have to fill the vacuum inside your skull with what you need to carry this stage through to its best conclusion.
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  A-Laf's minions hadn't done badly, making connections round TunFaire, building on foundations provided by Harvester Temisk and Chodo Contague. Their associations with the Bledsoe and the Tersize family had been useful. Best of all, from their viewpoint, was an alliance on the Hill, with the Spellsinger Dire Cabochon, birth name Dracott Radomira, cadet of the royal family, a comparative unknown whose name never came up in any review of the ruling class's crimes and misdemeanors. Cabochon was particularly useful because she was defunct, in fact though not yet legally. Unlike my resident cadaver, the old witch just sat in a corner mummifying. Her pals from out of town hadn't reported that the air had gone out of her.


  The out-of-towners didn't note the unnatural post-demise good health of the remains, either.


  The old witch must have sung spells around herself before she surrendered to the unavoidable. The right people might be able to bring her back. If they were of a mind.


  Not my problem. I wasn't of a mind.


  Tinnie made noises indicating repugnance. I comforted her not at all. She'd insisted on tagging along. Let her enjoy all of it.


  I was still wasting mind time looking for an argument pointed enough to penetrate redheaded stubbornness and make Tinnie understand that there were parts of my life she shouldn't share. I said, "It don't smell bad for somebody being a long time dead."


  Deacon Osgood's crew wasted no time. They collected metal dogs, metal scraps, and metalworking tools from a sitting room converted into a workshop. If I was a cynic, I'd have thought they wanted to hustle me out of there.


  They piled everything into old vegetable sacks. Osgood was as happy as a guy working with a migraine. He feared the Watch would find out about this shanty now. But he couldn't not help me.


  This would have been the administrative headquarters for A-Laf's TunFaire mission. The base in the Tersize establishment had been living quarters.


  I checked the dead woman. It wasn't immediately obvious whether her demise had been natural or assisted. Colonel Block could work that out.


  There was a crackly sense about her that said, "Don't touch!" I didn't. That might be all it took to reanimate her.


  Old Bones must have known. He hadn't informed the Watch. He didn't want his scheme hip deep in law and order.


  "You. Garrett." Deacon Osgood seldom spoke. When he did he sounded worn-out. "Carry this sack. You. Trollop—"


  Tinnie popped him between the eyes with a handy pewter doodad. Those eyes crossed. He staggered. His troops gawked. This was beyond their imagining. Still, I was glad Chuckles had taken time to stifle their natural tendencies to break people whenever something happened that they didn't understand.


  "Ease off," I told Tinnie. She was winding up for the coup de grace. "We need him."


  She shed her weapon, but her look said hostilities would resume the instant the next chunk of sexual bigotry plopped out of Osgood's mouth. Sweetly, "You were about to ask me something, Deacon?"


  Grunt. Headshake to clear cobwebs. "Sack. There. Carry." He couldn't get all the way to "please." But that was all right. He'd been disadvantaged in his upbringing. By goats.


  Shortly, I noted that everything in need of carrying was in the hands of someone who could do the lugging, but the good old deacon wasn't weighted down with anything heavier than his conscience. I asked Tinnie, "Worth making a scene?"


  "Let's get what we want out of him first." I'd seen that look before, mainly when I'd done something to offend. I'd enjoyed an opportunity for regrets every time.


  

  


  


  Silverman examined every tool and every piece of metal before saying, "Satisfactory. I can work with this." He asked Osgood. "Are you one of the artisans?"


  Osgood shuddered like a dog trying to pass a peach pit. The compulsion remained solid. "No. Those who survived are imprisoned now."


  I asked Silverman, "Will that be a problem?"


  "No. It will just take longer to fulfill your principal's needs."


  Tinnie smirked, reading my mind. Deftly, I managed to disappoint her. "Not yet. Let's get what we want out of him first." Not that I knew what that was. The Dead Man had stuffed my mush with stuff without ever betraying his plan.


  Silverman barked. Men and women, young and old, all obviously related, swarmed. They grabbed the stuff we'd brought. I muttered in language forms I hadn't used much since coming home from the war. I'd have my nose to the grinder for years to pay for this.


  Silverman told me, "You. Out. I'll send word when it's ready." He told Tinnie, "You can stay."


  Instead of popping him, a la Osgood, she kissed his cheek. He glowed.


  The deal with Osgood was that he'd be cut loose now. We parted outside Silverman's workshop. I hoped he and his crew would hop a keelboat back to Ymber, but told Tinnie, "Call me cynical. I'd bet we haven't seen the last of them."


  Disgruntled, I headed toward home. Wondering how long the Watch would let Osgood run loose.


  Those tailing us decided that keeping tabs on Ymberian rubes was more important than watching me. Which conformed to the Dead Man's prognostications.


  I had instructions against the chance that I found myself running free.
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  "You know either one of those guys?" Tinnie and I were peeking around the corner of a decrepit redbrick tenement. The men in question had Harvester Temisk's dump staked. There was no foot traffic. They stood out. They weren't happy.


  The weather was turning again. And wasn't going to be long getting nasty. The sky was filthy.


  "No." Tinnie was shivering. She wanted to go somewhere warm. But she was made of stern enough stuff not to whine after having bullied me into letting her tag along. "I don't. Should I?"


  "I hope not. They're the lowliest lowlifes. The tall one works for Deal Relway." I'd seen him with Relway occasionally. But I let her think I'd deduced it, employing special detective powers. "The other one is a gangland operator." Actually, more likely a stringer or wannabe on the pad now because Relway's fervent work ethic had drained the bad-boy manpower pool down to the muck on the bottom. I knew him by affected mannerisms and dress, paramount to him when it would be smarter to be invisible.


  Relway's man recognized him, too.


  He, however, hadn't made the lawman, despite his being right there in plain sight.


  I explained. "So what you do is—"


  "You're trying to get rid of me."


  "I'm trying to utilize your talents since you're here. Go tell the sloppy one you're lost. Bat your eyes. Get him to help you."


  "Why not the tall, handsome one?"


  "Because he's tall and handsome? And, probably, not likely to be distracted by a pretty face. Not to mention, if he leaves to help you, the other dimwit won't tag along. He doesn't know that Handsome is there."


  She mulled that. "The tall one would follow?"


  "I would. I'd figure that you were a messenger. I'd want to see what was up." Because I'd know that the Sculdytes had gotten hammered, so this fool would be working for someone else whose interests paralleled those of the departed faction.


  In this neighborhood that meant good old Teacher White.


  "Scoot," I told Tinnie. "Vamp the man. Get him out of here." I dug in my pocket. The key was there. Harvester Temisk had managed, somehow, to lose it while he was at my place. I didn't know what the Dead Man had gotten from him, just that he wanted me to toss Temisk's place. Something the Watch and the Outfit had done already, I suppose.


  "If he touches me. . . ."


  "I'll die of envy."


  She stuck out her tongue, headed out. Haughtily.


  I couldn't have scripted it better. Her victim didn't have one ounce of brain above his beltline. Tinnie set her hook, pulled him in, and led him away in as much time as it takes to tell it. And Relway's man decided he needed to see what was going on.
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  It was gloomy inside Temisk's digs. Not much light crept in through the feeble excuses for windows. There wasn't a lot out there to spare. But I didn't fire up a lamp. Its light would slip out and alert the world that somebody was housebreaking.


  The first thing I learned was that nobody had had a notion to toss the place. Though it did look like somebody had taken a polite look around.


  I did little but walk around at first, getting a sense of the place. The Dead Man wanted me to find something. Unarmed with a single hint.


  The building was three stories tall. Temisk had the ground floor, which wasn't all that big. Who lived upstairs? I couldn't recall having ever seen any other tenants.


  I checked the street. It was a ghost town out there. Fat flakes had begun to swirl, anticipating the main event. I slipped out. It had gotten colder fast. A nasty wind snapped and snarled between buildings. I crossed, turned, immediately saw where the stair to the upper floors had been. It had had an outside entrance on the right side as I faced the building. The outside steps were gone. A bricklayer had done well matching colors but hadn't disguised the shape of the old entrance.


  Upstairs windows had received the same treatment.


  Not unusual in a city where everybody is paranoid about invasions and break-ins.


  I caught movement from the corner of my eye. A long, lean, slumped figure shuffled toward me, obscured by the snowfall, hunched miserably.


  I drifted back into Temisk's place.


  Skelington hove to outside.


  So. Teacher was still in the game. Without showing much imagination.


  I resumed examining Temisk's place. Nothing jumped out. It wouldn't if it wasn't supposed to. But . . . there was a grand fireplace on the wall backing on the stairwell. A fireplace that didn't look like it saw much use. In a location that made no architectural sense.


  I'd just discovered the iron rungs in the unnaturally ample chimney when somebody tried the street door. There were voices there. Querulous.


  I quickly kicked the fireplace gewgaws back into place, hoisted myself. I'd just gotten the feet out of sight when the newcomers busted in.


  "Where did he go?" Teacher demanded. "Quick. Check in back. Maybe there's another way out." Feet tramped around, fast and heavy.


  "There ain't no back way," Skelington said. "I watched this place enough to know."


  "Good for you. I'm really trusting your good sense and thinking these days."


  There were four of them. I was in no shape to handle those odds. Not even Teacher and his clowns. It had been a long day. And the samsom weed still had some effect.


  "Ain't no sign of him, Boss." I didn't know that voice.


  "Allee allee in free, Garrett," Teacher called. "Come out, come out, wherever you are. Skelington, you sure he came in here?"


  "I was right there in the damned street." Skelington didn't have much patience left for his chief. I couldn't imagine why he hadn't defected already.


  "All right. All right. And you let the girl get away, Pike?"


  "Wasn't no ‘let' to it, Boss. I told you. That Tin Whistle was all over me soon as I made my move. She bugged on both of us. I wouldn't of come got you if she didn't. Hell, I'm lucky I got away from the damned Runner. I could be sharing a cell tonight in the Al-Khar."


  Teacher grumbled something about maybe that would've learned him something.


  None of those boys were happy. Nothing was going their way, they had no use for each other, and the guy in charge had gone totally whiny. They were sticking together out of habit and a slim hope that the worm would turn.


  Teacher muttered, "That bastard is here somewheres. Temisk must of told him about his secret places."


  "What secret places is that, Boss?"


  "I don't know! Shit! Think, Vendy! He's a fuckin' lawyer. That means he steals stuff an' hides people from the Watch. An' shit like that."


  Ah. Brother White had been loading up on the artificial courage.


  "He never worked for nobody but Chodo, Boss."


  "Don't you never believe that, Vendy. Don't you never. He mighta said that. He mighta had Chodo snowed. But he never really worked for nobody but Harvester Temisk. He's a fuckin' lawyer. He had something going on under the table. Where the fuck is that creep? I need to break some bones. Take a look up that damned chimbly."


  That was it. I was caught. If I scrambled up, I'd give me away with the racket. But Vendy would spot me if I stayed where I was.


  It was one of life's special moments.


  A face appeared below. Vendy just looking so Teacher would shut the hell up. His eyes almost popped. I whacked on his bald spot.


  He fell to his knees, mumbling. Conscious but incoherent. Teacher growled, "Ya fell outta the goddamn chimbly? You're one useless piece a pork snot."


  I climbed while there was moaning and complaining to cover the noise. Only a few feet farther up I stepped out into the stairwell that had been bricked off at street level. Wan light dribbled down from a far skylight too small to admit the skinniest burglar. At high noon in clear summer weather it wouldn't have admitted much light. It served more as a beacon now.


  I did not, however, go charging on up.


  I explored the new territory foot by foot, looking for an ambush or booby trap.


  Below, "You're shitting me. There ain't nobody in here."


  Mumble whine mumble.


  "Right. Skelington. Climb on up in there."


  Graphically, and with a marked lack of respect, Skelington finally resigned his position with Team White. He had other options.


  "All right. Pike, you go."


  "Right behind you, Boss. I got your back."


  The front door rattled and slammed. Teacher's whole crew electing to seek their fortunes elsewhere. A clever boy, rendered abidingly suspicious by experience, I didn't count on what I heard being what actually happened.


  But it did seem to be.


  Only Teacher stayed. He cussed and muttered and slammed things around. And slammed things around. And lightened a flask or two that he was lugging. He began to mumble in tongues.


  Bottled courage, mixed liberally with stupid and anger, drove him into the chimbly. Muttering steadily, he climbed. He slipped twice before he got into the closed stairwell. "I knew that sumbitch had shit hid. Goddamn lawyers. They're all alike. Bunch a thieves." He climbed the stair one step at a time, a hand on each wall, forgetting that the danger ahead once looked fierce enough to send somebody else up first.


  I heard my name mentioned. His opinion hadn't improved.


  He was huffing and puffing and didn't put up much of a struggle when I disarmed him. He just whimpered and gave up. I tied him up with whatever was handy. He started snoring.


  I lit lamps and commenced a serious examination of Harvester's hideaway. And was amazed. Harvester Temisk definitely had an inflated notion of his own cleverness.


  The first lamp came off a trestle table covered with the alchemist's gear Temisk had used to prepare his firestone surprises. Evidence to convict was there. A lot was on paper. Standouts were a map and notes about Whitefield Hall, that neighborhood, and the disposability of one Buy Claxton. The papers lay under a loaf of bread that had not yet sprouted a beard.


  Harvester had visited since the birthday party. With the place being watched.


  He had a secret way in.


  No surprise there. In TunFaire, some neighborhoods have a problem with buildings collapsing because of all the tunneling underneath.


  I'd look into that later.


  So Temisk had hidden out here. Smirking. Without being as clever as he thought. It hadn't been that hard for me to get in.


  Temisk was big on books. And not orderly. They were everywhere on the second floor. Dozens of books. Scores of books. A fortune in books. Only churches and princes can afford real books. I recalled my idea about ratfolk copyists. And wondered where Temisk had stolen those books. He'd never been flush enough to buy any.


  The third floor was more orderly. It was furnished but hadn't been used. I concluded immediately that the mouthpiece had created a sanctuary for his friend. Long ago. And never got the chance to use it. When he did get hold of Chodo he hadn't been able to sneak the old boy in.


  Back to the second floor, where I discovered that Harvester was a compulsive diarist. The Dead Man must've known. And hadn't bothered to tell me.


  Almost every moment and every thought ever experienced by Harvester Temisk seemed to have been recorded, on a profusion of mostly loose papers.


  

  


  


  The lamp was almost empty. I'd dozed off twice, though Temisk's memoirs were interesting. Each time I did, Teacher White stopped snoring. His trying to slip his bonds woke me up.


  Then the yelling started downstairs.


  I stayed quiet.


  Teacher had a notion to fuss, then didn't because he recognized voices.


  That was Winger bellowing. And Tinnie, slightly more ladylike. And Saucerhead, looking for me. Presumably in a snowstorm. In the middle of the night. All worried. And I didn't want to reveal my discoveries. Not to Winger.


  I'd figured out the Dead Man's scheme. I thought.


  If I didn't do something, though, they'd start looking for the body. And find everything else.


  That damned Winger. Always in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  I grabbed pen and ink. The devils in the sky smiled on me. For once. The nib was sharp. The ink was fresh. I wrote a quick note. Now to sneak it down where somebody could find it. I crept past Teacher and down the stairs. As I eased into the chimney I heard Winger cursing and banging things.


  Tharpe said, "Control her, Jon Salvation." Laughing. "Garrett ain't under no wooden chair, dead or alive."


  His suggestion that somebody could control her set Winger off all over again. She raved and slammed off to the back of the place.


  "She drinks a bit," Tharpe explained. "Jon, we better watch her, just so things that don't belong to her don't accidentally fall into her pockets."


  My luck stayed in. Sort of.


  I fell out of the chimney as I tried to lean down for a peek. That was the bad news. The good news was, nobody saw but Tinnie. Who kept her mouth shut when I held my fingers to my lips. I passed the note. And got back out of sight before Winger lumbered in to investigate.


  Tinnie said, "I knocked over these andiron things. Trying to get this down off the shelf. It's a note from Garrett. In case somebody comes looking for him."


  "What's it say?" Winger smelled a rat.


  Tinnie read it out loud.


  "That say what she says, Jon Salvation?"


  The little guy reported, "Word for word."


  "You'd a thunk that asshole White woulda learned. Whadda we do now?"


  Tinnie said, "How about we go back to Garrett's place?"


  "Something's rotten here."


  Saucerhead observed, "You don't have hardly no flaws, darling Winger, but one teensy little problem you do got is, you think everybody's head is just as twisted as yours."


  "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"


  "It means most people don't have an angle when they tell you what they think."


  "Oh, bullshit! You ain't that naive, are you?"


  That was the last I heard. The street door closed behind them. A puff of cold hit me. Air did go up that chimney.


  I waited. Winger was the sort who might pop back in, too.


  I went down. They'd left lamps burning. I'd thought Tinnie had better sense.


  Ah. Of course she did. Including enough to realize I'd need to see what I was doing.
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  Despite problems getting a schnockered Teacher down the chimney, I almost caught Tinnie and the others, heading home. And that despite the weather. Which hadn't turned as awful as I'd feared. Yet. Just cold and slick.


  I brought White along. He needed some special Dead Man work to get his mind right.


  I took Teacher straight to His Nibs.


  Oh, my! We are in a mood, are we not?


  "Yes, we are. It's time to quit fooling around. Hi, sweetie." I gave Tinnie a hug and a peck and ignored everybody else.


  I stipulate that I was remiss where Mr. Temisk was concerned. However, I was preparing Deacon Osgood and had no attention to spare.


  Half a minute later I knew the treasures at the lawyer's weren't part of his scheme. He hadn't been aware of them.


  I expected more of you at Spellsinger Dire Cabochon's home. However, Osgood cleverly hustled you through and so did his own cause no harm.


  I didn't get to pursue that. Somebody started hammering on the front door. With amazing enthusiasm.


  That is Mr. Scithe. On behalf of Colonel Block, who became suspicious of the results of his earlier visit. Allow him to enter. But only him.


  I went to the door. It was late. Dean was asleep. I didn't have him and his crossbow to back me. But Saucerhead and Winger came to watch. They were enough to keep out the unwanted—except for a high-velocity pixie who surprised us all.


  No matter. The kitchen door was closed.


  I told Scithe, "You ought to demand a raise, the hours you're working."


  "My wife agrees. But I do got a job. Plenty don't. You could mention it to the Colonel, though."


  "I will. What's his problem now?"


  "You visited the Hill today."


  I didn't deny it. What was the point? "So?"


  "So after you left, a gang of ratpeople stripped the place."


  "After I left. Right. No doubt being watched every minute." I glared at the Dead Man. That inanimate hunk of dead flesh managed to radiate false innocence combined with smugness.


  "Enough to know you didn't carry anything away personally."


  A fib. Everybody but Osgood carried something out of Dire Cabochon's forty-room hovel. "I don't do that sort of thing."


  "You hang out with ratfolk."


  My resident ratperson had turned invisible during my trek to the door.


  The Dead Man seemed more radiant than ever.


  "That was the scheme, was it?"


  "Excuse me?" Scithe didn't understand that I was snapping at my sidekick.


  "His scheme. To try to blame me. He's always doing that. And he never gets me."


  "I'm sure it's only a matter of time." Scithe wasn't quite focused. Tinnie Tate was in the room. And she'd smiled. At him. He mumbled, "There was a body in there."


  "Sir?"


  "Come on. An old woman. Dead. In a chair."


  "I saw her," Tinnie volunteered. "I went there with Garrett."


  That left Scithe with mixed emotions.


  "He's like a four-year-old. Needs constant supervision."


  That turned the situation around. Sort of. When the Tinnie weather let up momentarily, Scithe asked, "Where were you all afternoon and tonight?"


  "I don't see where you got any need to know, but the fact is, I was trying to get a line on those guys your boss claims I'm hiding. Chodo and his tame lawyer."


  He didn't believe me. Oh, wound me to the heart. But he had hopes Tinnie could tell him more about the dead Spellsinger, so he didn't press.


  He didn't quite try to make a date. Probably because he remembered mentioning his wife.


  Somehow, without getting many questions answered, Scithe became satisfied that he'd learned what he'd come to find out.


  I let him out. Where his grumbling henchmen waited in the cold and the falling snow. Tinnie tagged along, smug as she could possibly get.


  She'd begun to notice her power.


  There was a crash in the kitchen.


  "That damned Mel! How the hell did she get in there?"


  With Singe, of course. That's where Singe had gone while I was letting Scithe in.


  I opened up again. Snow was coming down in big, slow chunks. I told Melondie's tribe to come drag her home.


  One of my less inspired ideas.


  The brawl made so much racket Dean woke up and came down to restore order in the kitchen.


  The mess was worse than after the thunder incident.


  I threw up my hands and fled to the Dead Man's room. Singe tagged along, evidently summoned. She retrieved the cashbox and ledger, made entries, then paid Winger and Saucerhead for helping try to find me.


  I didn't say a thing till after they left. Along with the pixie swarm, still squabbling, Melondie Kadare not alone in betraying signs of alcohol poisoning.


  Sweetly, I asked, "Do we have a magic cashbox now? Always money inside when we open it, however much we spend on made-up jobs for our friends?" I spoke to Singe but eyeballed my sidekick. "Or did we pawn something?"


  Chuckles ignored me. Of course. And Singe shrugged, indifferent to another incomprehensible moral outburst. "We had a windfall."


  I started to get all righteous. His Nibs cut me off.


  Would you feel more comfortable if the A-Laf cult's resources went to Director Relway? When their bad behavior depleted our resources? That is your alternate option.


  It had been a cruelly long day. And the residual effect of the samsom weed really had kicked in. "I'm going to bed."
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  We had an easy ten days. More or less. Morley came by when the weather permitted, mostly to remind me that I faced a reckoning.


  The repair and replacement of his front door had been a unique experience. The Palms had been forced to suspend business for days while the place aired out.


  "My man Junker Mulclar is your proper modern vegetarian gentleman, ain't he?"


  "Grumble rumble rabble bazzfazzle!"


  "You muttered something under your breath, sir?"


  "Browmschmuzzit!"


  John Stretch was in and out. He seemed willing to make himself at home.


  Equally frequently, Penny Dreadful, having conquered her terror of the Dead Man, visited the Luck. Without offering to take them away. She meant to open a temple—real soon now—as soon as she found the right place. I had my eye on Bittegurn Brittigarn's dump.


  I hung around the Tate homestead plenty. Too much. Tinnie's male relatives made that obvious by their attitudes, though they never failed to be polite.


  Business is business.


  Deacon Osgood and the surviving lovers of A-Laf escaped custody. Bribery was suspected. They decided to end their mission to this fractious city.


  I wished those boys devilspeed on their journey home, and foul weather all the way.


  The unseasonable weather seldom let up. Before long it would be seasonal.


  Colonel Block's people, and Relway's Runners, never ceased to be underfoot. Block was sure TunFaire would mend its evil ways if only he could catch good old ever-loving blue-eyed Garrett with his hand in the cookie jar.


  My friend Linda Lee at the Royal Library knew the whereabouts and provenance of lots of special books. And she knew what books had gone missing from the King's Collection and private libraries over the past dozen years.


  Using Winger and Saucerhead, because they couldn't read the messages they carried, I informed certain collectors that a cache of purloined tomes had surfaced during an unrelated investigation. It was possible some of their treasures were part of the hoard.


  Harvester Temisk's memoirs, detailed though they were, recorded only the dates when he'd added to his collection. Neither sources nor the name of his specialist provider was mentioned. Nor did I get many opportunities to revisit Temisk's place. Good guys and bad alike kept right on watching it. Teacher and the Sculdytes were gone, but others still had designs on Chodo, his mouthpiece, and his designated heiress.


  Finding people and things is what I do. Usually by being hired to, but finding is at the root of the Garrett reputation. After ten days, nineteen of twenty-four bibliophiles had made generous arrangements for recovering their treasures.


  The others would come around.


  Collectors are that way.


  Teacher White stayed with us four days. He left with his mind washed clean and his heart set on a career as a knife sharpener. Playmate accepted him as a part-time apprentice. Play honestly believes there's good in everybody. Excepting maybe me. He'll make a great Godshouter someday. If I don't get him killed.


  Old Bones didn't go back to sleep.


  His uncharacteristic taste for the real world made me suspicious. Deeply, abidingly suspicious.
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  I'd just completed the successful reunion of several books with one Senishaw Cyondreh, the past-her-prime spouse of a grimly named habitue of the Hill. The woman had an eye so hungry I'd nearly run for it, shrieking. Once I'd gotten my hands on the ransom. Reward. Finder's fee. If I ever dealt with her again, I'd drag a squadron of eunuch bodyguards along.


  I'd peeked inside before I turned the books over. They were what are called pillow books. Blistering. I blushed when we made the exchange.


  There was something different about the old homestead. I sensed it when I spotted the odd coach among the abandoned goat carts. Having suffered a similar dyspepsia on occasion recently, I thought about heading on over to Tinnie's place. But I was carrying the take from the pillow book swap.


  There are villains out there who can smell noble metals.


  I took a glim at the weird coach before I went inside.


  It had been fabricated of some silvery metal, then painted wood grain with paint I didn't recognize. "I have a bad feeling about this."


  Distraction arose. Silverman, riding a donkey cart and surrounded by younger men afoot, all cast from the same mold, appeared. The youngsters carried cudgels. A Tin Whistle tagged along behind, curious.


  "Ah. Garrett," Silverman said, reining in. "I've completed the commission. Executed to a much finer standard than the original specifications. Tough to do even after I determined how the spells were written."


  "Why aren't I surprised?"


  Silverman straightened his bent back enough to meet my eye. He wasn't accustomed to sarcasm or back talk. He was an artist. And the old man of his clan.


  "That forced us a little over on costs."


  "Of course it did. So let's you and me just go inside and see what my partner thinks." Old Bones would sort the thief out.


  I ended up carrying a heavy sack because two of the young guys were helping Silverman get to the door.


  The Dead Man, of course, knew we were coming. Singe opened up as we arrived. "Who's here?" I whispered. In case it was somebody who didn't need to know about Silverman.


  "Morley Dotes and a girlfriend."


  A shiver hit me. I had no chance to pay attention. Silverman banged into me from behind. I moved on, to the Dead Man's room. Where a shadow of all night falling lay in ambush.


  I squeaked in dismay.


  A grinning dark elf occupied my chair, sipping my tea, while one of his sky-elf ladies occupied another and appeared to be in deep communion with the Dead Man. It wasn't the skinny, almost sexless woman that dismayed me, though.


  My ancient nemesis, Mr. Big, best known as the Goddamn Parrot, was snoozing on her left shoulder.


  Please pay Silverman another twelve gold florins.


  Rattled, I managed only, "They don't make florins no more. Haven't done since the New Kingdom came in."


  Morley saw my horror over the clown bird. He indulged in a grin of delicious enjoyment.


  Then give him the current equivalent. Exasperation. They did not change the weights, just the names. Correct?


  "Not exactly. They're called sovereigns. The closest."


  Pay the man.


  "But—"


  The workman is worthy of his hire. Silverman is an artist. He took his commission well beyond what I asked of him. He is an intuitive genius. Pay him.


  I didn't know if I could. Twelve florins translate to thirteen royal sovereigns.


  Singe handled the payout. I couldn't bring myself to face my cashbox. Thirteen sovereigns is more than most people earn in a year. More than some of my acquaintances will come by during their entire ambition-challenged lives.


  "Will you stop hyperventilating?" she whispered, smacking me between the eyes with the biggest word she'd ever spoken. "We are quite sound financially. Now."


  Her assurances were no help. I glanced at the sleeping parrot. That thing might wake up any second. Which possibility drove me straight out to the kitchen. I tossed off two quick mugs of Weider's Select Dark. Less distressed, I went back to confront my terrors.


  My best pal kept right on grinning like a shit-eating dog.


  Silverman was just leaving. He told me, "I need a little head start. I'll meet you there."


  His boys were lugging the same sacks I'd just helped haul in. He had no trouble getting around under the weight of all that gold.


  I wanted to demand, "You're not even gonna keep what we paid for? After he robbed us?" But Old Bones leaped into my head before I could.


  Please accompany Mr. Dotes. It is now within our capacity to place a satisfactory capstone on this affair. Morley kept right on smirking. Enjoying watching me anticipating the hammer's fall.


  I accompanied Mr. Dotes. Leaving the house last, just to make sure the Goddamn Parrot didn't accidentally get left behind.


  Garrett. You are forgetting the cats. Take the cats.


  I wasn't forgetting anything. It hadn't occurred to me that there was any need to drag a herd of critters along. Why would it?


  "Hang on," I told everybody. "I got to get something."


  I found the Luck all piled into their traveling bucket, bright-eyed and ready to roll.


  Creepy little things. They weren't kittens at all. That was just a disguise.


  I took them outside. Their bucket went into Silverman's cart once I caught up. He wasn't wasting any time.


  

  


  


  At some point Penny Dreadful attached herself to the parade. She was careful not to get inside my grabbing radius. I wondered if Tinnie or Belinda was to blame, or if she was still just that untrusting of the world.


  Morley followed along behind, he and his friend in the strange metal coach drawn by the two-horse team that caused snickers all along the way.


  No one out there seemed interested in us, otherwise. In particular, we were invisible to the city employees loafing around Macunado Street.


  Half an hour later I knew where we were headed. Because we were there.


  The scaffolding was gone. The bad boys from Ymber had finished their work, doing good despite themselves. The Bledsoe's masonry hadn't been in such good shape for ages.


  I eyeballed the brickwork. Even work that hadn't been done last time was now complete. Had the Dead Man gone so far as to compel Deacon Osgood to finish his charity work before letting him go home?


  Evidently.


  Scary.


  Morley dismounted. He announced, "I'm up."


  "What?" Morley was . . . he knew what was going on when I didn't.


  Me and my second banana needed to have us one long talk.


  By the time I ambled inside, the little shit had his old friend Ellie Jacques, the volunteer, cooing and starry-eyed—right in front of, and without offending, his sky-elf friend.


  Silverman knew what was going on, too. He and his boys followed Penny Dreadful into the deep gloom of the hospital, headed for the stairs. Penny, two-handed, bowlegged, hauled the bucket of cats hanging in front of her.


  I hustled to catch up.


  Chodo and Harvester Temisk occupied a suite. They shared it with Belinda. There were guards outside, Saucerhead's acquaintances Orion and June. I felt my purse being squeezed again. I whimpered softly.


  They didn't know who they were protecting. Had they done, the temptation to sell that knowledge would've bitten them good by now. The door was locked from their side with three locks. I could've gotten through those, no problem, given a little time, but not in front of an audience.


  Penny Dreadful had a key. So did Mr. June Nicolist. And, to my dismay, Silverman had the third, which he handed to me after he used it.


  The system didn't make sense to me.


  I was nonplussed about them being hidden practically in plain sight. How did Old Bones and the rest expect this to stay secret?


  June Nicolist's key fit the middle lock. That one didn't secure the suite door—it let a small hatch swing open. Communications was possible that way. So how come the prisoners hadn't bribed their guards?


  Number one sidekick had him a lot of explaining to do.


  Once everyone with a key exercised his or her talent, I said, "June, this would be a good time for you guys to take a break. Mr. Dotes will handle the guard duties while you're away." Mr. Dotes and his harem had caught up. The Goddamn Parrot showed signs of fixing to commence to begin waking up.


  Not good.


  Comstock and Nicolist had been in their racket awhile. They didn't get miffed by any implied lack of trust. Nicolist said, "We was just changing shifts, anyways. I'll just head on home. Give Orion the key when you leave." Since it had done its job already, I handed it to Comstock now.


  The door opened into a tiny foyer. Beyond that lay a sitting room as comfortably appointed as any in Chodo's own mansion. Without windows.


  Chodo and Harvester were playing chess. Belinda was nowhere to be seen. The boys looked like they were staging. Like kids interrupted in the middle of mischief suddenly pretending exemplary behavior.


  Penny released the Luck. Kittens streaked toward the men, excepting two who peeled off through a doorway to another room.


  Silverman didn't seem impressed. Maybe he didn't recognize anybody. He spread out. Tools appeared. His boys started measuring and pounding. They ignored everybody.


  Belinda came out. She was unkempt but looked less stressed than I'd ever seen. Penny darted over. They started whispering. Girl talk? Belinda suddenly being the teenager she'd never been, with her little sister?


  Morley stuck his head in just long enough to satisfy his curiosity, then made like a sentry.


  Chodo was in his wheelchair. He wasn't the breathing corpse Chodo of Whitefield Hall, though. He had strength enough to turn his chair. "Garrett." His voice had no timbre yet. It was a harsh rasp. But he was talking.


  "Sir."


  "I must thank you."


  "Sir?"


  "The favors I did you have paid their dividends. I'm not really much less a prisoner now, but my mind has been set free. Thanks to you."


  He didn't look at his daughters. They weren't interested in him. Under the current regime, family stress had to be managed through mutual indifference. Enforced company couldn't tear down those walls.


  Harvester avoided my eye whenever I glanced his way. I expected a peck of lawyering weasel words. He didn't bother. Probably didn't want his good buddy to hear what I might say back. Nobody mentioned the outer world. Chodo husked, "Can I ask what they're doing?"


  "Sure. But I can't tell you. I don't know. The Dead Man set it up." Silverman's guys were installing little tiny nickel dogs in niches they made in the walls.


  My response didn't please Chodo. But his irritation faded even before the extra kitten arrived. The nickel critters were sucking up the dark emotion already. Silverman beckoned Belinda. "You. Come here." Her eyes narrowed. People didn't bark at Belinda Contague. But she did as she was told. "Left hand."


  She extended her hand. Silverman snapped a charm bracelet around her wrist. The charms were all tiny dogs in various doggy poses. All right! Damn it. Jackals. Every one enameled black. Presumably to prevent cold burns. "Hold still."


  Belinda frowned but did as she was told. Silverman snapped a black choker around her throat. It boasted a half dozen squares of what looked like obsidian, each with a nickel critter inside. Done, Silverman turned to Chodo. Chodo would have indulged in a good old-fashioned shit fit if he could have. But Silverman was stronger than he was.


  He didn't get a choker. He got bands on both wrists and a neck chain on which an enameled dog pendant hung under his shirt.


  Harvester Temisk got one around his right ankle and one on his left wrist. And a pendant to match his best buddy's.


  "And that takes care of that," Silverman said. "I have a few extra pendants, any of you others suffer from mood swings."


  I volunteered to pass. As did Penny. I did think it could be useful to make tons of this kind of jewelry, though—if it really sucked the crazy out of people.


  "As you wish. I wouldn't do that, miss."


  Belinda was trying to unfasten her bracelet.


  There was a flash and a harsh pop. She yelped.


  Silverman said, "You can't take it off. It won't let you."


  I saw why the Dead Man thought so well of Silverman.


  The old man told me, "Give them a few days to get used to their jewelry. Then you can release them to their regular lives."


  I told him, "Thank you, sir. I'll move your daughter as far up the list as I can." A board meeting was coming up. I had some ideas to present, involving both Silverman and the employment of ratpeople to copy books. They'd let me talk as long as I didn't go trying to waken their consciences. I'd just need to talk business first.


  "You're a good businessman," Silverman told me, with a smile I didn't figure out till later. "Thanks for everything."


  I said, "I think we're done here, then. Belinda, Mr. Contague, I'll be back in a few days."


  Penny stayed behind. With her cats.


  Morley was patient while I visited Buy Claxton. Who was riding her stay for all it was worth, now that her health was not endangered. Human nature, I suppose. When I came back, I decided I'd take her upstairs and see if she couldn't get back on with the family. While the shyster panicked.


  

  


  


  Silverman's attitude soon explained itself.


  My deceased associate had been bitten by the entrepreneurial serpent. Possibly because he was tired of having to wake up and earn his keep a couple times a year.


  He'd robbed the A-Laf cultists of everything there was to know about the nickel dogs—all right! Jackals! Then he'd rung in Silverman, who owned the skills needed to exploit that knowledge.


  They partnered up to drain the pain from the Bledsoe. With Silverman somehow bleeding off the accumulations and earthing them where they would do the world no harm.


  It wasn't many months before the improvements became noticeable.


  Morley played the parrot hand for all it was worth, heading back to the house. I suppose that wasn't unjustified, after the yeoman blow delivered by Mr. Mulclar.


  He did say, "The underworld should calm down for a while, just to sort itself out."


  "Good news, good news. Maybe I can talk Tinnie into going off to Imperial New City for a couple weeks. We could tour the historic breweries. What the hell is this?"


  The street was blocked. Mummers, jugglers, people in period costume, guys on stilts, whatnot, were crossing in front of us.


  "One of the playhouses trying to pump up attendance, probably. Like everything else does, the playhouse fad has gone into overkill."


  That's my hometown. When one man strikes gold everyone else tries to cash in by imitating his success. Instead of panning new gold.


  This looked like a sizable show. It held us up for ten minutes. I concluded, "I saw so much here. Why should I go to their playhouse?"


  "Because there you get a story?"


  "I don't need a story. My whole life is a story."


  Thinking no more about it, I trudged on toward my showdown with a partner who insisted on toying with his associate. And a date with the new keg of Weider Select that Dean was supposed to get in today.


  Maybe I'd go see the redhead later, see if she was interested in a brewery tour.
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  Bugged out—


  One of John Stretch's pals headed our way. Lugging a beetle as big as a lamb. He didn't editorialize; he just dropped the monster when I didn't offer to take it. He headed back to the wars.


  Playmate said, "Hey, Garrett, whack that thing with something. It ain't dead."


  It lay on its back. Its legs were twitching. Its wings, ditto. Then it stopped struggling. It seemed to be assessing its situation.


  "Garrett!"


  It flipped. It faced me. Big brown jaws clacked.


  It charged. . . .
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  It was a marvelous winter. My personal favorite kind of winter. An ever-lovin' blue-eyed kind of winter that slunk in early and got bitter frigid before anybody remembered where they stashed their winter coats. Snow came down more often and heavier than even the old folks could remember, and you know how their recollections work. Everything was bigger, better, sharper, steeper, rougher, and tougher in the good old days.


  When it didn't snow there was freezing rain.


  The world slowed down.


  I favor slow. I like loafing around the house, hard at it doing a whole raft load of nothing. Nothing being what I do best when there are no ladies present.


  Dean would maintain that they couldn't be ladies if they were hanging around with me.


  The downside of the weather was, what with snow and ice, it was hard to get a replacement keg in. It was almost as hard to get out to those temples of dissolution where the golden elixir was dispensed.


  All good things must end. No good deed goes unpunished. Sooner rather than later. These natural laws underpin my life.


  Same as it ever was, the idyll killer was a knock on my front door.


  Dean shouted, "I can't leave this omelet."


  Always an excuse.


  I climbed out of my chair, snaked out from behind my cluttered desk, crabbed sideways to the hallway door. Whoever built the house probably intended my office to be a walk-in closet. I glanced at Eleanor, central figure in the grim painting hanging behind my desk. She's running away from a brooding mansion. One weak light burns in a high window. She's beautiful and frightened. The light is in a different window each time I look.


  There used to be the hint of a horrible, menacing presence in the dark background. I can't find it anymore. But Eleanor keeps running.


  I told her, "You seem gloomy today."


  True. I couldn't recall the last time I saw her looking so pessimistic.


  Pular Singe popped out of the Dead Man's room. The ratgirl has converted a quarter of that into her own little office. She manages the business side of our racket. Much better than I ever did.


  I asked, "You expecting somebody?" She has a half brother who won't stay away. Which can be hard on the nerves. He's a local crime lord. In a time when TunFaire has been suffering from a severe outbreak of law and order.


  "No."


  "Maybe it's Jerry the beer guy with the new keg." I was whistling past the graveyard. Unexpected visitors never augur well.


  I took a peek through the peephole. "Zippity-do!"


  "What?" Singe asked. Instantly suspicious.


  "Proof that the gods love men."


  "It is the beer man, then?"


  "No. Even better." I popped the door open. Revealing a stoop chock-full of male fantasies. The closest was Alyx Weider, naughty blond temptress and daughter of Max Weider, dark overlord of the Weider brewing empire. Max has me on retainer.


  "Out of the road, Garrett," Alyx ordered. "It's freaking cold out here." She didn't wait for me to move.


  I looked past the flock. They had arrived in a coach. Smoke curled from a slim sheet-metal chimney. The coachman had fled into the cabin already. The vehicle was so big it should have had oars and sails. Six matched chestnuts dragged it around. They looked like they wanted to join the coachman.


  Three more honeys shoved past. I wished the weather was a little fairer. They wouldn't be so thoroughly bundled. There was one each of the primary colors: blonde, brunette, and redhead, plus a moon-faced, raven-haired exotic with skin the hue and smoothness of honey. They put off so much heat that they should've been immune to the weather. Grizzled old glaciers would melt when they passed.


  Whack! A hand got me across the back of the head.


  Singe snickered.


  Uh-oh. Tactical error. Drooling over Alyx and the honey girl with the challenging brown eyes left my back exposed to the redhead.


  Singe snickered some more. Ominous, that, coming from the unique sound box of a ratperson throat.


  "Tinnie. Sweetheart. What are you doing with this crowd?"


  Tinnie Tate, devoutly committed redhead, is my off-and-on main woman. Very main, of late. And possessed of not even the remotest intellectual understanding of my broad appreciation of female folk who are easy on the eyes.


  "Making sure your fantasies don't get past the hallucination stage."


  Alyx Weider being one of her best friends would factor in. Alyx has been chasing me since she was old enough to get up on her own hind legs.


  I asked, "Singe, is Old Bones snoozing?"


  "Probably. But he does pretend quite well."


  That he does. If he can't sleep for a year at a time, he'd just as soon pretend. Some people are just so lazy.


  We were talking about my partner. A unique sort of beast, even in TunFaire, where it's a rare and remarkable day when we don't see the rare and remarkable.


  "Let's go in there. My office is too intimate." And there wasn't enough furniture in the small front room. Which we don't use much. It still smells like the Goddamn Parrot.


  Singe headed for the kitchen.


  The two unfamiliar women made frightened squeaks when they saw my sidekick.


  The Dead Man is a near quarter ton of defunct Loghyr, a species now little known and almost extinct. This one looks like a dwarf mammoth minus the hair and tusks. He went around on his hind legs when he was alive. His trunk-like snoot makes his yellowish gray, wrinkled face uglier than you can imagine. There is no twinkle in his eyes.


  Loghyr don't die like the rest of us. We croak; the part that isn't meat and bone hustles off to whatever reward is on the schedule. Or sticks around to make life miserable for the living. Usually the same living we made miserable before we assumed room temperature. But Loghyr stick around and haunt their own corpses. For centuries, sometimes.


  It's been four and a half of those since somebody stuck a knife between my partner's ribs.


  I'm double haunted. Eleanor was a ghost when I met her, too.


  I told the ladies, "He's harmless." Though a huge misogynist. I used to be able to wake him up just by bringing in a female of this caliber.


  He's getting used to me having an occasional companion of the obstinate sex. He gets along with Singe and Tinnie. Most of the time. The redhead remains strictly "Miss Tate," however.


  Though startled and intimidated, the new girls didn't recognize a Loghyr when they saw one. So they weren't scared.


  "Tinnie, my sweetest sweet, who might your friends be? And why do you turn up now, after weeks and weeks of sticking your tongue out and staying away?"


  Tinnie said, "Bobbi Wilt and Lindy Zhang." Without indicating which was which. Because I didn't need to know. "Guys, this here is six feet three inches of the prettiest ex-Marine you're ever likely to find underfoot. Look at those big baby blues. Never mind the bad hair, the pockmarks, the scars, and all that stuff. That's just normal wear and tear."


  I'd enumerate her physical shortcomings but I haven't found any yet. Everything is there, in all the right places, with a shine on it. Personality-wise, though, one or two sharp corners could be polished off.


  "Definitely a problem," Alyx said. Showing me her tongue between sharp little teeth, a come-hither challenge in her eye. "You find one still in good shape, he's too immature to waste time on. You find one like this, that's all broken in, he's like this. All broken down."


  "You aren't so old I can't turn you over my knee, Miss Alyx."


  "Promises, promises."


  "Alyx!" Tinnie was not amused.


  I asked, "So, how come I find myself inundated by beautiful women?" Coats were coming off. Being an observer by trade, I was observing. And I was impressed.


  I was looking at Tinnie but Alyx answered. "Because I had to see you. And I thought you might not let me in if it was just me."


  The honey-tone honey drawled, "Her father wouldn't let her come alone. And Tinnie was there when he decided that you're the answer to our problems." There was a twinkle in her eye. She'd be another one who enjoyed getting a dig in at the expense of her friends.


  Alyx said, "Tinnie's got you so whipped. She didn't need to come keep an eye on me."


  Who knows? I don't have much backbone around temptations packaged like these. I'd still be telling me what a dumb thing it was to do but be grinning from ear to ear as I went down for the third time.


  Tinnie looked grim. Probably because she didn't like that "whipped" pig wriggling out of its poke. Like it was some kind of secret.


  Singe returned. Lugging a tea service. She made three of my four visitors uncomfortable. Well-schooled young ladies, they owned manners potent enough to not be rude in someone else's house.


  "So," I said. Standing. The available chairs being filled. I didn't go for more. Despite visions of harem girls dancing in my head.


  This much glamour doesn't descend on me without bringing bad, bad news. The kind of news that ends up with me having to go to work.


  "Alyx?"


  Now that she was here she didn't want to talk about her problem.


  It happens. People hire me. Then they don't want to tell me why. Usually because they have to admit having done something incredibly stupid.


  Tinnie grinned. That lit up the room. "What my friend the blond beer bimbo wants to tell you is, her daddy needs to see you. He sent her because he didn't think you'd open the door to anybody who looked like a wannabe client."


  Too true. I wasn't looking for work. I have a regular income from several sources. And work is so much like . . . well, so much like work.


  But prospective clients are always bimbos. Er, make that, there's always a woman involved. As Singe might say, because half of us are female and females are more likely to find themselves in straits nature didn't equip them to handle.


  Singe sucks all the fun out sometimes, being boneheaded, literal, and logical.
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  "Here's the story," Alyx said. Never an auspicious beginning. People who start that way usually plan on retailing a fictionalized account.


  "I'm all ears."


  "Not quite, but they are a little ridiculous."


  Two paragons snickered. The redheaded fourth seized the named appendages from behind. "But they're so cute!"


  "Spin me your tall tale, baby Weider girl."


  "Daddy wants to build his own theater."


  "Good on Max. Theater is hot right now. He'll milk it for a ton."


  "We're gonna be the stars. Us and Cassie Doap. And Heather Soames, maybe."


  I gave Alyx the maximum-power raised right eyebrow. The one that makes the nuns renounce their vows. "No. Not Cassie."


  Then my mouth got ahead of my brain. "Girls don't go onstage." Not good girls. Only girls who have something to market.


  "We can if we want!" Petulant.


  Alyx Weider is as spoiled a kid as ever came up in TunFaire. And that's all her father's fault.


  Max indulged her not only because she was the baby of the family but because of his failures with her older siblings. Like he thought if he invested enough he could buy one perfect kid.


  Why not? He'd been able to buy everything else he'd ever wanted since he'd gotten rich.


  Alyx wasn't half as rotten as she ought to be, the way she'd been raised.


  "You're not being nice!"


  "Alyx, what I am is shutting up and listening." Which I proceeded to do with grand determination and limited success.


  "Daddy is building a theater. A big one. He already told us we could be stars. Tinnie knows somebody who can write us a play."


  I leaned back and turned. My eyebrow query failed to knock Miss Tate down. She must be developing an immunity. "Jon Salvation," she said.


  "The Remora? You're kidding."


  "He's good. He wrote a comedy about the fairy queen Eastern Star."


  "I was talking!" Alyx snapped. "You told me you'd be quiet and listen."


  "Being quiet, Alyx. Listening raptly."


  Miss Weider offered a halfhearted, grotesquely inappropriate head butt that would've taken out the lynchpin of my fantasy life if I hadn't been a trained martial artist-type. Tinnie growled. She cuts Alyx a lot of slack because they're ancient friends and their families are in business together, but she has her limits.


  She snarled, "Goddamnit, Alyx! Cut the shit! Talk!"


  Bobbi and Lindy were amused—the way bettors around a dogfight pit might be amused by the antics of future combatants.


  "Daddy wants to get into the theater business. He has a theater under construction. The World. It'll put three or four different shows on at the same time."


  Max the innovator. How would he do that?


  Tinnie interjected, "They'll have staggered starting times. Each play will show three times a day."


  "Tinnie, please!" Alyx whined.


  So Max had found a way to move a lot more Weider beer. I gave Alyx a nudge. "The problem you need solved is?"


  "Sabotage."


  Tinnie explained, "It's actually kind of petty but somebody keeps getting in and breaking things."


  "Criminals? Trying to shake him down?" That's how the protection racket starts.


  Most crooks are smart enough to steer clear. Max Weider is rich. And doesn't scruple in a fight. He'll play fair, businesswise, but try strong-arming him and there's an excellent chance somebody less personable than me will help you get started on an attempt to swim across the river. With granite in your undies.


  Not even the Contagues, the emperors of TunFaire crime, would risk making a run at Max Weider. Unless the payoff prospects were beyond my ability to imagine.


  Near as I can tell, all hands are happy with the status quo. Possibly excepting the law-and-order extremists at Watch and Guard headquarters in the Al-Khar.


  Alyx chewed her lower lip fetchingly. Reluctantly, she said, "Maybe. But there's, like, ghosts, too. And bugs."


  "Ghosts?" Just thinking out loud. Ghosts happen, but I hadn't run into any recently. The residual personality haunting the Eleanor painting being the last. "It's the wrong time of year for bugs." Unless you kept your house too warm. Which nobody can afford to do. Other than on the Hill.


  Around here we can see our breath in the winter. Except in the kitchen. And in the Dead Man's room when we have company.


  "Tell that to the bugs, big boy."


  "Tinnie?"


  "It's all hearsay to me. I haven't been to the site."


  "Ladies?" Bobbi and Lindy were content to sit quietly and elevate the temperature of the room. The Dead Man offered no remarks. Singe sat in the corner with her dim candle, working her books.


  Her rat eyes do let us save on lighting costs.


  Tinnie took the opportunity to apply a pinch meant to keep me focused.


  Alyx admitted, "What I'm telling you is hearsay to me, too. Daddy won't let me go to the construction site."


  Tinnie observed, "He doesn't want her associating with the kind of guys who work construction."


  I snickered. "That's because he started out as that kind of guy himself. So. Alyx. What do you want? Other than to indulge in one of your special efforts to get Tinnie mad at me?"


  "Daddy wants to talk to you about what's going on."


  Max has been good to me. His retainer, meant to inhibit floor loss and general misconduct at the brewery, has kept me solvent through numerous dry spells.


  "Can I catch a ride?"


  "We're not headed home. We're going to Tinnie's. To rehearse."


  They had a play already?


  Tinnie said, "No, we're going to the manufactory. There's more room. And more privacy. The walk will do you good."


  "I'm so pleased you're always looking out for me."


  "You're very special to me."


  "What if I slip on a patch of ice?" She was right. It had been a long winter and I'd spent most of it avoiding going outside.


  "I'll bring fresh flowers, lover."


  Dean finally wandered in, armed with refreshments. Two steps into the room he froze. His jaw dropped. He's old. Around seventy, I'd guess. He's skinny, shows a lot of bushy white hair this year, and has dark eyes that can twinkle with mischief. On rare occasions. More often they're alive with disapproval.


  "Damn!" I murmured. "The old goat is human."


  Tinnie wasn't his problem. He sees her all the time. And he knows Alyx. He's never anything but polite when she's around. But the other two. . . .


  He pulled it together before he turned into a creepy old man. "Good afternoon, Miss Tate. Miss Weider. Ladies. Would you care for something sweet?"


  They all said no, they were watching their figures. And doing a fine job, I have to report. I stayed busy helping them do that. As did Dean. His eyes all but bugged out when the ladies started getting back into their cold-weather duds.
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  Back from the front door, I asked, "What happened to you, Dean? You looked like you got a sudden case of young man's fancy."


  "The one with the marvelous chestnut hair."


  "Bobbi."


  "What?"


  "Her name is Bobbi. Bobbi Wilt. Tasty, huh?"


  He showed me a scowl but it wasn't his best. "It's remarkable how much she resembles someone I used to know."


  Someone who'd had a huge impact. Dean was so distracted he was ready to walk into walls.


  He has worked for me since I bought the house. In the beginning he lived with one of his brigade of homely nieces. Then it just made sense for him to move into one of the extra rooms upstairs. That kept him from bringing the nieces round, trying to fix them up. He never said much about his olden days. He was in the Cantard the same time as my grandfather. They never met. He knew folks on my mother's side.


  None of which matters now. Dean cooks for me and keeps house. And works hard at filling in for my judgmental mom.


  Dean shook like a big old dog that just ambled in out of the rain. "I guess when you're my age, everybody looks like somebody you've already met."


  "Who does she remind you of?"


  "A girl I knew. My own Tinnie Tate. An old regret. It doesn't matter anymore. It was a long time ago."


  Clever. He got in a dig even there.


  "Must have been something special."


  "She was. She was indeed." He drifted toward the kitchen. "We're out of apples again."


  Pular Singe is addicted to stewed apples. Dean indulges her shamelessly. Despite ingrained prejudice. Ninety-eight of a hundred TunFairens loathe ratpeople just for existing. They can't help it.


  "I'm not inclined to pay a premium because we're way off season."


  "Noted. You aren't inclined to pay more than the minimum for anything in any season."


  Sharper than a serpent's tooth, the ingratitude of a servant confident in the security of his position.


  "I hope you have something ready for lunch. I have to go out, soon as I fill up."


  He paused long enough to benefit me with his full frontal scowl.
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  In some parts of town they'd given up trying to keep the streets clear. In others they kept after the snow with a dogged fervor. The city fathers had invoked emergency regulations to keep the more critical thoroughfares passable.


  Lucky me, it wasn't my day to help clear my block. Unlucky me, it hadn't snowed. Today's crew wouldn't have much to do.


  The sky was a cloudless blue. There was no wind. Light melting had begun in direct sunlight. So ice could form in all the low places once the sun went down.


  It's a couple miles to the Weider brewing complex. Not a tough walk. No hills of consequence. A few historical landmarks I never notice because they're always there. Furniture of the world.


  There were a lot of people out, enjoying.


  I was in a good mood myself by the time I got where I was going. Nobody stalked me. Nobody bopped me on the noggin. Nobody even gave me a second glance.


  Some days it's the other way around. Too many days.


  The big brewery stinks even in cold weather, because of the fermentation. The employees and neighbors no longer notice.


  This was the mother brewery, the heart of the Weider empire. There are several dozen lesser operations around TunFaire, onetime competitors who surrendered their independence to the Dark Lord of the Hops. The lesser breweries concentrate on local and specialty products.


  The queen brewery is a Gothic redbrick behemoth. It looks like a folklore hangout for vampires and werewolves. It is festooned with towers and turrets and odd little gables and dormers and lofts that have no connection with producing nature's holy elixir.


  The towers house swarms of bats. Max thinks bats are cool. He enjoys seeing them swarm out on a summer's evening.


  The whole strange place is Max's imagination given form, weird because Max wanted it weird. And he could afford to build it that way.


  A smaller version faces it from across Delor Street. The Weider family shanty.


  Max originally meant that to be his brewery. When it went up it was the biggest beer-making operation in all TunFaire. Two years later it was too small to handle demand. And Max's wife, Hannah, was pregnant for the third time. So he tossed up the monster across the way.


  Max and Hannah produced five children: Tad, Tom, Ty, Kittyjo, and Alyx. Alyx was the baby by half a decade. Tragedy stalked the family, maybe punishing Max for his worldly success. Tad died fighting in the Cantard. Tom and Ty survived—with Tom gone mad and Ty condemned to a wheelchair. Kittyjo and I were an item once upon a time but she was too loony for me.


  My pal Morley Dotes says the absolute first rule of life is, don't get involved with a woman crazier than you are. A rule I haven't always pursued with due diligence. Because of more immediate distractions.


  But like I said, tragedy hounds Max Weider. Tom and Kittyjo were murdered. Hannah died that same night, destroyed by the shock.


  I climbed the steps to the main brewery entrance. An old, old man sat behind a small table in a cubby just inside. He was a retiree putting in a few hours of part-time. He was almost blind. But he was aware of me because I came in with a creak of hinges and a blast of cold air.


  "Can I help you?"


  "It's Garrett, Gerry. Looking for the boss. He here today?"


  "Garrett? You ain't been around in a while."


  "Cold and snow, Gerry. And nothing happening to worry the boss." My function is to stimulate the consciences of the brew crew. So they don't surrender to temptation. Not too often, in too big a way.


  "What about the boss?"


  "If he's here, he came over underneath. And he don't do that much no more. Less'en it's really foul out. So, chances are, he ain't here. Yet."


  Max is a hands-on owner who visits the floor every day.


  By "underneath" Gerry meant through the caverns below the brewery. Those were the reason Weider chose to build where he did. The beer is stored there till it's shipped.


  "How's business? Any cutbacks because of the weather?"


  "I hear tell a ten percent drop-off on account of it's hard to make deliveries. The local brew houses picked up most of the slack. The boss didn't lay nobody off. He's got the extra guys harvesting ice. It's a good year for that."


  "So I hear." They would be cutting the ice from the river. "Thanks, Gerry. I'll head on across."


  Would he believe I was just looking for the boss? The whole brewery would know I was on the prowl before I found Max. Any villainy would scurry into the shadows to wait the danger out.


  Privilege, private law, is vibrantly alive. Max Weider is a comfortable practitioner. He cares for his troops. Most return the favor by limiting their pilferage.


  It seemed colder outside. Because it's always hot inside the brewery. From the fires used to boil water and warm the fermenting vats.


  The steps up to the Weider mansion door had received only a half-hearted cleaning since the last snow. I understood. We'd all had enough of that.


  I knocked.


  The man who answered was new. And a disaster on the hoof. If there was a race that could mix with the human, his ancestors had mixed it up. There had to be a half dozen kinds of human in the blend, too.


  He would be five feet tall on his tippy-toes on his best day. His head was huge for his height and almost perfectly round. With a couple saucers smashed onto the sides where his ears belonged. The only hair on him was a huge, drooping black mustache. Its twisted ends hung four inches below his nonexistent chin. His eyes were slits stuffed with chips of coal. His mouth was a lipless gash under a nose fit for an elfin princess. He didn't look worried about her showing up to claim it.


  His body was another globe. His stubby arms sort of stuck out at his sides. How the hell did he dress himself?


  He didn't speak, just stared at me. Filling the doorway. Immovably.


  "Name's Garrett. The boss wants to see me."


  One bald eyebrow twitched.


  "Alyx came by my place. Said the Old Man wanted me to come by."


  The other naked eyebrow shivered.


  "Be that way. I didn't feel like working today, anyhow."


  I could go down to the river, see what it looked like frozen over. It wasn't far past the brewery. I could watch the ice sledges bring the harvest home.


  The living art form of ugly did nothing to help me out. He just stood there.


  I turned away.


  "Hang on, Garrett." Manvil Gilbey, Max's sidekick, materialized behind the short and wide. "Come on in. Don't mind Hector. It's his job to keep the riffraff out."


  "Then I'd better start hiking. I'm about as riffy a rack of raff as you're likely to step in."


  "Always the charmer."


  "One hundred and ten proof."


  "We didn't expect you this soon. I would've told Hector to bring you straight to Max."


  Gilbey belongs to Dean's generation. Old as original sin. He and Max have been best friends since their Army days, in a war that began before they were born and continued till their grown children were dead. Until a year ago. Devouring Karentine youth all the while.


  Hector stepped aside. I followed Gilbey through the foyer, down into the vast ballroom that takes up half the ground floor. Click-clack across the bare serpentine floor. Then up to the mezzanine on thick, custom carpeting.


  I murmured, "What was that?"


  "Hector?"


  "Yeah."


  "Son of a man Max and I soldiered with. A hero himself, Hector was, but he was having a hard time making it. Life is tough if you don't have pure blood."


  "Crap," I said. "We're not getting into all that human rights bullshit again, are we?"


  In Karenta, in TunFaire especially, "human rights" means the rights of humans to preferential status. The Other Races and artifact peoples get whatever is left.


  "No. Our problems are in a new arena now."


  "Alyx said something about building a theater. That seems out of character."


  "I'll let Max explain."


  I glanced back. Hector was standing by, ready to answer the door. Beside a rack of lethal tools, there in case his immovable object had a showdown with an irresistible force.


  "A true exotic. Maybe even a unique." Slang terms for mixed breeds of extreme aspect.


  "Would you believe Hector has a wife and five kids?"


  "If you say so. But I don't want to meet the kind of woman who finds him attractive."


  "He may have hidden assets and unexpected talents."


  "He'd have to have, wouldn't he?"


  "You've got a bad attitude, Garrett. People could tag you for some kind of racialist."


  "I am. The kind that don't give a shit what you are so long as you leave me alone."


  It had been a while since I'd seen Max. But when I stepped into his den it seemed I'd been away only minutes.


  It was a room twenty people could fill and all be comfortable. A fleet of overstuffed chairs jockeyed for position in front of a big fireplace. A major accessory to that was a lackey whose calling was to feed the flames. The room was sweltering hot. The fireplace end was almost intolerable. But Max was in a chair up close, roasting himself. I guess so he'd make a good-looking corpse when he was done.


  Max is not a big man. He stands maybe five feet six when he stands. Which he doesn't do much, anymore. Since Hannah's death he spends most of his time by the fire, waiting. Once a day he ambles over to the brewery, mainly to be seen taking an interest.
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  Max rose as I approached.


  Max Weider is a round-faced man with rosy cheeks and a twinkle in his eye even when he's down so deep he can't figure out which way is up. He still has hair but his barber isn't getting rich charging by the hour. The part down the middle is six inches wide.


  Max's mustache was bushier, maybe to balance the weak crop up top. Though it would never threaten the beast lurking under Hector's nose.


  I was startled. There was a definite twinkle in Max's eye this morning. I asked, "Manvil, what's happened?"


  Gilbey understood. This was the surprise he'd promised. "He's found a reason to live."


  Max shoved a beefy hand at me. "Damned straight. How you doing, Garrett? Enough friggin' snow for you?"


  Sounded like he had been taste-testing the product. "I'm filled up on it, yeah. Alyx came by the house. With a covey of—"


  "Felt like a rooster in a henhouse, didn't you? That Bobbi makes me wish I was forty years younger, I'll tell you."


  I glanced at Gilbey. Manvil had a twinkle in his eye, too. "Have you guys suddenly turned into dirty old men? Suddenly?"


  "No," Max said. "We're too far past it even to pretend."


  "Speak for yourself, Weider," Gilbey snapped. "This soldier ain't ready to lie down."


  "It ain't the lyin' down, Bubba. It's the gettin' up." Old Man Weider made a wave-off gesture, then indicated a chair close by. "Park it. Let's talk."


  "I can't take the heat."


  "I should remember. I'm the lizard. The rest of you are warm-blooded." He compromised. He moved far enough from the fire that I would just sweat, not drip drops of grease.


  "So, what's the story? Alyx was vague."


  "That girl's always vague. She ain't right. I need to find her a husband."


  "Don't look at me."


  "I didn't think you'd volunteer. One of the reasons I like you. Though never too close to my baby girl."


  Gilbey asked, "Want a beer while we talk?"


  "Sure. And you bringing that up makes me wonder if I shouldn't change my mind."


  "About?"


  "About marrying. Alyx. I'd have free beer for life."


  Max chuckled. "It wouldn't be a long one, Garrett. That girl has notions about how things oughta be, even if she ain't figured out where she fits. Still, you talkin' about marryin' for the beer instead of the money . . . I like that."


  Gilbey lugged over three big tankards. He settled. We three made up points of a lopsided triangle.


  The professional fire tender left without being invited. Probably part of his job to know when.


  I said, "There was talk about ghosts. And bugs."


  "At the World, you mean." Gilbey. With foam on his upper lip.


  "That's why I'm here, isn't it?"


  "Partly," Max admitted.


  "Mostly," Gilbey said.


  "Mainly." Old Man Weider drained off half a pint.


  "There's something going on over there that ain't right. I don't believe it's ghosts. I think it's somebody working stunts. With extortion in mind."


  "There are bugs, though," Gilbey said.


  "In the winter?"


  "In the winter. And the World won't work if the customers have to deal with bugs."


  I didn't say so but bugs are a fact of life. In my world, anyway. You have to come to a natural understanding with them, so to speak.


  "You'll see," Gilbey promised.


  My skepticism was too obvious.


  Gilbey clambered to his feet. I thought he was going for refills. I was wrong. He collected a drawing board, two feet by three. A sheet of fine handmade paper was affixed. Someone had used writing sticks to create excellent drawings of a building.


  I have a small financial interest in the manufactory that produces the writing sticks and a dozen other miraculous gimmicks.


  Max has a bigger chunk of the same operation. As does Tinnie's family. They provided the capital. I delivered the inventor.


  Max said, "They call those ‘elevations,' Garrett. That's what the World will look like when it's done."


  "All right. I'll take your word. But these two here look more like maps than pictures."


  Gilbey said, "They are maps. This is the ground-level layout. The band pits. The stages. The passageways to the center. We thought we could do the vendor work out of there. A carpenter who knows theater told us that was dumb. So that's where the actors will wait and change and where the ready props will be stored. The vendors will operate from under the second- and first-class seating."


  "All right." I followed his finger but didn't really picture it. "It looks like a pie."


  "Our clever innovation," Max said. "There are a lot of theaters these days. Not many get a full house after the first week of a play's run. So we'll run three at once. With limited audiences. That will make it harder to get into one of our shows. So, if you do, you've got something to brag about. People want to be part of the elite. We manage it right, we'll have them trying to outdo each other in how many times they've been to one of our plays. We'll use special paper tickets that they can keep and show off."


  Max has a knack for creating artificial shortages that spark snob appeal.


  Gilbey added, "We're still a ways from a final plan. We'd like to come up with movable walls so we can change the size of the pie slices."


  "All right," I said. "I see the layout. What's this?"


  "That's the cellar. Under the floor and stage. So people and stuff can come up from there. And for storage. Prop storage is a big problem for theaters."


  Max chimed in. "This will be only the second theater in TunFaire built to be a theater."


  "And all this is going up now? In the weather we're having?"


  "Yep. But it isn't going as fast as it should."


  I was amazed. TunFaire's construction people don't like to work in bad weather. On the other hand, they're not fond of not eating.


  Gilbey said, "We want to open in time for the spring season."


  That was ambitious. But Max Weider generally accomplishes what Max Weider sets out to do.


  "All right. I know the general plan. What do you want from me?"


  Gilbey told me, "What you do across the street. Show up unexpectedly. See what's going on."


  "Find out who's sabotaging things," Max said. "It's trivial stuff now. Pranks. Petty theft. Vandalism. Nobody's asked for protection money yet, but it feels like it could turn serious."


  "Ghosts and bugs aren't serious?"


  "Nuisances add up."


  "Finances? In case I need to bring in other people? Assuming you want quick results."


  "I haven't caught you robbing me yet. Manvil, give him what he needs. Keep records, Garrett." Not one of my strengths, he knew. "I'm interested in results."


  Max is a bottom-line guy. And proof that good things happen when you keep an eye on that end of life's math.


  

  


  


  Gilbey prepared papers. I asked, "The Old Man really has a new reason to live?"


  "When he forgets Hannah and the kids. The theater excites him."


  "And you?"


  He lied, "I'm pretty much past the worst."


  "And Alyx?"


  "Alyx worries us. Alyx hasn't faced it yet."


  "All you can do is watch her and be ready when she needs you."


  "How are you going to start?"


  "Go look around the construction site."


  "Use the papers. I'll have your advance against expenses messengered to your place."


  "Good. It won't be my fault if the money evaporates somewhere out there."


  "No. But Max would take a long, hard look if anything did happen."


  People don't have much faith in other people's honesty anymore.
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  I didn't recognize the World first time past. I thought they'd just be getting started, not almost finished. I expected lots of guards, too. Thieves inevitably appear wherever there's something burnable. Even in this brave new postwar world, where law and order threatens to become a universal disease.


  I was a hundred yards into the Tenderloin before I realized I'd missed. I turned. There it was. Looking just like one of the elevations Gilbey had shown me, not quite complete. How do you walk right on by a round building without noticing?


  Max had used the sheer weight of his own fortune, supported by selective gratuities, to gain possession of a grand tract on the edge of the anything-goes part of town. He'd cleared the tenements and whorehouses, the taverns and feeble storefront-branch churches.


  I headed back, wondering if there was something about Max that I'd been missing. The World looked like a monument to an aging man's ego. Gilbey's elevations had done little to betray the scale of the project. Maybe that's how you miss a round building. It's too big to see.


  "Where you goin' there, slick?" a bony old man with a peg leg, a ragged white beard, a truncheon, and a wild walleye wanted to know. His other eye was glass and brown instead of a washed-out blue.


  "Do you read?"


  "Some."


  "Here's word from the owner." I produced the paperwork Gilbey had given me. "I'm a security specialist. The Old Man isn't happy with the way things are going."


  "Who?"


  "Max Weider. Of the brewery Weiders. The man who pays your salary."


  "Lego Bunk pays my salary, ace. And he's one cheap-ass mortar forker."


  Watching a semiliterate, one-eyed, walleyed man try to read Gilbey's fancy hand was an adventure. My patience got strained before the old boy nodded. "All right, chief. Guess you're real. Mind me asking what you're supposed to do?"


  "You have a name?"


  "They call me Handsome. I don't know why."


  Made no sense to me, either. "Handsome, the boss is worried about delays. Says people are blaming ghosts and bugs. Says he don't believe it. He wants some heads busted. In order to encourage the others."


  Handsome understood. I'd referenced a bad habit of Venageta's rulers during the recent conflict. If they thought their troops weren't trying hard enough, they executed a few. In order to encourage the others.


  Handsome was a veteran.


  The peg leg was a clue.


  The war for control of the Cantard and its mines had gone on forever. It defined generations. It bound men together where they had nothing else in common.


  "You Corps?" I asked.


  Handsome grunted an affirmative.


  "Me too." He was way older so we had little else in common. But that was enough.


  Two minutes after you start boot training they convince you that Marines are a separate and dramatically superior species. And once a Marine, always a Marine. Rah!


  Marines are more family than most brothers and sisters. And so forth.


  You never get over it, either.


  We didn't swap stories. You don't do that, except maybe with the guys who were there with you.


  Me bringing it up was as good as a secret handshake, though. Handsome became confidential. "I don't believe they's really no ghosts. That's crap. I never heard no music, neither. An' I been here since the start. Somebody's pulling some shit, maybe, trying to fuck up the program. Maybe kids. They's kids around all the time. One day gang-type kids, the next day kids that look like they run away from the Hill. But they's plenty a' fucking bugs, I guaroontee you that. Bugs you ain't gonna believe till they climb your fucking leg."


  "Tell me about the bugs."


  "They're big. And bold as cats. You go on in there, cap. Prowl around. Won't be that long afore you see." He stepped aside.


  No one else challenged my right to visit the site.


  Actually, no one seemed to give a rat's whisker, one way or another. Everybody but Handsome was trying to get some construction done.


  I went inside. It was warm in there. I saw no obvious reason why.


  My familiarity with the theater phenomena was limited. I went to a passion play once with a lost girlfriend, way back. Twice recently I'd gone with Tinnie, to a comedy and a tragedy, both historicals based on rulers from Imperial times. Neither play impressed me.


  Interior work on the World was just getting started. Most of the planking meant to become ground-level flooring remained to be pegged into place. No seating or stages or walls had gone up yet. A couple of carpenters pegged away. I strolled over. One worked an augur. The other sanded the head of a peg just driven into place. I peered into the lower-level gloom. "What's the plan for ventilation down there?"


  The carpenters looked like brothers separated by five years. The elder said, "I'm a carpenter, chief. You want to know something like that, ask the friggin' architect."


  The other said, "Don't mind this asshole. He married my sister. She sucked the nice out of him years ago."


  Not brothers, then. The sister must be a walking disaster zone, she had a brother who talked like that.


  The younger continued. "They'll be louvered iron windows that can be adjusted from inside. And a stack in the center that's supposed to draw hot, stale air."


  "Thank you."


  Something brown scooted through the lower murk.


  Carpenter the Elder failed to object to his companion's remarks. I assumed the crab-and-grin was a regular act.


  Another something moved downstairs. Followed by a bunch of somethings. Rats? "You guys seen any ghosts?"


  "Say what?"


  "Ghosts. Old Man Weider said you construction guys can't stay on schedule on account of ghosts and bugs."


  The crabby carpenter whacked a peg into place with a wooden mallet. "I heard the same shit, slick. But I ain't never seen no spooks. Bugs, though? Shit. Yeah. We got them fuckers out the wazoo. Some a' them big enough to rape a dog."


  "Not mosquitoes, I hope." In the islands we'd joked about the skeeters being so big they'd hang you in the trees so they could snack on you later.


  "Nah. They's cock-a-roaches, mainly. I seen some ugly beetles, too. Shit! Lookit! There's one right over there." He threw his mallet. He missed. The mallet bounced all the way to the wall. Which I noted only in passing. Because I was looking at the biggest goddamned roach that ever lived. And the fastest thing on six feet that I ever saw.


  It wasn't big enough to rape a dog. Not even one of those little yappy fur balls favored by old women on the Hill. "Holy shit!" That son of a bitching bug had to be eight inches long. There wasn't anything like that native to TunFaire.


  I begged, "Tell me that wasn't a baby."


  "Nope." That was the carpenter who wasn't busy retrieving his mallet. "That was the biggest one I ever seen. But they keep getting bigger. We kill as many as we can. Old Man Weider needs to get somebody in here that knows what they're doing."


  "He got me instead."


  "Kind of takes the optimism out, don't it?"


  What the hell? This guy didn't even know me and he was piling on. "I'll be back."


  "That a threat or a promise, chief?"


  "Pick your poison."
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  I took a meandering route home. A little south of the direct route. I stopped by Playmate's smithy and stable. Before he could start carping I told him, "I need to rent a coach. Tomorrow. Big enough for four people and fifty rats. I'll need a driver, too."


  "Rent?" He sounded skeptical.


  "You always get paid."


  "Thanks to Pular Singe."


  Playmate skeptical is a vision. Because he's a big black human house. Three hundred pounds, every ounce muscle. A slow-talking, fierce-looking sweetheart of a guy. So soft he's squishy on the inside. A religious sort fully stuffed up with homilies about turning cheeks. He oozes unwarranted faith in the innate goodness of mankind.


  My experience suggests the opposite. The species is naturally wicked. People just fake it till opportunity crosses their bows. Only rare, twisted souls and random mutations, like Playmate, rise above the muck. And Playmate is no fanatic. He'll turn the other one only once. Then he'll bring the hammer down. If you're obviously a bad guy, you won't get the once.


  He stared and went right on not understanding. "You're volunteering to pay for use of a coach? Up front?"


  "This is unbecoming. How long have we been friends?"


  "I don't remember. Five minutes, back when we were kids?"


  "Wiseass. That's the attitude that. . . . Like I said, when did I ever not pay you?"


  "Not once," he admitted. "Since you've had Dean Creech and the Dead Man to keep you honest. And Singe to keep your books."


  "And before that, one time, you had to wait a couple days till I tracked down a client who tried to stiff me."


  "Let's forget it. We're all even now."


  One thing about Play, lately. His sense of humor is severely diminished. And he isn't very patient.


  I worry that he may be suffering chronic pain, or something.


  "I've just gotten a major commission from Max Weider. He gave me a free hand. The job should be calm, cool, peaceful, and profitable. I almost feel guilty about getting paid for doing it."


  Playmate slapped both hands onto his butt. "Where did I leave my chain-mail underwear?"


  "Come on, man! It's a walk. There aren't even any damsels in distress. Just Tinnie Tate, Alyx Weider, and a couple of their friends who're scared their theater won't open on time."


  "That actually makes sense," Play said when I told him what I meant to do. "It's not the usual Garrett leap into the middle of things, flailing around till you're the last one standing."


  My methods are more sophisticated than that. Sometimes.


  "You going over to The Palms now?"


  "Say what?"


  "Your standard routine would be, go sucker Morley next."


  He was speaking of my good friend, the half dark elf vegetarian restaurateur Morley Dotes. The semiretired bad guy. "Not this time. John Stretch, Singe, Melondie Kadare, maybe, and a lot of rats. Plus a coach to haul them in. I won't even bother the Dead Man. It'll be heroics on a budget."


  "I don't believe you for a second. Even if you believe you."


  "You need to root around in your junk room. See if you can't find where you left your positive attitude."


  "You could be right, old buddy. The trouble is, you really are my old buddy. I've known you way too long."


  My friends. My pals. They never let up.
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  I had planned to visit The Palms. I hadn't seen Morley in weeks. But Playmate's attitude made me think it might be more useful to let Dotes lie fallow. I shouldn't need any high-skill bonebreakers this time. Whatever else he pretends, running his upscale club, Morley is a serious thug.


  I gave The Palms a wide berth. Morley could find some excuse to come see me.


  It was a nice day. I was humming as I turned into Macunado Street, betraying the fact that I have less musical talent than a wounded water buffalo.


  I headed up the slight slope toward home. I wasn't alone in suffering the happy. My neighbors were out, enjoying air that lacked the usual heavy flavor.


  The long, cold winter had frozen the ugly out.


  People who normally ignore me, or watch me like they expect me to turn berserk, nodded, smiled, lifted a hand in feeble greeting. I do provide local entertainment. And safety. And stability.


  Some minion of the law is always hanging around, keeping an eye on me.


  I spied a Relway Runner. Not bothering to be discreet. I should be grateful, or flattered, that they watch me when all I'm doing is swilling beer and feuding with Tinnie.


  Deal Relway, secret police honcho, is determined to catch me doing something. Anything. Now or a hundred years from now.


  Singe opened the front door. "What's gotten into you?"


  "You just did a contraction, sweetheart. You know that?" Ratpeople voice boxes aren't built for human speech. They have trouble speaking Karentine at all. The man on the street won't understand one word in ten from your average ratperson. Singe, though, has mastered the vulgate. Almost. Now including contractions.


  When first I met Pular Singe she pretended to be deaf. That let her hide her brilliance from Reliance, the then master of the ratpeople underworld. Her half brother eventually replaced Reliance.


  "Son of a bitch," she said. "Next thing you know, it'll be standing up on its own hind legs."


  Another contraction. And this the first I'd heard that didn't involve a sibilant.


  "Are you in a bad mood today?"


  "I am in a very good mood, Garrett. While you were away there were deliveries that included two hundredweight of apples, two kegs of beer, and forty-three angels in gold."


  "Huh? Angels?"


  "A trade coin from the Tamedrow League. A mercantile consortium way up the north coast. These were minted in PeDiart-meng Arl. We do not see their sort often."


  "Huh?" More piercing wit.


  I'd started to slide off my afternoon high.


  Singe can't help it. She has to go all out when she knows something I don't. "Angels are the standard monetary unit for coastal trade as far north as anybody from Karenta ever goes. Somebody must have regular connections up that way."


  "Pull the other one now. See if it's got bells on."


  She is one hundred percent correct.


  "You! You're awake?"


  I am. Today was a tutoring day.


  My sidekick and junior partner is mentoring a fifteen-year-old high priestess from a rustic cult. She's almost a pet. Or intern.


  There went a scary notion. Him crafting a small, mobile version of himself. A wicked deed I had no trouble seeing him doing.


  "I don't get it. She used to be scared to death of you."


  Without cause. While those who should be wary consider themselves immune to enjoying their just deserts.


  I told Singe, "The money is from Max. An advance against expenses."


  "We have a commission?"


  "Yeah. It looks pretty simple." I explained. And told her what I planned.


  The Dead Man tickled the inside of my head. I suggest that you do not discount the matter of the ghosts.


  "You see something in my head that I don't?"


  He has developed a bad habit of assuming my permission to rummage or eavesdrop inside my skull.


  No. Yet ghosts figure prominently in several reports. Though everyone seems inclined to discount their reality. And their music.


  "Where are you going?" I asked Singe. She had finished the bookwork resulting from our receipt of a pot of gold. She's much too efficient.


  "To see John Stretch. You'll need his help to make your plan work."


  "I wasn't feeling fanatical about getting started right this minute."


  Singe said, "The pixies are still hibernating. You will not get help from them."


  A pixie colony lives in the void between the inner and outer brickwork in my front wall. They're boisterous, obstreperous, obnoxious, unpredictable, and exasperating. And extremely useful. When they're not doing their damnedest to drive me nuts. Melondie Kadare is queen of the nest. And a dedicated drunk.


  "Wave a beer around. They'll fly in their sleep."


  Singe made a brief, weird snorting noise. Her excuse for a laugh.


  "Go," I told her. "Once your brother gets here we'll adapt the plan."


  "You think he will just drop everything and run to help you?"


  "I have a bottomless war chest. And it's honest work."


  Besides being a crime lord, John Stretch is a ratpeople community leader. Successful crooks are the only real leaders the ratpeople ever produce. The broader society won't tolerate anything more.


  Most people, if they think about ratpeople at all, would rather they just went away. Unless they can trick up a way to exploit them.


  I throw what work I can to John Stretch. Not that I'm any reformer.


  Poor humans have it better. Men can sell their strength and violence. Women can sell their flesh. Not many folks want to boff a ratgirl. And ratmen aren't long on strength, only on sneak.


  Pular Singe is mistress of the one special skill a handful of ratfolk can market. She's a tracker. The best there is. She can follow a fish underwater. That and her knack for bookkeeping are what she brings to the team.


  She went out.


  Dean came in. "Suppertime."


  "What are we having?"


  "Chicken stew."


  I gave him the look.


  He ignored it. He's immune.


  "Yesterday: fish stew. The day before: rabbit stew. Before that: beef stew. I'm sensing a pattern. What next?"


  "Pigeon? Snake? I'll come up with something."


  "How about a new job? Could you come up with that?"


  "Not working the slave's hours I put in here. I don't have time to look."


  Children. Stop squabbling. Pick up your toys and do your chores.
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  Singe likes having her brother visit. She enjoys socializing but doesn't have the nerve to meet people on her own.


  She came back with John Stretch before I could finish supper, have a cup of tea, and get my ego mildly bruised by my partner, who would not tell me what he had discussed with his student.


  John Stretch stands four and a half feet tall. Five when he forces himself as upright as he can get. His real name is Pound Humility. To my human eye, he has only his rat-ness in common with Singe.


  They have the same mother but different fathers. Which means nothing in their matrilineal society. The females have little control once they come into season. John Stretch was born in the litter before Singe's. Unusually for their folk, they get along like brother and sister.


  John Stretch was dressed flamboyantly, in bright colors and high sea boots. His shirt was a rusty orange. It had fat, loose sleeves. The laces in front were loose. His trousers were baggy, too. They were black. And patched.


  He was trying to keep a low profile, though. The shirt had arrived hidden inside a ragged brown coat so long its hem was wet.


  When he's in public John Stretch swaggers and is loud. At my house, with nobody to impress, he'll turn mildly intellectual. He's marginally less smart than Singe. And less driven to learn and excel. Even so, he has a knack for insights into motivation, human and rat.


  And he has one incredibly useful extra talent.


  He can reach inside the heads of ordinary rats. The way the Dead Man taps into mine. He can read them and, I think, can control them. Thus, he can know what they know, see what they see, and smell what they smell.


  I extended a hand. John Stretch shook. He still had trouble with the mechanics. I said, "Let me guess. Singe went straight to the kitchen."


  "Yes." His sibilants were harsher than Singe's. But he was polishing them. He worked on his Karentine almost as fiercely as she did. He'd leave a mark. If he survived. "She said there is something I can help with."


  "On a strictly cash for labor basis." I explained what I wanted to do.


  "The bugs are how big?"


  "The one I saw up close was about this long." I resisted the temptation to exaggerate.


  "Sounds like some good eating. For regular rats," he hastened to add. "They like roaches."


  "Then they're living large in this town. TunFaire has the finest herd of roaches anywhere."


  I caught a mental sneer from my deceased sidekick. He disagreed. He wasted no time telling me where they were bigger and better, more numerous and tasty, though.


  John Stretch disagreed, too, offering as proof testimony from rats off foreign ships. Then Singe arrived with mugs and a pitcher. The mugs came fully charged with proof that mortal men are beloved by the gods. At least, by those gods who favor fermented barley.


  Singe and John Stretch are bottomless sumps when it comes to beer.


  I asked, "How much organizing time would you need?"


  "A few minutes," John Stretch said. "Getting a pack of rats together does not take long if you know where to look."


  It wouldn't in this berg. If you had a magic whistle.


  "Then I'll just holler whenever Playmate comes up with a coach."


  "Sounds good to me."


  We got serious about the beer. Singe asked me questions about my childhood. "What're you, writing a book?"


  "I have one written already. Now I need some stories to put in it."


  "Huh?" Maybe that made sense to her.


  "You know that Jon Salvation who follows Winger around?"


  "The Remora? The playwright? What about him?"


  "He just finished his second story about her adventures. They are making the first one into a play."


  "I don't believe it. Stuff like that doesn't happen in the real world. Damn! Who'd come knocking at this time of night?" I looked at my sidekick.


  He didn't help out.


  Singe was wobbly already. She mumbled something about it not really being all that late.


  Dean was preoccupied in the kitchen.


  I pried myself out of my chair.


  


  


  


  10


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  I opened up after a look through the peephole, mainly out of habit. "What the hell are you doing here?"


  Colonel Westman Block stepped forward. I let him come. Because the Dead Man sent, Let him enter if he wishes. He has no ulterior motive.


  That I did not buy. Block is head of the City Watch and Civil Guard. Lurking behind him, like shadowy, avenging devils, is the Unpublished Committee for Royal Security. Whatever their handle may be this week.


  They change names but never stop being the secret police. And they're having a huge impact on TunFaire's darker side.


  Block said, "I've been to the Hill. Enjoying a first-class ass-reaming. A certain sorcerer's overly indulged second son is locked up in the Al-Khar. All he did was rape some foreigner's four-year-old daughter. Prince Rupert showed up during the chat. I don't know how he knew what was going on. Maybe Deal. But he told the Windsinger to be grateful that we didn't cut the little asshole's pecker and balls off."


  Prince Rupert had a set of his own.


  "So you thought you'd drop by, mooch a beer, and fill me in?"


  "I did want to ask why a known criminal was seen entering your house an hour ago."


  "So now I'm a known criminal?" I failed to steer him away from the Dead Man's room. Once he invited himself in he had no trouble seeing John Stretch.


  "I'm not convinced. Deal has fewer doubts."


  "Deal thinks everybody but Deal Relway is a crook. And he's keeping an eye on himself."


  Block chuckled. "Letting you run free is more profitable than pulling you in. We're like gulls behind a ship. We follow you and pick off the fish you turn up in your wake."


  Took me a second to get it. I had to go back to the islands, us moving from one hellhole to the next aboard troop transports.


  Singe left the room as we entered. She returned with a new mug and the pitcher refilled. Block accepted the mug. He didn't mind it having been touched by a ratperson.


  He took a long drink. "That's good." He eyed the Dead Man.


  "He's asleep," I lied. That being Old Bones's preferred state.


  "I don't believe you. But it doesn't matter. The world is at peace. I hope winter never ends. So, what do you have going?" He looked at John Stretch.


  I saw no reason not to tell him. He wouldn't believe me, anyway.


  I didn't betray John Stretch's secret power. The Crown doesn't need to know everything. Especially if that might cause feelings of vulnerability.


  "Giant bugs? You're shitting me."


  "I might be. By accident. I only saw one. But it was huge. I'm more worried about the ghosts."


  "Why would there be ghosts around there?"


  "I don't know. An old burial ground?"


  "With the tenants just now getting disgruntled? Be rational. The usual reasons ghosts jump up would've brought them out a long time ago."


  I'd spotted that flaw on my own. "Weider thinks it might be somebody angling for a payoff."


  "Villains. Breathing villains. Stupid, breathing villains."


  We were getting sloppy already.


  Possibly with a little subtle assistance.


  

  


  


  I closed the door behind the colonel. "What was that all about, Chuckles?"


  He was passing by. Feeling lonely. Colonel Block will not admit it, especially to himself, but he is a lonely man. He may have created an adversarial relationship here but it is a relationship.


  None of which was alive in his surface mind.
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  Another day, half of it wasted on morning. I wakened early, feeling good, and couldn't go back to sleep. I ambled down to the kitchen, where I surprised Dean, though he wouldn't admit it. He just poured tea and started the eggs and sausage. "This could turn into a habit."


  "A good one, I'm sure you'll argue."


  He wasted no breath responding. "There was a message from Miss Weider."


  "Um? What does she want?"


  "To know why you haven't cleaned up the world." He seemed both amused and puzzled.


  "It's a big place. And I don't run so fast anymore."


  "I'm sure that isn't what she meant."


  "That kid Penny still running messages?"


  "I wouldn't be surprised. But I don't know how to get hold of her."


  "Figures."


  "You need a message carried?"


  "I do. To Playmate."


  "There's a new family moved in down by the corner. They have a boy who could do it. Joe Kerr. He seems like a good kid."


  I gave him the look. "You're kidding."


  "What? How?"


  "Joe Kerr?"


  "Yes? So? There's a problem with that?"


  "Maybe not. Maybe it's just me. Is he trustworthy?"


  He shrugged. "I trust people till they give me reason not to."


  "I've noticed. But see if you can recruit him."


  "Me?"


  "The very one. He knows you. He'd think I'm some pervert trying to pull him in."


  "I can see how he'd think that. You have that look."


  I speared a sausage and ignored him, except to say, "Round him up. As soon as you can."


  

  


  


  I met the kid on the stoop. He was nine or ten. There was nothing remarkable about him. Wild red hair. Freckles. Big ears and fat front teeth. Gray-green eyes. Ragged clothes. Nervous smile. I gave him two coppers, the message, and instructions on how to get to Playmate's stable. "Three more coppers when you bring back an answer."


  "Yes, sir." Off he went. He acquired an escort of three younger siblings before he got to the intersection with Wizard's Reach.


  


  


  


  12


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Singe wandered into my office. "Playmate is here."


  "His own self? Already?"


  "Yes. And yes. I'm off to get John Stretch. Close the door behind me."


  Instead, I closed the door behind me. Playmate couldn't leave his coach unattended. A coach that wasn't his to lose. He has a mildly disreputable penchant for borrowing vehicles left in his care. Sometimes to help me. We've been fortunate enough not to destroy one yet. But one time we did forget to take a body out.


  Play brought the children back. The message kid met me with both hands out. I paid even though he hadn't brought a message.


  "What's this?" I asked Playmate. Indicating the huge, burr-headed man leaning on the mahogany coachwork. Play hadn't left the driver's seat. "How you doing, Saucerhead? What're you doing here?"


  "I was over to Play's when your message come. I didn't have nothing to do. Any shit involving you usually gets entertaining. So I decided to tag along."


  Probably hoping to pick up a few loose coins himself.


  Saucerhead Tharpe isn't quite as big as Playmate. And not much smarter than the horses pulling that coach. But he is more social. Than both. And he's handy to have around.


  People don't argue with Saucerhead. Not for long.


  "I'm not hiring," I said. "Not right now."


  Tharpe shrugged. His shoulders were mountain ranges heaving. He needed new clothes to cover them. A bath would contribute something positive, too. And a date with a razor would help. "Don't matter, Garrett. I'm not working. Not right now."


  "You'll be the first to hear when I do need help."


  "Yeah." He scowled. He knew where I'd turn first. "Thanks."


  I throw work his way when I can. He's a good friend, long on loyalty but short on critical life skills. He never learned how to think about tomorrow.


  "Tag along if you want. I'm just gonna shake some bugs out of a place Old Man Weider is building."


  "You in the extermination racket now?"


  "Not quite. These are special bugs. Here they come." Meaning Singe, John Stretch, and several of Stretch's associates. Each lugging a clever wicker cage filled with quarrelsome critters. Up close, those were the nastiest rats I ever saw. Pit bull rats. Champion fighting cock rats. I grumbled, "Did you need to bring the ones that are foaming at the mouth?"


  Singe countered, "There you go, exaggerating again. Hello, Mr. Tharpe. How is Grosziella?"


  Grosziella? Who would that be?


  "We broke up. I . . ." Saucerhead launched a tale told many times. The names change but he keeps connecting, and disconnecting, with the same woman. They could wear the same underwear.


  John Stretch told me, "I thought you would want enthusiasm." The last word arrived in a flurry of lisps.


  "As long as they save it for the bugs. Everybody set? You bringing all these handlers?"


  "Have to. Too many rats for me to manage alone."


  Singe said, "I need to run inside for a minute."


  I told John Stretch, "I don't see how we can get them and the cages all inside the coach." I watched Singe climb the steps. She's worse than Tinnie, sometimes. And Tinnie must have a bladder the size of a grape.
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  John Stretch and his crew began unloading cages.


  I frowned at the World. Construction had stopped. "Am I missing a holiday? Did the weekend sneak up on me?"


  I went looking for Handsome. I found a pair of Civil Guards instead. They were all shiny and self-important in the new, pale blue uniforms. They wore red flop hats and brandished tin whistles.


  They ambled over. One eyed the rat cages, horrified. The other looked away. "Who're you, ace?"


  He tweaked that nerve. "Deuce Tracy. Who's asking? And why?" I didn't feel hard-ass enough not to fish out my note from the Boss, though.


  The Watchman considered exercising his right to be obnoxious. He accepted the note instead. He looked at it upside down, then passed it to the man who could pretend to read. After surveying Playmate and Saucerhead, the red tops opted for manners. For the moment.


  They did have those tin whistles.


  Playmate and Saucerhead are intimidating just standing around picking their noses. Especially Tharpe. He looks exactly like what he is, a professional bonebreaker of considerable skill. One who wouldn't scruple about busting the skull of a tin whistle if the mood took him.


  The second Watchman said, "It do look like he's got business here, Git. This is from Weider himself."


  I use Watch and Civil Guard interchangeably. There is a distinction, mainly of importance to Colonel Westman Block. The Civil Guard is supposed to be the new order of honest lawmen. The old Watch is supposed to wither away. When the new order gets as corrupt as the old, they'll hire some new thugs and change the name again.


  Git rumbled, "Just trying to do the job, Bank."


  "Sure. So. Mr. Chief Security Adviser. We still need to ask you a few."


  "Fine by me. Right after you answer me just one. What're you doing here? John, you guys go ahead. Get after it."


  Git answered for his partner. "There was a murder. We're supposed to find something out. If there's anything to be found."


  That startled me. "A murder? Here?"


  Bank said, "An old man named Brent Talanta. Usually called Handsome. You knew him?"


  "I met him yesterday. I came over after getting the assignment from Weider."


  "About?"


  "You read it in the pass. He thinks there's sabotage. I'm supposed to make it stop. What happened to Handsome?"


  The Watchmen eyeballed Playmate and Tharpe. Not recognizing them, except as seriously dangerous. Git said, "He got dead."


  Bank added, "Messily. How ain't clear. Something tried to eat him."


  I lost my inclination to be disagreeable.


  We watched the ratmen take cages into the World. I said, "That puts us on the same team. Did feral dogs get him?"


  "That mean wild?" Git asked.


  "Yeah."


  Feral dogs are a problem. They'll hit a corpse but I've never heard of them killing anybody.


  "Definitely not dogs," Bank said. "And what tried to eat him ain't what killed him. There wasn't no sign of a fight. But what tried to eat him could be in cahoots with what killed him. If he didn't die in his sleep. Or commit suicide."


  We swapped questions for a while. Then Bank quizzed me on the financial side of being a freelancer. Grousing, "This racket ain't what it was in my father's day."


  I couldn't help myself. "And that's the point of all the reform."


  Neither Git nor Bank liked that. Which told me they were holdovers from the old regime. It also told me they must be reasonably honest guys or they'd be out looking for work in a bad postwar job market.


  "Handsome dying the reason nobody's working?"


  Bank said, "You'd have to ask the people who didn't show up."


  Which made sense. I'd get an employee roster if the case dragged on.


  It shouldn't. Though Handsome's death could be a complication.


  Time passed. We talked about the war. Git had done his five in the Corps, too. He hadn't heard of me there—or here, either—but he'd heard of my outfit.


  I did remember to ask what became of Handsome's remains. In case I wanted a look later. They had him over at the Al-Khar, for now.


  Saucerhead grunted, "Singe is coming."


  Playmate added, "She don't look happy, Garrett."


  She didn't. Sufficient unto the moment the ferocity thereof. I said, "Over there on that pillar by where they found the dead guy. There's a mark the tin whistles missed. Take a look and tell me what you think."
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  "What's up?" I asked Singe.


  "We need more rats."


  "Huh? They must've brought a hundred."


  "But not enough, John says. Not nearly enough. He needs some boxes, too."


  "We can handle that. I saw some around here yesterday. What for?"


  "To put the evidence in. So you will believe him when he tells you what he has found."


  "All right. Let's see if those boxes are still where I saw them." Or if somebody creative had snagged them.


  Saucerhead said, "Hang on, Garrett. You was right. Good eye. It's a gang symbol. I don't know what one. Whoever made it musta done it with a really dull knife. That had blood on it. You can see little specks where it dried. Come here."


  I went. Playmate was down on his knees studying the pavement stones. Tharpe showed me the blood. I asked Singe, "What's your nose have to tell us?"


  She sniffed for a few seconds. "Fear. I think they probably beat him before they stabbed him. There were several of them. Maybe as many as ten. Very unclean. But almost nothing more can be told because of the smell left by the bugs who came to eat him."


  "You wouldn't be able to track the killers?"


  "No. Because there are too many smells."


  Often a problem for her in this city. "Head, Play, how about you guys tell the tin whistles while Singe and I get the boxes for John Stretch?"


  We weren't twenty steps away when Singe murmured, "They are talking about you." She meant my pals and the red tops.


  "I'm sure they're deciding what a right guy I am for not holding back what we found. Around behind these pillars. There were six or eight boxes that building stuff came in. They were probably saving them to put other stuff in."


  They were there, no longer neatly piled. "We might not. . . . What is it?" Singe had stopped. Her whiskers were twitching.


  "Call those Guards."


  I got it. "Bank. Git. Come here. We've got another one." They arrived. Bank asked, "What?"


  "Singe is a tracker. A pro. She smells something under those boxes."


  Behind was where it lay. A corpse. "Careful. Don't bust the boxes. We need them."


  "You want them, you get them out of here."


  I got in and got, passing the boxes back to Singe.


  Git said, "This one's been here a while."


  "Lucky it ain't summer," Bank said. "You. Garrett. Take a look. See if you know this guy."


  I looked. Could've been anybody. The clothing was what every squatter in TunFaire wore. Rags.


  It was not clear, even, that the corpse was male.


  Half the flesh was missing. Chunks hadn't been carved out or torn off. It was more like bits the size of gravel had been snipped away. Thousands of bits. "Here." Git pushed something with his toe, out where we could all see.


  A dead beetle. The little sister of the bug from the day before. Five inches long, black, with a horn and pincers on the business end.


  "Holy shit," Saucerhead said from behind me, in soft awe. "Lookit the size of that sucker."


  "Yeah. Wow," Playmate added.


  "There are lots more inside," Singe told us. "That is why John wants the boxes."


  "Yeah," Tharpe said. "You guys hand a couple of them back here. Me an' Play will carry them in."


  I didn't talk him out of volunteering, but I did say, "When you're done with that, help Git and Bank look for gang sign. Though this don't look like what Handsome's thing was." Then I said, "I've seen something like this before." As Git and Bank dragged the body into the open. "In the islands. Soldier ants did it."


  The Guards kicked more dead bugs around. Git said, "This guy was alive when they got him. He fought."


  Bank grunted. "He crawled in here to get out of the weather. They hit him when he was sleeping."


  I edged closer. Old Bones would want every detail. Including the stink. "Where's all the blood?" There should have been blood everywhere.


  "Down some bug's gullet," Git said. "Bugs got gullets? How do they work?"


  "Got me," Bank said. "Gonna need some big boots to squish these bastards."


  Singe said, "Garrett, you need to come inside."


  Saucerhead and Playmate had boxes and were waiting. I grabbed one myself, toddled after the band. The ratmen had gathered about where I'd talked to the carpenters before. Wicker cages surrounded them. John Stretch's henchrats were scared. My dull human nose could smell it.


  John Stretch said, "This is bigger than it looks, Garrett." Producing some odor himself. "We need many more rats than we brought."


  "Why's that?"


  "Because there are so many bugs. And because they are fighting back. No. That is not right. They do not think. Less so, even, than the beasts I am using to kill them. But they are not afraid. They are eating my rats. And each other, when the rats dispatch them."


  Good word choice, Pound Humility. "Dispatch." Very neutral.


  "There are a lot of bugs, then."


  "Thousands. And the ones that have surfaced are the smallest."


  "Ouch! That's not good."


  "Very much not good. I would like to withdraw now, see what I can learn from the surviving rats, and develop a more definitive strategy."


  And renegotiate, no doubt. After flinging around a few more big words borrowed from Singe.


  Saucerhead squeaked, jumped, snarled, "Holy fucking camel snot!"


  A bull rat who looked like the undisputed heavyweight champion barbarian hero of all ratkind had just dropped a gift at our feet, then collapsed from exhaustion.


  The bug was some kind of tropical exotic beetle, all shimmering oily shine on a deep background of dark green, indigo, and black. A foot long. Still twitching. But it had been conquered by the hero.


  Other rats began to arrive. Each brought a prize. John Stretch's buddies tossed bugs into boxes and pushed rats into cages. Even the heavyweight hero seemed happy to be locked up safe. All his savagery had been spent.


  I said, "I'll see Old Man Weider before we take any next step. Singe. John Stretch. Go back to my place. Fill the Dead Man in. If he hasn't fallen asleep. Saucerhead. You're on the payroll. Retainer rate for now. Play. Keep a coach handy. It may take an even bigger. . . ."


  I looked to John Stretch. "You sort of know what the critters found down there. Right?"


  "Yes."


  "Is this method workable?"


  "Probably. But it will be a strain. It will require many more rats. They burn out. Most of these will refuse to go down again."


  "Singe. I smell a business opportunity."


  "Again? I still have not worked out how to exploit the last one." She meant taking advantage of ratfolks' high tolerance for boredom by using them to copy books. Most had trouble developing the necessary fine motor skills. "What is it?"


  "We could get ratpeople work clearing the rats out of places. Ratters are expensive."


  She and John Stretch looked fiercely uncomfortable.


  "I say something wrong?"


  Singe shrugged. "John Stretch is the only one who can command the rats. And they have to be willing to listen."


  I shrugged in turn. "If it can't be done, it can't. You guys get going."


  I went back to where Git and Bank were managing the removal of the body. I dug a usable gunnysack out of the mess the dead man had used as bedding. Nobody found any gang sign. Nor any evidence that the derelict had suffered any violence other than the attack of the bugs.
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  Hector wasn't excited by my return. But he did let me in. "Wait here." He had a voice like a bucket of rocks being shaken. He went to announce my petition for an audience.


  People from the back stairs popped out to get a look while I waited. Remarkable things had happened back there a while ago, with me deeply involved. These folks would have been hired since.


  I suppressed my theatrical urge. I didn't do a buck and wing.


  Manvil Gilbey came. "So you've done your usual marvelous job and have it wrapped up already?"


  "Not quite. Actually, just the opposite."


  "Ah. So. Your usual marvelous job."


  "And you're gonna love it."


  A minute later I dumped the gunnysack in front of Max and Gilbey. I was forthright about what I'd done. I even mentioned John Stretch's special talent without naming his name. "Also, we got a murder of a security guard, with gang sign. The way those things work, that'll be the source of your vandalism and theft. Setting you up for protection payoffs."


  Max considered the bug corpses. He considered me. He said, "They told me they were big bugs. I was thinking woods roaches. Those flying cockroaches the size of your finger. Not something the size of your mutant feet."


  "Even bigger ones down below, Boss. So I'm told."


  "This ratman can command the rodents? He could get rich calling the rats out of places like the brewery."


  "I suggested that. He wasn't interested."


  "He'd see the problems better than we could. So what do you need?"


  "I just want you to be aware. Ghosts may not be a real problem. Nobody I talked to admitted seeing any. There was some muttering about weird music. They all seemed to think somebody was faking in order to force a slowdown. Maybe as part of the coming shakedown."


  "Not a surprise. What about the murder?"


  "We actually found two bodies. The guard was an old guy called Handsome. The other was a squatter. It looked like he was attacked in his sleep by bugs. Bugs chewed Handsome up pretty bad, too. Singe couldn't get a track on the bad guys but he was definitely murdered."


  "Not good, that. Did Handsome work for me?"


  "He told me his boss was Lego Bunk when I saw him yesterday."


  "Bunk works for me. He used to, anyway. He'll be looking for work after this. Find out what you can about Handsome. If he has people we'll have to do something for them. Take care of his funeral arrangements, for sure. Now that Lego Bunk is gone, what're you going to do about taking care of the World?"


  He wasn't that interested, though. He'd delegated the work. His direct involvement ended there. Unless I screwed up and had to go the way of Lego Bunk.


  "Escalate. Bring in more rats. A lot more, if my ratman is right. Do the stuff for Handsome that you said. And let the tin whistles take care of the murder. The killers really want to work protection, they'll turn up."


  "Do what you have to," Max growled. "Don't come back here bothering me unless you get grief from somebody who thinks they're more important than they really are."


  Never before had he so blatantly admitted how loudly wealth talks.


  When you're the god of beer in a city the size of TunFaire, you've got more money than the King himself.


  "Then I'm free to do whatever needs doing? And you'll back me up? I want to be clear on this."


  "I'll back you one hundred percent as long as you keep your hot ham hands off the rest of my daughters."


  I'd broken Morley's First Commandment, about messing with crazy women, and had a fling with Kittyjo Weider. She was marginally crazy then. She'd become a howling lunatic by the time she was murdered.


  "No problem."


  "I do believe in your good intentions. And I know Tinnie. But I know Alyx, too. She gets an idea in her head, she gets as damned single-minded as her old man."


  "I've managed so far. She's all talk, anyway. She just wants the reaction. From you and me both."


  That should give Max a chance to relax. And it might even be true.


  Maybe I ought to call her bluff.


  Only, Tinnie would slice off some of my favorite limbs.


  And Alyx would call my bluff. Guaranteed.


  Then Max would hear.


  "Manpower," I said.


  "Excuse me?"


  "If ratpower isn't enough to solve the trouble at the World. . . . Never mind. I have resources." If I needed twenty swinging dicks to clear the World, I could round them up in a couple hours.


  "Come back when they're after you for killing somebody."


  Gilbey hadn't said anything for a while. He spoke up now. "Or when you find yourself in some demonstrable fiscal difficulty."


  He was the practical one.


  Max suggested, "How about you have something interesting to report next time you come around?"


  I exchanged glances with Gilbey. Manvil said, "Some days Max isn't so enthusiastic about the new challenges. Even dead bodies don't fire him up."


  It's nice to have the kind of friendship that lets you talk about your pal that way right in front of him.
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  Playmate's stable was quiet when I went by. I didn't stop in. His brother-in-law was covering for him while he was away. I'd only met the man once. That was once more than I'd needed.


  Play was turning the other one like a self-flagellation machine with that villain. But he loves his baby sister. We tolerate crap from family that we'd butcher strangers over.


  I couldn't resist taking a turn past The Palms. I didn't drop in, though. I stayed across the street.


  Morley's henchman, Sarge, came out to dump a bucket of filthy water. He scowled my way. I waved and kept going. Sarge scowled a whole lot more.


  Morley didn't run after me. Not that I expected he would. Sarge probably didn't mention that he'd seen me.


  No problem. No pain. I'd decided to continue giving Morley Dotes a rest.


  Then I saw Playmate, heading home from my place. He waved but didn't stop. His business and life were at the mercy of a brother-in-law who should've been drowned at birth.


  The people of TunFaire were still out enjoying the weather. Several stopped me and wanted to talk, usually about something I couldn't have found less interesting.


  We all have our quirks and special passions. Mine are beer and beautiful women. Lately, beer and beautiful woman, redheaded and blessed with a surfeit of attitude.


  One of whom was waiting in ambush. She overran me when I got home.


  When I got a chance to come up for air, I gasped, "Hunh! Hunh! Hunh!" When my heart slowed down and the rest of me stopped shaking, I just had to check the gift horse's teeth. "What're you doing here?"


  "I thought I made that obvious."


  "You know how my head works. If it looks too good to be true, I figure it is."


  "Should I be flattered or offended?" Tinnie asked.


  "You'll decide that no matter what I say. I'm in the camp that figures you're too good to be true."


  "Ah. You sweet talker. Too bad you have all these other people around here."


  Singe could not stay away. She turned up to ask, "What did the principal have to say?"


  "He said do the job. Stop coming round getting underfoot. Come back when it's done. Go have a beer. I'm busy here."


  "You have a room. You do not have to mate in the hallway."


  Tinnie snickered into my neck.


  The woman is shameless when it suits her.


  My partner amazed me by favoring discretion. I heard nothing from him.


  Dean did appear to offer us an evening meal.


  Singe saw the lay of the land. Sullen, she went back to one of her private projects.


  "What's her problem?" Tinnie asked. "She trying to seduce you again?"


  "That was just a phase. Adolescent fantasy. She got over it. Now she thinks she's a storyteller. She says she's written a book about me. And now she needs some interesting stories to put in it."


  "I should get together with her. I could tell her about you before you met."


  "I'm sure you could. And I'm just as sure that she don't need any more ideas than what she's got."


  A faint fragrance of amusement tainted the psychic air momentarily. Old Bones no doubt conceiving a wicked notion that could find life only at my expense.


  There was no one in the hallway but Tinnie and me now. And she was having no trouble with the invisible eye that's always there when the Dead Man is awake.


  It didn't take her long to make me forget, either.


  She's got skills, that girl.
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  The brain trust had gathered. Singe. Playmate. Saucerhead. John Stretch. With Old Bones in the background, ready to kibitz. Tinnie was in the doorway. She leaned against its frame in an indifferent, sluttish pose wasted on everybody. Me included. She wasn't happy about that.


  Would you care to direct your thoughts in a less prurient direction?


  I said, "We need to brainstorm the situation at the World. Our efforts yesterday may not have done much more than stir up the bugs."


  Saucerhead observed, "It's freaking hard to get the bugs out of anywhere. Mice and rats, same thing. You wipe out the mess you got, another one moves in."


  It is notoriously difficult to remove vermin and keep them removed. This instance will be no exception. But it should prove less difficult than the sort of general debugging you would find familiar. There will be a finite number of these mutant insects. Though that could be a large number. A sustained effort should destroy them faster than they can breed.


  He was giving this more thought than he pretended.


  You are correct, Garrett. Though not in the way you think.


  I glimpsed something I didn't have the mental capacity to grasp. A three-dimensional mind map of the universe in the earth around and under the World. Developed, with John Stretch's help, from the minds of rats that had gone down there and had brought back memories of sights and smells. Especially smells. John Stretch assures me that regular rats count on their sense of smell more than dogs do. Thus the thing inside the Dead Man's mind was a visualized translation of information collected mainly by rat snoots. Rats are crafty. But rats aren't much smarter than a sack of hammers. I wasn't ready to bet my life, fortune, and sacred honor on what my sidekick could put together from their mad, crippled rodent memories.


  I said, "We could handle this whole thing fast if we could dump a million gallons of water into the warrens under the World."


  Flooding the bug tunnels was an obvious move. Figuring out how to deliver the flood was not.


  "How about poison gas?" Playmate asked. "Some kinds would sink down into the bug warrens the way water would."


  "Like?"


  "Fumes from burning sulfur."


  John Stretch said, "I would like to try rats again. Using more of them."


  The Dead Man touched me privately. Allow John Stretch the effort. Insisting on a much larger effort. Ten thousand rats if that is what is needed. Test the strength of this absurd conjunction.


  "Huh?"


  There must be sorcery involved. To explain the size of the bugs. The absurdity arises in the mix of insects that have mutated.


  Someone was doing to bugs what had been done to rats in the last century?


  You are unlikely to lose much money betting that way.


  I announced, "Guys, this may be a worse problem than I thought."


  Engage brain before opening mouth, the Dead Man snapped. Think before you pop off.


  "Huh?"


  You are getting ahead of yourself. It is possible the problem can be solved by application of a large number of rats. If it cannot, then you have your worse problem.


  So I said, "Never mind. John Stretch. By all means, take another crack. But go for overwhelming numbers. All the rats you can round up. If you can't run them all at the same time, fine. Use them in shifts."


  I need to know the outer bounds of the insect infestation. In all dimensions.


  He didn't say it but I understood. He wanted to isolate the point of origin of the giant bugs.


  That would be handy to know. We could toss one fire-bomb in there. . . .


  Garrett. The most obvious and direct approach may not be the best.


  "For who?"


  All concerned. You have to know what is going on before you blow things up and burn things down. You cannot approach all problems with the methods espoused by Mr. Dotes. It is possible that the bugs are an unfortunate by-blow of something positive happening in that area. The creator of the bugs may be unaware of the effect of his work on the insect population.


  "Evil spirits and psychotic demons are more likely."


  No doubt. Nevertheless, it is important to examine and eliminate other possibilities. Unless you trip over some villain casting spells on cockroaches.


  "While practicing his evil laugh. Yeah."


  The rest of the crowd watched like they expected to be entertained any minute now. Except that fiscal traitoress, Pular Singe, who toddled in with fermented barley soup for all hands. On good old Garrett. I wouldn't earn any kudos dancing with the truth. They'd just accuse me of being a skinflint. Again.


  It's so easy to spend the other guy's dough.
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  The weather continued favorable. The surviving city trees were about to bud. To their sorrow. The snow and ice would return.


  Word was out. Garrett had a case. He had money. The street out front looked like I was gathering a wagon train for a volkswanderung. All six wagons boasted human drivers. Which said that John Stretch's reach had gotten pretty long, pretty fast.


  Playmate had brought the same coach round, too.


  There were ratpeople everywhere, all of them armed with cages or baskets full of regular rats. The neighbors were out in force, being nosy. Among them would be tin whistles in disguise.


  I had a mild hangover. Singe and her brother did, too. But Saucerhead and Playmate were bright and cheerful, ambling around with acres of teeth exposed to the breeze. Early birds. Let 'em eat worms.


  What the hell became of all my old pals in the seize-the-night crowd?


  The only positive was, Tinnie was there beside me. A morning person. A lightning rod for all those bleak disappointments that haunt the world before noon.


  Saucerhead told me, "We need us some horse guys in tin suits with flags on their spears. And some halberdiers."


  "How's your bugling? You could sound the charge."


  "That's up to the rat king. This being all about him and his critters."


  Saucerhead can be as literal as a hunk of granite.


  John Stretch was thinking like my imagination-challenged friend. "We are ready, Garrett."


  "I are ready, too. Just waiting on Singe." She'd had to duck inside. As usual.


  The watching tin whistles were restless. This big a show by ratpeople made them nervous.


  They will not interfere. Unless you fail to stop dithering long enough for me to fall asleep again.


  The reason for his impatience was in plain sight.


  Tinnie spotted her, too. "Hey. There's Penny. I'm going to—"


  "No. She don't want anything to do with us anymore. Except for His Nibs. And Dean, because she can mooch a meal off him."


  Tinnie didn't believe me. But she didn't argue. She'd had a premonition that Alyx would turn up during festivities at the World. She wasn't going to let her main guy go into danger that fierce without moral backup. The word "danger" being spelled "temptation."


  My backup was about to get her back up. But Singe breezed out and helped herself to the next to last seat in Playmate's coach. It took my favorite redhead a hundredth of a second to assess the situation and make sure that the last seat didn't go to waste.


  This early worm was going to get some unwanted exercise. "Story of my life," I grumbled.


  Tinnie gave me a dark look, followed by one of her blinding smiles.


  Lucky for me, the wagons didn't roll fast.


  Unlucky for everyone else, the wagons didn't roll fast. We had time to acquire a patina of curious urchins. Saucerhead, trudging along beside me, grumbled, "You'd think we were some kind of circus, or something."


  Or something. "Been a long winter."


  Our entertainment value faded once we got to the World. The ratfolk took their cages and baskets and went inside. Then nothing happened.


  

  


  


  An hour later, Singe reported, "It seems to be working."


  It might be, but before I left the house I'd seen Joe Kerr and had gotten a backup plan running. Here it came now, in the form of a goat cart pulled by a pygmy troll named Rocky. Rocky's family were all midgets, the tallest not going more than six feet. They're unobtrusive, rock-solid, foundation-type royal subjects who specialize in chemical supplies for sorcerers, physicians, apothecaries, and anyone else whose coin has a shine on it. He was delivering twenty pounds of powdered sulfur that I meant to fire up as soon as John Stretch was done for the day.


  Rocky presented a flour sack leaking whiffs of fine yellow powder. I gave him several pieces of silver.


  He grunted, "Good," in a voice so deep it seemed like part of an earthquake. He started moving again. Slowly.


  Trolls don't need to hurry. They don't have to run away, they don't have to catch, they have no need to get anywhere right now.


  Earlier during the wait I'd taken a turn around the World site. I hadn't seen a soul, workman or watchman, nor the city employees who had been there yesterday. No place ought to be that deserted. TunFaire abhors a vacuum. If no one else was around, thieves should've been trying to find something worth carting off.


  Saucerhead had noticed. "They's something weird going on here, Garrett."


  "No shit." I set the sack of sulfur down out of traffic.


  "You hear music?"


  "No."


  "I thought I heard music a minute ago."


  One of John Stretch's pals headed our way. Lugging a beetle as big as a lamb. He didn't editorialize; he just dropped the monster when I didn't offer to take it. He headed back to the wars.


  Most of the gallery had wandered away. A few kids still hung around in hopes of finding a pocket to pick. But when that bug hit the cobblestones you could feel the shock start to radiate at the speed of rumor.


  TunFaire would be in a panic before sunset.


  "Yeah, right," Saucerhead said when I started to worry out loud. "Like the time you got into it with that clutch of weird gods. All anybody cared about was the snow."


  He had a point. Strange stuff happens. People shrug it off unless it happens to them.


  Rather than panicking, my fellow subjects would likely come bury the World in bodies, hoping to see something novel.


  Playmate said, "Hey, Garrett, whack that thing with something. It ain't dead."


  It lay on its back. Its legs were twitching. Its wings, ditto. Then it stopped struggling. It seemed to be assessing its situation.


  "Garrett!"


  It flipped. It faced me. Big brown jaw things clacked.


  It charged.


  I delivered a masterful spinning kick. After which I deposited the opposite side of my lap on the cobblestones. A snicker came from the coach, where my sweetie was evading the weather.


  The bug smacked into the coach's big back wheel. The hub did some damage. The bug fell, shuddered, and expired.


  "Maybe less dangerous than they look."


  I'm not big on reasoning this stuff out, but I figure bugs naturally come the size that's best for them. Which meant the normal vermin crop are exactly the right size.


  So, back to the mad sorcerer notion.
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  "Mr. Garrett?"


  A kid had come up behind me. "Kip Prose! How are you?" I hadn't seen him for a while. He'd grown, though he was still barely a mouse breath more than five feet. His blond hair was longer and wilder, his eyes bluer and crazier. His waist was more substantial. His freckles were more numerous. He did a better job of holding still, but broke into sudden, brief fits of scratching and twitching. Wealth hadn't changed him inside.


  Cypres Prose is the strangest kid I ever met. He has three redeeming qualities. Two any man can see at a glance. A gorgeous mother, Kayne Prose. And an older sister, Cassie Doap, who makes Mom look dowdy. The third quality is less obvious: the boy is a screaming genius. Of no special ambition, but with ideas that could make a lot of people rich. Maybe including me.


  I have that small interest in the manufactory producing three-wheels, writing sticks, and other innovations sprung from Kip Prose's twisted brain. I have the points because I found the genius, kept him alive, and put him together with people who have the money and space to create a manufacturing concern. The Weiders and the Tates.


  "I'm doing quite well, Mr. Garrett. And yourself?"


  I was suspicious immediately. Be abidingly suspicious of any teenage male who is mannerly, respectful, and absent attitude.


  That kid is up to something. Guaranteed.


  Kip wasn't alone. Two friends, of a similarly weird appearance, had stayed across the street. They pretended no interest in what was going on.


  Definitely suspicious.


  Tinnie is a clever judge of people. When she bothers. Usually she deploys her skills against me alone. She made an exception here. "And how is your mother? And your sister, Cassie?" She turned on the flaming redheaded heat, guaranteed to send Kip into cardiac arrest, turn him to gelatin, and make him speak in tongues with vocabularies of one syllable.


  Kip chirped like a frog. Once.


  Tinnie got very close to him.


  Kip knew who she was. One of those black widow fantasy women from the Tate tribe. He'd seen her around the manufactory. No doubt she'd imprinted herself on his libidinous consciousness.


  It's bad enough when that wicked wench turns it on to an old jade like me. It's fish in a barrel, targeting a repressed boy Cypres Prose's age.


  "Oh, that's good," I said. "You fried his brain. How do I get anything out of him now?" Kip's friends, I noted, were not pleased, either.


  "What do you want to know? Maybe I'll ask."


  "All right. But afterward I'm going to drive a stake through your heart."


  "That's a straight line I could play with for . . . a minute or two."


  "Promises, promises."


  Kip resumed breathing.


  Tinnie told me, "You don't want to know about his mother or sister. When I snap my fingers you will forget he has a mother or sister." Snap!


  "Yes, master. I have no interest in the welfare of absent beautiful women. But now I know how you cast your spell on me."


  That earned me a nasty look. I survived it and worse consequences because Kip's eyes rolled back down. He began speaking actual words.


  I asked, "What the hell are you doing down here, Kip?"


  I could guess. He was a teenage boy. With the financial means to indulge a teenage boy's fantasies. The Tenderloin was a stone's throw on down the street.


  Not smart. You could get dead. A dozen different ways. Not all of them sudden.


  Clever lad, he avoided answering by responding to what I'd asked earlier. "Mom is fine. Kind of doesn't know what to do with herself now that she doesn't have to work all the time."


  He has a significant interest in the manufacturing concern. Between them, he, his mother, and sister control the biggest chunk. He'd insisted.


  "You get her that house?"


  "The one where she always lived. It's all hers, free and clear, now."


  "That's good. What are you doing down here? Not wasting yourself in the Tenderloin, I hope."


  Kip turned bright red. Brighter than when Tinnie worked her witchcraft. He sputtered. Then choked out, "I'm just hanging out with my friends." He indicated the impatient boys across the street. He and those two looked like one socially challenged pod. The friends were tense and irritated and eager to distance themselves from the World. "I just saw you and decided to say hi. What're you doing?"


  "Killing bugs." I pointed at the beetle by the wheel of Playmate's coach.


  Kip's eyes got big. "Wow! Well, I got to go."


  "Good seeing you again," Tinnie told him.


  He gurgled, waggled a hand feebly, and headed out. Tinnie blew him a kiss, just to amuse his sidekicks. Who started in on him as soon as they could without having me hear what they said.


  "Having fun with the cruel and unusual, woman?"


  "You ever make that mistake when you were a kid?"


  "I didn't know any beautiful redheads then."


  "Cute. Try again."


  "What mistake?"


  "Trying to distract an adult's curiosity with a preemptive move."


  "I don't follow."


  "And you a skilled detective. He was going by. He didn't want you wondering why he was down here. So he decided to establish his innocence ahead of time. Neither of us would've noticed him if he hadn't pointed himself out. But now you have noticed. And now you're curious."


  "Got you. Yeah. I made that mistake a few times."


  "Never worked, did it?"


  "Nope. Turned around and bit me every time. I'm going to find Singe."


  Kip and his friends left quickly, all talking at the same time, all of them angry.


  

  


  


  The ratpeople inside the World weren't pleased to see me. They figured I was there to micromanage. Like Max, though, I'd rather tell somebody what needs doing, then get the hell out of the way. Most of the time. "Singe. I need you outside."


  As we headed for the coach, she asked, "That's the same boy who was involved with the silver elves?"


  "The same." She'd tracked Kip before.


  "What do I need to do?"


  "Find out where he goes. And what he's up to, if you can do that without getting caught."


  "You aren't coming?"


  "You aren't ready to operate on your own?"


  "I am ready." Proudly.


  "Excellent."


  She picked up the trail right away.


  Tinnie asked, "Is that smart? Sending her off by herself?"


  "The kid has to grow up someday. She manages ordinary household business on her own."


  "I suppose."


  "What happened to Saucerhead and Playmate?"


  "They went down that alley over there. To check with a man about a mule."


  Together? That was a girlie thing to do.


  "You heard from Alyx? Or the others?"


  "Not lately. Why?" Eyes all narrow.


  "You and Max should form a club. He's also sure Alyx is in dire peril from the dread Garrett beast."


  "The beast isn't that bad. But it better not get caught fondling any blondes. Of any kind."


  Kip's mother and sister were blondes, last time I saw them. "Pretty draconian, wouldn't you say? What?"


  Her face had drained. Even the freckles had gone.


  She was staring over my shoulder.


  Before I ever turned, I told her, "Get in the coach. Lock any locks you find. And don't come out till Play and Saucerhead get back. No matter what."
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  There were seven of them. Teens, with the youngest just over the border but a decade older in his empty heart. The tallest was maybe five feet six. They were all pale brown, black of hair, empty of eye, the sons of refugees. And stupid.


  They were up to no good. Obviously. In broad daylight. In an area that attracted Watchmen, though none were evident at the moment. They didn't know who they meant to mess with and they weren't carrying weapons. Not openly.


  The leader announced himself with a short guy swagger. We locked gazes. He was dead cold inside, this boy. How do they get that way so young?


  "Help you with something?"


  "You ready to come across with the insurance now?"


  "I'll be damned." I couldn't help laughing. "There just ain't no limit to stupid in this burg."


  That didn't sit well. "You calling us stupid?"


  "Yeah. Do the math, kid. Did you bother to find out who you're messing with? Or where you're doing the messing? You're going to try to run a protection scam on the richest man in TunFaire? He can afford to pay a thousand dorks just like you to scatter pieces of you from the north side all the way down to the delta. And he will, just to make sure word gets out not to fuck with him."


  The baby of the crew sneered. "This is Stompers' turf now, old man. Nobody does nothin' here without they get our permission first."


  "This is the Tenderloin, baby boy. Combine territory. Folks a lot less forgiving than Max Weider. You boys go home to mama. Before you give her a reason to cry."


  These kids weren't used to having somebody not melt in terror. Their particular combination of ferocity, ignorance, and don't care if I see tomorrow could only mean they were children of the Bustee, TunFaire's foulest and most dangerous slum.


  The kid gangs of the Bustee all have names like "The Stompers."


  The seven spread out. Their captain was disappointed by my attitude. He planned to show me why they'd chosen their name.


  Saucerhead and Playmate, back from haggling over a mule, came round the coach. Tharpe read the situation in a blink, snapped up two boys, and smacked them together so hard I heard a bone break before one started wailing. He threw the lighter kid up on top of the coach. Where the boy failed to stick. He fell back down, landing in a way that had to dislocate his shoulder.


  Tharpe selected another victim.


  Playmate, saddled as he is with a conscience, took time to assess the situation before he stepped in. His score was just one knockdown, plus dishing a second serving to one of the ones I put down when the kid tried to get back up.


  Tin whistles tooted.


  The leader of the pack was the only one who produced a weapon, a rusty kitchen knife probably stolen from home. He didn't know how to use it. Yet.


  He would, someday. If he survived.


  The first Watchman arrived after the action. Four boys were hurt too bad to run. Two tried but had no luck. The littlest was the only one nimble enough to get away, crying as he went.


  The leader's knife hand was all crippled up. Somebody stomped it. He didn't whine. His eyes didn't get any less cold.


  The first tin whistle to show was a guy I knew, Ingram Grahm. "What happened, Garrett?"


  I told it. Tinnie backed me up. Ingram considered arresting me for having a disproportionately beautiful companion. Playmate and Saucerhead told what they knew. Ingram echoed my own thinking. "There's no bottom to the reservoir of stupid, is there? These guys the reason you're down here?"


  "Maybe. Somebody's been messing with Old Man Weider's construction crew. He told me to make it stop."


  "Yeah? Take care. There's probably a shitload more of these little peckerneckers. Their mobs run in the hundreds, sometimes."


  He didn't want the hassle of having to deal with a bunch of kid gangsters. He'd probably want to give them a lecture they wouldn't hear, then tell them to drag their sorry asses home. In the pre-Relway era style of dealing with juvenile crime.


  I said, "We've had two bodies turn up here in the last two days. You know Git and Bank?"


  "Sure. This's their beat. Today's their day off."


  "They're the ones dealing with that."


  "Kind of turns things around, don't it?" Ingram eyeballed the teens hard.


  I said, "Take a check of the back of that left hand. Somebody scratched that same tattoo into that pillar over there. Where the security guy's body turned up. Whoever did it used a bloody knife. That kid there had him a knife. It's around here somewhere."


  Saucerhead held it up and waggled it.


  The gang leader showed the slightest strain. He knew enough about current events to understand that he didn't want to catch the eye of the Civil Guard when murder was involved. You for sure didn't want them thinking you was the one who done it.


  I'd bet all my shiny new angels there was a nasty murder lurking in Deal Relway's early memories. Something that galled his sense of justice. Potential murderers don't fare well in Relway's keeping. Even thugs who swim deep in the reservoir of stupid are catching on. Bad shit is waiting on the other side of what might seem like a good idea at the time.


  Tin whistles continued to arrive. Ingram said, "I'll take that knife, Tharpe. We got a new forensic sorcerer who'll match it up if it's the blade that killed the guard. Garrett. Any chance we could borrow a wagon? Some of these little bastards are too busted up to walk."


  "They aren't mine to loan. You need to ask the teamsters."


  Playmate said, "Let the living carry the dead," quoting scripture. Then rounded up a pliant teamster who didn't mind hauling casualties to the Al-Khar. For a suitable tip.


  "You do lead an interesting life, don't you?" Tinnie said as we watched the city employees clear off. I was about to get a dose of stop this nonsense and get a real job.


  "As long as you're in it."


  "Do you think those boys murdered the dead men?"


  "Handsome, yeah. Not the other one. Relway will get them to confess everything they've ever gotten into. Then he'll fix it so they never hurt anybody again."


  "Doesn't that bother you?"


  "Less than it would if they hadn't planned to stomp the snot out of me."


  "You think they would've tried?"


  "Absolutely. And they would've done. There were too many of them. And at that age they don't know when to stop." Handsome had been stomped before he was murdered.


  "Guess that wraps the job up, then. Doesn't it?"


  "One angle. There's still the bugs and the ghosts and the mysterious music, none of which those shitheads were bright enough to fake."


  "Here comes your first wife."


  "Smart-ass."


  "I'm not so smart. But I'm cute."


  Oh yeah.
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  Singe approached slowly. She sniffed the air and looked around nervously. "Are you all right?"


  "They never laid a hand on me. Thanks to good timing." I indicated Saucerhead and Playmate. I told it. That being the easiest way to calm her. Once she knew she wouldn't lose her meal ticket, I asked, "What did you come up with?"


  "They went to a house about a block past the theater. Down to that first corner, then turn left. It looks abandoned. Only we know there aren't any abandoned buildings in TunFaire."


  The contractions came fast and furious today.


  It isn't strictly true that there are no abandoned buildings. But a place has to be nasty beyond belief not to accumulate squatters. "Same as what keeps them from sneaking into the World at night?"


  "Could be."


  "Something you're not telling me?"


  "Only that I think there is a connection. The same smell is coming out there. But stronger."


  "You didn't go inside?"


  "Of course not. I am not that brave. The smell is that strong."


  "Bug smell?"


  "Yes. But something else, too. Powerful and frightening."


  "Let me think about this."


  Three teenage boys. On the brink of the Tenderloin. But interested in a derelict building instead.


  If the others were like Kip, that might mean something. Due to the overwhelming weight of shyness and fear of failure in front of friends.


  On the other hand, if they were like Kip, they'd all be mad geniuses. Who didn't have a clue.


  Kip would be seventeen or eighteen now. And still desperately in need of Mom's help to make himself presentable in public. He could come up with amazing things—like the three-wheel, the folding knife you carry in your pocket, and the drawing compass—but he hadn't yet caught on how to deal with real, live people. Especially those special, real, live people who come equipped with soft curves.


  Singe said, "I remember what that smell is. We smelled it that time with the shape changers."


  "I didn't want to hear that." That had been a rough time, chock-full of horrors, wonders, and amazements. Max had lost his wife and several children. I'd met Singe. The Dead Man had left the house for the first, last, and only time. And we'd all learned how nasty shape shifters could be. And how hard it is to kill them.


  "Not the monsters. The smell around them. That yeasty, beer-making smell." She preened.


  Tinnie observed in silence. Her having no opinion became distracting. Tinnie Tate always has an opinion. Whether she knows anything or not. All Tates come that way.


  "Max makes good stuff at reasonable prices. So why would those boys try to make it when they can buy it ready made, cheaper? Boys their age think work is a curse word."


  "I did not say they were brewing beer," Singe growled. "I said the smell suggests fermentation."


  "There you go again."


  "Can I ask a question?" Tinnie said.


  "As long as you understand that I might not give you an honest answer."


  "Why fuss about that creepy kid making beer when your mission is to make sure the World Theater is finished on time, in budget, so Alyx and Bobbi and me have a place to show ourselves off?"


  I grinned.


  "Oh gods!" she burbled. "Don't you dare even think what you're thinking."


  I kept grinning. "But, darling! Light of my life. Why not be generous and give you my second floor to strut your stuff?"


  "Garrett." That was Playmate, distracting me by pointing out another bunch of teenagers. Unfortunately for them, the tin whistles were lurking. The little thugs got rounded up before they knew what hit them.


  For Relway's mob probable cause can be as improbable as they like.


  Impatient, Singe asked, "Do you plan to do anything but crack wise and take up space?"


  Tinnie chimed in, "Here comes something about sharp snake's teeth, hen's teeth, frog fur, or some other folksy observation about how unfair we all are."


  So. Once again it was teak on Tommie Tucker season with Mama Garrett's baby boy starring as poor, sad Tommie. The damned horses pulling Playmate's coach were ready to join in.


  Horses are all out to get me. Some just fake innocence better than others.


  Singe said, "Response please. Take up space? Crack-wise? Or?"


  "All right. Show me the damned house."
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  "Damned" wasn't far off the mark.


  The place Singe showed me was one spring storm shy of collapse. Its upper-story windows were empty eyes. The wooden parts of its stoop were gone, taken for firewood. Bricks had begun falling off. There was no door in the doorway.


  But the structure remained upright, for now, fifteen feet wide and three stories tall. A squatter's delight. But there was none of the trash or stench found where outsiders put down roots. There were no filthy toddlers underfoot.


  "Sorcery," Saucerhead opined. Having tagged along uninvited, accompanied by Tinnie and Playmate.


  "You could be right. I already think sorcery is the root of the bug problem."


  "You smell it?" Singe asked.


  "No. I'm human, sweetheart." I climbed the stone steps to the doorway. They wobbled underfoot. Why hadn't they been carried off? And the brickwork, too. Bricks are valuable.


  There was an obvious line beyond which scavengers had not dared venture. Chips of decomposing brick lay on one side, close in. Nothing lay farther out.


  Even small chips of brick are salable at the brickworks. The brick makers crush them and add them as tempering when they make new bricks.


  I walked inside the line.


  "Place looks empty," I said. I reached in with the tip of my left foot, testing the flooring. It creaked. But it was still there. Not yet plundered. Mostly. Without squatters to explain its preservation.


  "Sorcery," I whispered to myself. In case myself had missed that point before.


  Of my companions, only the natural-born coward, the ratgirl, joined me on the stoop.


  "I smell something now," I told her. "Not fermenting beer, though."


  "There are several odors. Combined. The wort smell is the loudest. The others are unfamiliar."


  Something clattered down below. It sounded like a thin board falling onto a hard floor. Someone cursed, in a "He done a dumb thing" mode instead of "Damn it, I just hurt myself!" I waved Singe back, retreated myself, watched from a respectful distance.


  Singe asked, "Why did we run away?"


  "I don't know. Maybe me thinking about that dead line. Why didn't scavengers pick up chips on the other side?"


  "Somebody took the wood from the stoop. And the door. And the door frame and the windows are all gone, too."


  Maybe I was thinking at it the wrong way.


  Singe said, "I saw three boys go in. The Prose boy would be the most dangerous. Right?"


  I took her meaning. "I'm scaring myself, here."


  Tinnie suggested, "There must be more to it than that. A few minutes ago you were all babbling about sorcery."


  "That's the answer," I announced. "There's some kind of enchantment designed to scare people away." You could buy those over the counter. Install the fetish where you needed protection, then pull the pin. It would work on anybody who didn't carry a counterfetish.


  Crooked hedge wizards would put some of those aside to sell to the people you bought the fetish to keep out. So you, knowing that and being clever, would subscribe to a countercharm antidote.


  "That's the answer," I said again. "Nothing to fear but fear itself. Here I go. Once more into the breach."


  Playmate asked, "Your feet stuck to the ground?"


  "You want to take a look over there? In the doorway?"


  A praying mantis had appeared. A dull lime green, it stood three feet tall. It looked around vaguely, as though blinded by the light.


  Saucerhead rumbled, "Damn! That's uglier than Winger's mother."


  Tinnie said, "It's got a rat in its hands."


  They weren't hands but she was right. It bit off a chunk as it looked around.


  I asked, "What do you think?"


  Saucerhead said, "I think I should've worn my big boy stomping boots."


  A more thoughtful Playmate said, "You wasted your money on that sulfur. If the bugs can just pop out another hole."


  Singe resigned her membership in the stand-around committee. She headed for the bug. She had, I noticed, produced a weighted oaken head thumper like the one I carry myself. She wore more clothing than her brother, less colorfully. She favored browns. She had places to hide stuff.


  She was much more forceful and determined than I'd ever seen. Monster bugs didn't intimidate her.


  "You might want to back her up," Tinnie said. "Just in case."


  "Yeah." I hustled after Singe.


  The wort stench had grown stronger. I caught it thirty feet from the derelict house.


  Earlier there'd been just a handful of people keeping an eye on us. Adding that giant bug had a magical effect. The gallery cooked up into a crowd in two shakes.


  Singe climbed the wobbly steps. The mantis ignored her till she took a swipe at its big ugly head.


  It leaped straight forward. Singe missed. It tried to fly but didn't have wings enough for the job. They carried it only a few extra feet. It landed badly, smacked its ugly face into the cobblestones.


  Singe jumped after it. Now she had a knife in her other hand. She severed the bug's neck. Stuff came out. I danced to keep from getting squirted.


  A kid ran up to Singe. "Wow! Cool! Can I have that?" He wanted the head. The mantis's jaw things kept clicking and clacking.


  "Oh no! What did you do?"


  "I think I killed a tall bug."


  Singe spoke to me but the question had come from behind me. From a kid in the doorway of the derelict house. I gawked at his mustache, the saddest display of thin, prickly lip hair I'd seen in ages.


  He was a pear-shaped boy Kip Prose's age, or younger, as pale as a vampire. He wore posh but badly matched clothing. He didn't look like he could survive a quarter mile sprint. He wasn't one of the boys who'd been with Kip earlier.


  He looked like he'd just watched his favorite puppy get murdered.


  Playmate murmured, "Be careful, Garrett. If that's the guy who made the big bugs. . . ."


  Pear-shaped boy was young to be messing with sorceries nasty enough to give us giant killer bugs. But I haven't stayed aboveground by taking people at face value. They fool you all the time. Sometimes deliberately.


  Saucerhead and Playmate sort of organically drifted away from me and Tinnie and Singe. Pear-shaped boy would be surrounded if he did anything dumb.


  The crowd began to buzz.


  A giant bug had appeared in an empty second-floor window. It had exotic beetles in its lineage. Scarlet and yellow made a bold statement.


  It made noises like tin sheets rubbing, spread its wings. It flew. In a sixty-degree glide. It hit the cobblestones with enthusiasm enough to break limbs and antennae and cause leaking cracks in its body. Saucerhead waxed philosophical. "Big ain't everything, seems like." That from a man for whom big is a way of life.


  Pear-shaped boy burst into tears. He started down the steps. Then he noticed the crowd for the first time. Seventy witnesses. He froze.


  Another boy appeared. This one had been with Kip. He saw the mob. His eyes got big. He started to shake. He was a stunted beanpole with a fashion sense worse than pear-shaped boy. Sputtering, he grabbed the first kid and started dragging him back.


  Seconds later a dozen bugs came out, none nearly as big as the first two. Several were Luna moths with wingspans like peregrine falcons. The world outside overwhelmed them quickly. The onlookers climbed over each other, trying to grab a giant bug for personal use.


  Tinnie beckoned me closer.
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  "There's a man watching us," my sweetums reported.


  "More like about a hundred." Half of them more interested in her than monster bugs.


  "I'm not talking about these morons. Over there, in the breezeway between the brown brick wreck and the yellow brick one."


  Those colors were only vague approximations.


  It took me a moment to spot him even knowing where to look. The redhead has sharp eyes.


  He was a matte maple furniture shade, made to blend into shadows. I didn't see much of him. His face gave the impression of being wrinkled and leathery. The feel I got for the rest was that he was put together like something more accustomed to living in trees, being mostly long, skinny arms and legs.


  "Hey, Head. You see the guy Tinnie is talking about?"


  "Yeah, I got him. He must really be rattled to give himself away like this."


  "What say? You know him?"


  "I don't know him. Nobody does. I know of him. Them kids are gone now. You want to go in after them?"


  "No. I want to know who that guy is who's watching us."


  "He ain't watching you. You don't count for enough."


  "Saucerhead!"


  "That's Lurking Felhske, man. The Lurking Felhske."


  I sighed. The people you have to work with sometimes! "The Lurking Felhske? What the hell is any Lurking Felhske?"


  "You don't know? Man, you got to start getting out of the house more."


  Something about the derelict house had changed. The folks in the street weren't intimidated anymore. The young and the bold had begun testing the wobbly steps.


  Singe had a clutch of fans. Kids more interested in the mantis head than her, though.


  "Felhske is his name. His surname. His real first name might be Tribune. He's called Lurking Felhske because that's what he does. Better than anybody who isn't a shape changer or has them one a' them magic cloaks or rings that make them invisible."


  "He's a spy?"


  "Private contractor. Only works for the biggest bigs. Up on the Hill. Him being interested here worries me."


  "How come?"


  "Because it means one of the top hands up there must be interested in what's going on around here."


  "Interested in giant-ass bugs? Who woulda thunk? What's this Lurking Felhske do, then?"


  "I just told you. He watches. Then he reports back."


  "That's it? He doesn't actually do anything?"


  "That's all. Something needs doing, they send another specialist."


  "So."


  Tinnie asked, "Are we going to go in there and nose around?"


  "No. There's a crowd." People were pouring into the empty building. "Their weight might knock the place down. Plus, we don't want to get caught in the stampede."


  "Stampede? What stampede?"


  The small gods heard me. They cracked the whip of coincidence.


  The whole neighborhood shook. A bright light appeared inside the derelict house. Jets of dust or smoke blasted out, initially glowing an almost blinding salmon. There was a great surge of sound that sounded almost like a demonic orchestra tuning up.


  People screamed and trampled each other getting out. Folks in the street yelled and ran in circles.


  When the noise subsided, Tinnie demanded, "How did you know that would happen?"


  "I didn't. But those kids were up to something they shouldn't be. Stands to reason they'd want to cover their tracks."


  Chunks continued falling. Including sizable chunks of bug. People helped one another stagger out of the building. Amazingly, there were no fatalities.


  "Where did Singe go?" Tinnie asked.


  "She headed over that way," Playmate said.


  Saucerhead opined, "Less'en you got some awful good reason to hang on around here, we ought to get moving. It's gonna be raining red tops in a few minutes."


  "Singe. . . . Never mind." She was headed our way. Still armed with her trophy. Which wasn't moving anymore.


  She said, "I checked the watcher's scent. So I'd recognize him if we run into him again. He was not watching us. He had been there a long time. For days, off and on."


  I marveled. She was really thinking. I asked, "Why do you keep carrying that head around?"


  "Maybe the Dead Man can get something out of it. If we get it there before it goes bad."


  Man, she was thinking. That hadn't occurred to me.


  It was getting scary, being around TunFaire's first genius rat.


  Saucerhead was right. If the Civil Guards found me anywhere near something that blew up, they'd ask me dumb questions into the middle of next week.


  Back to the World. Hi-ho.


  And just in time.
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  One of the teamsters told me, "The red tops all headed out. There was an explosion somewhere up that way." Red tops being another slang term for tin whistles. Because of the red flop hats the uniformed ones favor.


  "We heard it. It's why we hurried back. I didn't want to spend time entertaining the Watch. Anything happen here?" Max wasn't exactly getting his money's worth out of these teamsters.


  "That head rat's been looking for you."


  Singe put her trophy into a rat basket and headed inside. I followed. Tinnie started after me but changed her mind. She wasn't eager to find herself hip deep in big bugs. Or even regular rats.


  I glanced at the sky before I went in. We might be in for a change of weather. Back to what we'd been enjoying.


  I found John Stretch leaning against a pillar, exhausted. "You all right?"


  "I will sleep well tonight. I do not look forward to doing this again."


  "I do appreciate—"


  "We are being paid well. And this, surely, will win our people a great deal of respect."


  I nodded, though I wasn't sure. Some people wouldn't like it much once they figured out that there had to be a psychic connection between John Stretch and the everyday vermin.


  We'd have to create some tall tale to cover that.


  I said, "The guys outside said you were looking for me."


  "I wanted to tell you that something has changed down below. Suddenly. And big."


  "Maybe twenty minutes ago?"


  "Yes."


  I told what we'd witnessed. Singe did a lot of nodding.


  John Stretch said, "I am afraid the bugs that are left are about to get loose."


  I tried my famous lifted eyebrow trick, ordinarily reserved for beautiful women. The ratman took it to be a request for more information.


  He said, "Sudden as a slap in the face, the bugs just ran." That was one for the Dead Man. "That mean the job is done?"


  Too bad ratpeople can't laugh. John Stretch was in a mood for it. "Close, maybe. But you have not dealt with the ghost issue."


  "Ghosts wouldn't be your problem. You're the bug man."


  "The bug man might have to deal with ghosts in order to get his bug killers to the bugs."


  "You had ghost trouble?"


  "No. But I hear ghosts are why there are no workers here today."


  "Uh . . . let's take that up after we get moving. We're done here. We need to get gone before the Watch comes back." And they would. That's the kind of guys they are.


  They knew Mrs. Garrett's boy had been seen within a mile of some excitement. It would be his fault, somehow. Or he knew whose fault it was but he was likely to hold out on the good guys.


  Given word that it was time, John Stretch and his gang scooted like scalded rats. I noted a definite lack of enthusiasm for rounding up and removing their hunting cousins. But none had failed to appropriate at least one big bug corpse.


  "Those will be some good eating," Singe explained.


  I'd crunched a few tropical bugs in my day, just to get by. It wasn't a gourmet experience. But tastes differ. Especially for different races. There are even species that think people are tasty.


  "If we could find some grubs, that would be really fine."


  "Yeah?"
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  I heaved a sigh of relief when Playmate pulled up in front of my house. He didn't stick around. He dumped us and headed out. Probably terrified of what he'd find when he got back home.


  Or maybe somebody told him that Old Bones was awake and he didn't want it known that he'd been lusting in his heart. Or something.


  People are strange.


  Singe, Tinnie, Saucerhead, and I headed inside. John Stretch tagged along. He didn't want to but figured he needed to get the work part over with while the information was still fresh in his head.


  Saucerhead had hopes of cadging a meal.


  I'd begun to suspect that things weren't going well for Mr. Tharpe. But he'd never admit it.


  Two minutes later there was no sign that my place was occupied, let alone the hub of intrigues designed to offend people whom the king's little brother Rupert wanted to afflict with a law-and-order geas.


  I shut and bolted the door. I was confident that one of the roomers at Mrs. Cardonlos's house, up the street, had taken notes.


  I did hurry it. Because there had been a buzz inside the wall, beside the door.


  "What?" Tinnie asked.


  "The pixies might be waking up." Then I wasted breath asking, "Anybody hungry?"


  Singe had reached the kitchen already. Checking to see what Dean was cooking. Because there were food odors in the air. The Dead Man had alerted the old man to our approach. Dean had a tray with mugs and a pitcher ready. Singe brought that to the Dead Man's room. She reported, "Ten minutes, soup is on."


  Which turned out to be true. Almost. It was a bisque, which Dean explained is a soup made with cream instead of water.


  John Stretch and the Dead Man communed. The king of the ratmen downed a second mug, then went home.


  Even Singe was surprised to see him walk away from more free beer.


  "What's the story?" I asked, working hard to avoid taking notice of Saucerhead being disappointed by the bisque.


  He suffered a great deal of stress today. And, being clever, he suspects that more unhappiness lies ahead.


  "Say what?" Tinnie, I noted, didn't appreciate the bisque much more than Saucerhead did. Dean would be heartbroken.


  The Dead Man ushered me into the reality he had found inside John Stretch's mind. The dimensions of the world beneath the World, and all that neighborhood, were clearer this evening—as seen through the one ratman able to read the tiny minds of unmodified rats who did not experience reality through the same mix of senses as us allegedly intelligent upright apes.


  Old Bones couldn't translate the information into anything my feeble human mind could grasp.


  "So, where are we?" I asked the air. Off to the side, muttering to himself, Saucerhead finished another mug. It looked like he had no plans to go home. Had he lost his place? Was he about to start mooching sleeping space off his acquaintances?


  Tinnie took the bowls and spoons to the kitchen. And didn't return. I was too worn down to work out if that was a hint or just her being too damned tired to stay up drinking and thinking.


  Lurking Felhske. The spy. From what I find in Mr. Tharpe's mind it seems highly unlikely that anyone would enlist his skills in an effort to keep track of your doings.


  I sighed. More disrespect. But true, if Singe was right. "It would be the kids Kip Prose is running with. Somebody on the Hill wants to keep track. Giant bugs, after all. That could turn out as important as the creation of ratpeople."


  That I doubt. I cannot imagine an insect being made intelligent. You are correct. Felhske must be in the employ of someone interested in the sorcery involved in modifying the insects. So. We have reached the point where your best next step is to round up the Prose boy and bring him here.


  "I don't see him volunteering. But I have to visit the manufactory soon, anyway." I hadn't made a security check all winter.


  Try to restrain your business and social observations when you do.


  Yeah. That. Sometimes a problem. "What about the World?"


  Poll the tradesmen and contractors. Get their stories about why they are not working. If, indeed, they are not. After today's events. Then you might return to that abandoned house and see what is to be seen down below.


  "I can tell you right now, it has a cellar that's hooked into the underground world."


  The Tenderloin has been in place for ages. And the kind of people who engage in the sorts of services provided there tend to have things to hide and a natural desire to have a secret way out ahead of angry competitors, customers, or the law. There are tunnels all over.


  Tunnels and secret underground chambers are common in most neighborhoods, though. Hardly anybody trusts anybody very much.


  Quite likely a safe prediction. With an edge of sarcasm.


  He does know the city. In a historical context. Inasmuch as he's been here for most of its history. He won't be too clear on what it's like at any given moment, though. He doesn't get out much anymore.


  Dean wandered in, looked around, shrugged fatalistically, collected the empty pitcher, and departed. He returned with the pitcher filled. "I'm turning in early tonight. I have a family obligation in the morning."


  "Really?" That did not come up often.


  "Really."


  He didn't want to talk about it.


  The Dead Man didn't clue me in.


  Must not be any of my business.
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  Dean was long gone when Tinnie and I drifted downstairs. He'd left breakfast on the stove. Singe was hard at something bookish in her corner of the Dead Man's room. Saucerhead hadn't stopped snoring. Tharpe had dedicated himself to getting outside all the free beer he could.


  The Dead Man was awake but in a contemplative mood. He wasn't inclined to be social.


  I told Singe, "When you have time, see what we need to do to turn the small front room into workspace for you. The smell is almost gone. And we ought to keep it cooler in here."


  That brightened her morning.


  I told the brightness in mine, "I'll walk you home. Then I'll duck over to the manufactory to see if I can lay hands on Kip Prose. Or get a line on where I can lay hands on him."


  "No."


  "No, what?"


  "No, you don't want to do that. If he's there he'll duck out when he hears you showed up."


  Probably true. "But won't he be a little nervous about you? I figure he knows you know me." Me smirking. But her being literal.


  "Of course he does. It won't be me that sets him up."


  "Then who?"


  "Leave me in charge of the vamping."


  "I generally do."


  There was a hint of amusement in the air. His Nibs enjoying himself at my expense. I told him, "I'm not as dim as you think."


  He didn't respond but he held a contrary opinion. Though if he peeked inside my head he knew I suspected that Tinnie wanted to keep me away from the manufactory.


  They really don't want an untamed conscience roaming around over there. That just isn't best business practices.


  

  


  


  Breakfast done, I readied myself for the world. Tinnie did the same. She needed to go home. She needed a change of clothing. Which observation you couldn't have tortured out of me. Nor could slivers under my nails get me to suggest she keep a change or two at my place. Not because she'd think I was hinting at some deeper commitment but because she'd consider me presumptuous, assuming there was more going on than she was ready to admit.


  And we're both grown-ups.


  Be careful out there.


  "Always." I thought he meant to beware the weather, which had turned unpleasant during the night.


  Tinnie and I retreated to find winter coats, she helping herself to my best while I made do with a jacket I should've passed on to the street people early in the last century. My sweetie told me, "I'll give it back as soon as we get to the house."


  Grumble, grumble.


  We hit the street, headed west on Macunado, uphill. We made it as far as the Cardonlos homestead before the darkness closed in.


  I told Tinnie, "Now you see why I'd rather not get up before the crack of noon."


  Four men had appeared, boxing us in. They looked spiffy in the latest Civil Guard apparel. And altogether businesslike. Which meant they had checked their senses of humor and humanity when they got to work.


  The guy in charge was an old acquaintance. "Mr. Scithe. You moved in with the Widow Cardonlos now?"


  "My wife likes it that way. She said tell you thanks for getting her moved up the waiting list, next time I saw you. So, thanks."


  "I promised. I delivered."


  "Miss Tate. Haven't you outgrown this artifact yet?"


  "It's a disease. Won't go away. Is that an officer's pip on your cap?"


  "Yeah. I did too good a job back when your addiction was trying to engineer the downfall of Karentine civilization. So they gave me a fancier hat and made me work longer hours. Garrett. The Director wants to see you."


  "Am I under arrest?"


  "If you insist. If you don't come, we get to hit you with sticks, hog-tie you, and drag you through the slush."


  I decided not to call his bluff. "All right. But one of your guys has to see Miss Tate home."


  Scithe betrayed a momentary longing. And who could blame him? To know her is to yearn.


  Scithe said, "Mistry. Accompany Miss Tate to the Tate compound." Making sure the Watchman knew which family claimed this flaming glory.


  "Yes, sir." Not even a little disgruntled about being handed this tough assignment.


  "The Al-Khar?" I asked. "Or am I lucky enough to find him hanging out with Ma Cardonlos?"


  "You wish." Scithe glanced at the remaining two men. They'd positioned themselves so as to foil any escape attempt by the infamous desperado, Garrett. Scithe whispered, "He never leaves the Al-Khar anymore."


  He lied. I know Deal Relway. He's a slinking weasel who's always somewhere in the shadows, watching. He's no desk-bound bureaucrat.


  "This going to take long?" After giving Tinnie a quick parting kiss that left every guy in sight hating me for being so lucky. "I'm not dressed for the weather."


  He was kind enough not to ask whose fault that was. "I don't know. Way I see it, that depends on you. If you're your normal self, weather might not be something you need to worry your pretty little head about. Much."


  I sighed. Nobody in the law-and-order racket appreciates my wit.


  I miss the old days. The original Watch was completely corrupt and totally incompetent. Efficiency was a word that hadn't yet been imported into TunFairen Karentine.


  "I suppose we should get on with getting on, then, Brother Scithe." I glanced up the street. Tinnie had Mistry totally subverted already.


  We talked about the weather as we walked. Scithe wasn't a big fan of winter. "On the other hand, summer is worse," he opined. "I spent my war in the deep desert of the Cantard. You went out in the sun in the afternoon there, your weapons started to melt."


  Army types.


  My war had been all that, with bugs, snakes, crocodiles, and incredible humidity. And command stupidity. I didn't one-up him. He'd just come back with scorpions, jumping spiders, more snakes, bigger snakes, and command authority fuckups so awful they'll be remembered throughout the ages. Those Army guys are like that. I just said, "Winter, you can always put something else on. Including another log on the fire."


  "That's the way I see it."


  "Can I ask a question? Professional courtesy kind of thing?"


  He was alert and suspicious instantly. "Yeah?"


  "Ever heard of a character called Lurking Felhske?"


  He appeared to give that an honest think. After being startled because I hadn't asked something weightier. "Can't say that I have. No. Put the question to the Director. There aren't many actors in this burg he doesn't know."


  I filed that usage of actor in my mental dictionary.


  The Civil Guard had evolved to the point where it was deploying its own inside language.


  "I'll do that. If I can get a word in edgewise."


  "You've talked to him before."


  "Listened. Several times."


  "All right. Here's one for you. The people building that theater down there. The World. I hear they plan to put together a whole chain of theaters."


  "Sure. Max Weider is behind it. He's thinking if he goes a little down-market compared to other theaters, and he's got a bunch of theaters, he's got him a fresh way to move a lot more of his product."


  Scithe went off on a rant about how that was typical of Weider's class. I reminded him, "You don't like that kind of people, you shouldn't make deals with me. I should let natural forces work on your wife's place on the three-wheel waiting list."


  What I'd said sounded weird. But Scithe sometimes spouts strange nonsense about class and social standing. He thought we all ought to be absolute equals because we're all born or hatched out naked.


  One of Scithe's men said, "It's all envy. The subaltern forgets that some folks pick better parents than some others. And some people were behind the door drooling instead of being in line when the brains were passed out. And some people got talents when some others don't. And some got ambition when some others don't."


  "That'll be enough, Teagarden!" Scithe snapped. He admitted, "I loathe myself for working the system so Vinga could get a better number."


  "And she's getting close to the top." I didn't observe that he hadn't been reluctant when we made the deal. I didn't mention his having accepted a job where he was in charge of other men—and obviously proud that somebody thought well enough of him to put him there. I just nodded when Teagarden said, "Only way you're gonna have a world with universal equality is if you got one where there's only one guy left standing."


  That is so blazingly obvious that I've never understood how some people can't see it.


  Every nut notion that ever was is floating around TunFaire somewhere, keeping itself alive inside at least one human head. Most are like diseases. The benign ones spread slowly. The deadly ones spread fast. The more virulent they are, the more quickly they consume their carriers.


  I'm no thinker. I never cared about much as long as there was beer and a pretty girl somewhere handy. Though I do have a hyperactive sense of right and wrong. Which irks my business associates. And sometimes makes me slap on the rusty armor to go tilt at windmills.


  The Al-Khar isn't far outside my neighborhood. We got there before the discussion could get much deeper.


  "The place hasn't gotten any prettier, I see." Which wasn't entirely true. Prisoners get exercise cleaning it some now.


  The city prison is ancient. It is built of a soft, yellowish sandstone that absorbs dirt and flakes away with changes in the weather. It won't last another two hundred years—even assuming responsible upkeep and the absence of civil unrest or war.


  Scithe admitted, "This is the house where Ugly was born."
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  It's another world inside the Al-Khar. Someone who hasn't been there can't begin to imagine it.


  First, the place is a cathedral dedicated to the religion of bureaucracy. And always has been. Deal Relway and Westman Block have ground away, but even after sustained, relentless attention from Prince Rupert's hounds, whole departments still suck up funding in order to monitor the performance of departments devoted to keeping an eye on departments tasked to keep an eye on. Here and there, like a blind pilgrim caught in a maze, is somebody actually trying to accomplish something. And having big trouble getting there because of the friction of the Al-Khar culture.


  Scithe turned me over to a Linton Suggs. Suggs is a dangerous little man. He could be standing right next to you and you'd never notice. He looks like nobody's idea of a tin whistle. He has a shock of wild hair mostly gone gray, watery gray eyes, a big red nose and sagging jowls. He'd attract attention nowhere but in a girls' public bath. He accepted my handshake politely. "Glad you could make it. Follow me," in a tone that belied his words.


  He didn't care that I'd shown up, one way or another. I was a body in need of moving from hither to yon.


  Following, I noted that Suggs was even shorter than he'd seemed when facing me. And heavier around the hips.


  Short is common on Deal Relway's side of the law-and-order industry.


  Partly, that's because people aren't as wary of short.


  Suggs walked me a long, long way, up and down, right and left, through numerous cell blocks. There wasn't much room at the inn. I was supposed to be intimidated. And too confused to find my way to the Director's hideout on my own.


  Scithe might be right about Relway turning into a recluse.


  Suggs handed me off to an anonymous little man he didn't introduce. This one had less hair, slimmer hips, and wasn't interested in small talk. He didn't bother with the maze. We passed through only one cell block. I saw faces I recognized. They belonged to men who had been overly passionate in denouncing the selfless labors of the new police forces. Or overly loud as racialist enthusiasts.


  Anonymous Small Man planted me on a hard wooden chair inside what used to be a cell. He had no reason to suspect it, but I knew where I was. I'd been there before. One weak clay lamp beat back the gloom. There was nothing to do but sit. Unless I was in a mood to practice my soft-shoe routine. He told me, "Wait here."


  This was supposed to give me time to start sweating. My dance routine had all the polish it needed. And I hadn't forgotten other skills, picked up during wartime.


  I went to sleep.


  

  


  


  The small man poked me. He was upset. He'd gone to a lot of trouble to make me uncomfortable.


  And I was. I was thoroughly miserable just being there with him. But he didn't need to know. I asked, "You done fiddle-farting around?"


  "The Director will see you now."


  "Oh, goodie! This will be the high point of my young life. Better than shaking hands with the Crown Prince when he welcomed my company back from the Cantard."


  He did not fail to take note of my sarcasm.


  A big black checkmark was about to go into a ledger with my name on it.


  Relway was two cells away from where I'd waited. He had removed the bars between two cells. The larger space was his living and work space.


  Guys who don't need more than that scare me more than do the totally corrupt.


  I'd visited him here before. I didn't remind him. Nor did I criticize the gamesmanship. This was like a visit to a physician. I'd do what it took to get it over with fast.


  The Director felt no need to put his stamp on the space. It was no more colorful than it had been as a cage for bad people. An unmade cot, rather than a reed mat on a cold stone floor, was his concession to luxury. Dirty or discarded clothing lay in one corner.


  Relway was absolutely profligate with the lighting. He had four lamps burning.


  Deal Relway is a small man of mixed ancestry, ugly as original sin. Rumor says a dwarf might have swung through his family tree a couple of generations back. He started out as a volunteer informant and vigilante helping track and control the virulent human rights movement. Superiors liked his dedication. Especially Colonel Block, who gave the little man a job as soon as he was able to hire people. Now he's the number-two man.


  "Still working the smart-ass angle, eh?" Relway asked. He had one of our writing sticks clutched in his crabbed little fingers. He used that to point, indicating a chair. This one had a thin pad, thus pretending to be more comfortable than the one down the corridor.


  I planted myself. "A man does what a man needs to do."


  He cut slack. "I understand."


  I became doubly paranoid. Slack he offered was sure to get tossed over a handy tree branch. Better keep an eye out for the hangman's knot.


  Relway grinned. He could guess my thoughts. He said, "I asked the boys to bring you by because I want to consult you. Professionally."


  My eyes must have bugged.


  "Really." He grinned again. His teeth were not attractive. "There's something afoot. You seem to have dipped your toe in it already. The reports say you've been reasonably cooperative for the last year or so."


  "Couldn't tell that by the way your troops talk."


  Yet another snaggled-tooth grin. "They have a manual to follow. How to deal with guys like you. And you don't make it easy for them to give you a break. You just keep on trying to poke them in the eye with a stick."


  I didn't see it that way. But I'd heard something similar so often that it might be worth some thought. "I have challenged social skills."


  "Don't we all? Some folks take the trouble to learn to fake it, though. But none of that is why I want to see you. Tell me about what you're involved in now."


  I'd thought it out. There was no need to hold much back. He'd know most of it, anyway. I started at the beginning and told it to date, editing only enough to cover John Stretch and Kip Prose.


  "No significant deviation from what's been reported. How do the ratmen manage those rats?"


  "I don't think they do. They just trap them and let them get hungry. They took them to the World and turned them loose. I could be wrong, though. I just have business arrangements with them, not a social relationship. My sidekick is as baffled as I am."


  "The Dead Man can't read them?"


  "He can. But all he gets is confused. That's not unusual, though. It's way less easy for him to read somebody than he pretends," I lied.


  "Interesting. I suppose you haven't heard. There's been a development."


  "Um?"


  "Big bugs. All over, down there. In the Tenderloin, especially. Not a real problem, the way I see. People are having a good time trying to catch them. And the weather ought to finish any of them that get away."


  "Um?" A leading question, this time.


  "The numbers are surprising, considering how many rats you used. But your real problem may come up on the dark side of the legal divide."


  "Meaning?"


  "Meaning the bug problem has scared off folks who like to off-load their excess cash in the Tenderloin. Business was way down last night."


  I shrugged. He needed to take that up with somebody who cared. Though I amused myself with thoughts of the local underbosses putting the button on giant bugs.


  "We've had a discreet inquiry from the Hill. As to why a certain freelance agent was seen in a certain location before a certain blowup. There was an implication that stolen sorcery may have been involved. And, possibly, some illegal research. You know anything about that?"


  I knew that about the only person likely to have mentioned me to a denizen of the Hill would be the mysterious Lurking Felhske. I showed the Director my famous eyebrow trick. "Illegal? How? Those people decide what's legal."


  "Exactly. If they agree something is too dangerous, anybody who goes ahead is making a rogue play. Then the rest come down like the proverbial ton. Wearing their hobnail boots."


  "You don't sound distressed by the possibility."


  "It's attractive on an intellectual level. Practically, I have to consider potential collateral damage. But that doesn't matter now. I'm just interested in hearing more from someone who was there."


  And if I swallowed that whole he'd be around later with a bargain offer on a gold mine in a swamp somewhere.


  He flashed his dirty teeth. "How about the spooks?"


  "What spooks?"


  "I hear part of your job is to work on some ghosts that are bothering the builders."


  "I didn't see any. I didn't find anybody who admitted seeing any. I'm beginning to think somebody just heard the big bugs scratching around in the walls."


  "That could be." He did not sound convinced.


  He knew something I didn't.


  It would be a waste of time to press.


  Instead, I asked, "There some special reason you're interested in a construction project?"


  "Only because illegal behaviors are going on around there. Those kid gangsters. Not going to be a problem anymore. No more theft or vandalism."


  He did not explain. They must have connected that rusty knife to Handsome. I didn't want to know what next. It was sure to be harsh.


  He did say, "I'm interested mostly because of a sudden interest on the Hill in what's happening in that neighborhood. Particularly because somebody wants to go low profile. When Block can't. . . ." He stopped. It was against his religion to volunteer anything.


  The problem would be Kip's friends. Some had to be from the high Hill country. Doing what kids do. Helping themselves to their parents' stuff when the old folks weren't watching. I did it with Mom's brandy. And got caught every time. Hard to cover up when you pass out with the bottle in your lap.


  "Any names I know trying for the down low?"


  Snaggled teeth again. I wouldn't get Deal Relway that easy.


  "And you get all over me for holding back, even when I don't."


  "And if you're not, even this time, I'm the world's first nine-foot-tall dwarf."


  I zagged when I hoped he expected a zig. "What can you tell me about somebody they call Lurking Felhske?"


  He started, then faded into neutral mode. Turning off anything that might be a tell. "Felhske?"


  "Lurking Felhske. Actual first name possibly Tribune."


  "Why? What do you know about Felhske?"


  "Interesting. There something special about him?"


  "What do you know about him?"


  "What do you know?"


  "I know you're sitting in my cell way down here in the heart of the Al-Khar. And it's a long way to the front door. What do you know about Lurking Felhske?"


  He'd gone from friendly to neutral to hard-ass in seconds. "There was somebody watching us over at the World. Saucerhead Tharpe said he thought it might be somebody called Lurking Felhske."


  "Tharpe knows Felhske?"


  "No. Knew of him. I never heard of him before."


  "Tell it."


  I did so.


  "Run that description again."


  I did that.


  "I might want to borrow your tracker."


  "Excuse me?" I hadn't mentioned Singe getting a sniff of Felhske.


  "We have a strong interest in arranging a direct interview with the Felhske person." Naturally, he didn't explain why. "You've given me more than I've been able to put together before."


  "I can't tell Singe to do it. She probably would, though, in the interest of good relations. And making a little money. But you'd have to give her something to start with."


  "Um?" He figured I was handing him a ration.


  "She's the best damned tracker in town but you can't just tell her to go find somebody. She's got to have a place to start, the right scent, reasonable weather, and has to get started pretty soon after the subject leaves the starting point. This burg has got a lot of stinks."


  "And stinkers."


  "Of which I'm one?"


  "If the shoe fits. Listen. I'm very interested in having a conversation with Mr. Felhske. Who sounds like an orangutan in clothing. I'd be appreciative of anyone who made that conversation possible."


  "Drop by the house, talk to Singe. She's always looking for ways to ingratiate herself."


  The Director's tiny smile told me I'd find myself running between the flop drops of a swarm of flying pigs before he visited my house again.


  He was one of those paranoids who was dead on the mark when he thought somebody was out to get him.


  Old Bones would love to prowl the labyrinth of his lethal little mind.


  He muttered, "This might change things. I need to. . . . I appreciate you coming in, Garrett. I may want to see you again. Hell, it's a lead pipe cinch you'll make me want to see you again."


  There were questions I wanted to ask. I got no chance. This wasn't about me and my wants. He yelled. A little man with some gnome in him materialized. "Cut him loose."


  "Sir?" Spoken to me. "If you'll come with me?"


  I'd been dismissed. I'd need to throw firebombs to get Relway's attention again. "Lead on, Studly."


  No point telling them I could find my way out. I might want to surprise them someday.
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  It was only afternoon but it had gotten dark. Snow fell in big, soggy chunks that could knock you down if you weren't careful. I'd need to beware ambushes. It was great snowball snow. Every kid in TunFaire would be balling up and waiting for victims.


  Ten steps from the Al-Khar doorway one wide load of a human slid into my path. I was about to break out my head thumper when I recognized him. "What's up, Sarge?"


  "Morley was worried about you. Sent me ta fine out what the laws was doin' wit' you. Good timin', you. I jist got here. Now I don't got ta freeze my ass off all day."


  That would take a long arctic winter. Which observation I reserved. "Yeah? How'd he know they picked me up?"


  "Dat frail a' yours. Sent somebody over. On account of she was worried about you." He shook his head in disbelief. "I don' get dat. Somebody like you wit' her."


  "Makes me wonder, too, Sarge. But I don't look too close at its teeth."


  "I don't get it." When there were treasures like him to be had.


  "The gods work in mysterious ways, I reckon. Tell Morley they turned me loose. Give him all my love for caring."


  "Maybe you might oughta go tank him your own self, slick."


  Maybe. Hell, why not? My day was shot. Too much time inside the second most terrible Crown structure in TunFaire. And The Palms was closer than home. Meaning a chance to get warm again that much sooner.


  "Why not?" I told Sarge. "I don't even remember what I'm supposed to be doing."


  "Dey can do dat ta you, dem guys in dere."


  "You know about that?"


  "Been dere, ace. Every mont' or so, dey pull me in. Dey git somebody from da crew most ever week."


  I didn't know that. Morley never mentioned it.


  Maybe it was something new. I hadn't gotten together with Dotes for a while.


  I'd turned into a real stay-at-home. They'd probably held wakes for me at my old habitual hangouts.


  I said, "Must be tough, trying to run a business when you can't count on your people coming in."


  We were trudging along with the snowflakes bashing us from behind. Sarge stopped. He looked at me like he was trying to figure out something. Which he was, of course.


  Puddle, Sarge, the rest of Morley's crew, they never did connect fully with my sense of humor.


  Morley Dotes, well-known half-breed dark elf, runs a toney watering hole that used to be a dive. And something worse before that. As had he.


  We've been friends so long that I don't recall how we became blood brothers. So long that there's never any question anymore about turning out to offer a helping paw.


  Dotes had his troops assembled for inspection when Sarge and I entered The Palms. He told them, "This snow will keep the punters away. Again. I don't want to lay anybody off. But if I don't have money coming in, I can't pay wages."


  The faces were familiar, though I couldn't put a name to several. None looked like the kinds of guys who consider food service their life's calling.


  Sarge told me, "Sit your ass down somewhere an' keep your friggin' mout' shut. He'll get to you."


  "I could be down to the World counting giant bugs."


  Sarge gave me the boggled frown often shown when I talk to him.


  He isn't the brightest member of Morley's crew.


  Sometimes I think Morley picks his associates with an eye to shining sunny amongst them.


  Dotes finished haranguing his troops. "Sarge, get that coat out of the kitchen." He settled across the table from me.


  I observed, "You look worn down."


  "I am. Business sucks. I'm dying, trying to keep my suppliers paid and my people employed."


  "You got through last winter."


  "Last winter The Palms was still fashionable. The place to see and be seen. The place to make a connection."


  That would be one of the more honest things he'd ever said. Admitting that his place was more than just a feeding trough for swells.


  "Maybe it's time to move on to the next format."


  "No can do. The only option now is a fallback to something like the Safety Zone. I don't want that. I've had a taste of the high life."


  In one prior incarnation The Palms was the Safety Zone, which was basically a place where denizens of the dark side, of all races, could gather and do business without fear of assassination or other inconvenience. The Safety Zone had been great when I was starting out. I could hang out, listen, make contacts, find out who was who.


  Then I met Tinnie.


  "Then change up just enough to make them want to come see what's new. Serve something besides eggplant, parsnips, and rutabaga wine."


  "Thank you, Sarge," Morley said. "Your coat, Mr. Garrett. Your redheaded friend sent it over with word that you'd been dragged off to the Al-Khar." He eyed me expectantly. I paid no attention to the coat.


  How do you lie to your best friend? "Relway wanted to enlist me as a consultant. About what, or why, he never made clear. But he's interested in something involving kids off the Hill."


  "Word is, you're working for Max Weider. Something to do with oversize bugs."


  "Yes. I've taken care of that. I hope. I'll go make sure after I leave here."


  "There're lots of big bugs around, scaring the marks in the Tenderloin. You're not popular down there right now."


  "Me? I'm not? I need that explained."


  "You loosed the bugs."


  "I did not." Stupid is more pervasive than air. Inability to reason comes in right behind. "I was down there to suppress them. And did a damned good job, thank you."


  Morley just smiled.


  I may have mentioned it. Apologies if I have. Mr. Dotes is poisonously handsome and overloaded on animal magnetism. If you're a father or a husband, he's the guy who haunts your nightmares.


  He's keyed into fashion, always dressed to the pointy ears in the latest. Even here, working, with no one to impress, after a harsh winter, he was overdressed and preening, showing an embarrassing quantity of pastel lace.


  Puddle, who could be Sarge's ugly twin, brought a tea service. Morley poured. I sipped and relaxed in the warmth. The usual stress around the place was absent. I thanked Puddle, asked Morley, "What's really going on?"


  "Nothing. Tinnie was worried. I made moves to find out how bad off you were. Lucky you, they cut you loose. Sarge brought you here so you could get your coat. Once you got here, I amused myself by giving you a hard time about your bugs."


  "Not my bugs. Kids off the Hill. Tell me about Lurking Felhske."


  His good mood vaporized. He stopped lounging. Stiffly erect in his chair, he snapped, "What do you know about him?"


  "Two things. First, nothing. Which is why I asked. I never heard of him before yesterday. Second, every time I mention him, people get the stone face and, instead of answering me, they start trying to get me to turn him up. Why the hell is that?"


  "Are you for real? You never heard of Lurking Felhske? In your racket?"


  "Morley. Look at me. I'm getting exasperated here. My friend. I told you. I have no flipping idea who Lurking Felhske is. I never heard of him before Saucerhead said something. I'm pretty sure there might be three, maybe even four other people out there who've never heard of him, either. There might even be people who've never heard of you. So cut the crap."


  Sarge was back, examining the coat he'd brought. He told Morley, "His adventure in da Al-Khar drove him mad."


  "Certainly made him cranky."


  Sarge told me, "Dere's maybe a problem here, Garrett. Couple of da guys in back, dey t'ought dis coat was left behin' by some customer. Dey got in a squabble over it. Kinda tore it some."


  "Ssss!" I hissed, making descending wiggle fingers. "I'm a lightning rod for petty disaster. Crap. What makes me real cranky is friends who won't believe me. Who think it's funny to play games when all I need is a splash of honest information."


  Morley tickled his ghost of a mustache. "I'll pretend you're really as dim and ignorant as you want me to believe. In the interest of getting on with getting on."


  "How gracious."


  "Isn't it? Considering the bad things that have happened this year." Feral smile. He was still irked about me getting him back for saddling me with a talking parrot who could make a sailor blush.


  "All the hills don't go up. Some have a down on the other side."


  "You've been hanging around with the old folks again."


  "Lurking Felhske."


  "Yes. Lurking Felhske. A legend. The spy's spy. A man almost as unpopular as gumshoe Garrett. A man so good at sneaking and eavesdropping most of his targets never know. So good, in fact, that most people have never heard of him."


  "Including the aforementioned gumshoe Garrett. What the hell is a gumshoe, anyhow?"


  "It's a kind of soft sole for people who spend all their time on their feet. Check with your friends on the Guard. Meantime, take it from me, those who have suffered because of Lurking Felhske would love to have a sit-down with him."


  I couldn't see Relway being upset about being exposed by this character. I could see him smelling a chance to find out where a lot of bodies were buried. "You got something to hide and it gets out, you can't hardly claim you being in trouble is somebody else's fault."


  "Of course you can. Most people do. Don't be naive, Garrett."


  "I understand that most people are too self-centered to blame themselves for their own troubles. That's human nature at work. Come on. Lurking Felhske. Give."


  "Felhske. The wonder. I told you. Legendary sneak. The man you hire when you want to find out what somebody else doesn't want found."


  "Damn! I thought that was Mama Garrett's ever-lovin' blue-eyed baby boy. How?"


  "Uh . . . you got me, Garrett. How what?"


  "How do you hire a Lurking Felhske if he's so legendary that nobody knows what he looks like or where to find him? I've always wondered about that when it comes to legendary assassins and professional thieves."


  "Thieves?"


  "The ones who steal the holy gem eyes or fangs out of demon idols or ancient grimoires from heavyweight sorcerers. You want that kind of people to do a job for you, how do you get hold of them? You can't hardly hang a sign out. And neither can they. Especially neither can they. Here's this poor Felhske clown, got people hunting him and all he does is watch people."


  "But then he goes and tells somebody what he saw. That's what makes people mad."


  "That's all you know?"


  "That's all I know, Garrett. That and I could solve my financial problems if I had a Lurking Felhske to auction off."


  I made a face, repelled.


  Morley smiled. He'd gotten me. Again. "How much influence do you have on the three-wheel business?"


  "Five percent. And I can have my own guy check the books. So far, nobody's screwed me. I put it all back in. Eventually, I'll own more of the company. Singe has the math worked out. Why?"


  "I have a cousin who thinks it would be dandy to have her own three-wheel."


  I was suspicious immediately. I've only ever met one family member of his. A nephew. Who should've been drowned at birth.


  Morley said, "Don't give me that fisheye, Garrett. I was thinking about buying her a spot near the head of the list."


  What about those financial problems? "Does this cousin live in the city?" He might want a three-wheel to ship out where feral elves could get busy building knockoffs. Though that is more a dwarfish-style stunt.


  It's company policy never to sell to dwarves.


  We'd have to design a special dwarf model, anyway. They couldn't get their stubby legs down to the pedals on a normal three-wheel.


  Dotes shrugged. "Forget about it. Five percent isn't juice enough. How long do you think the fad will last?"


  "A long time if the Tates are as clever at promoting three-wheels as they were combat boots back when Tate shoes became the thing for the in-crowd." They'd been supposed to make those boots exclusively for the Army.


  "Snob appeal."


  "The worst you ever saw."


  I took a moment to enjoy The Palms. Good smells wafted in from the kitchen. My long affair with an omnivorous diet prevented my saying so. My best pal is a born-again vegetarian.


  "An interesting notion," Dotes mused, mind a hundred yards away. "Change the menu. Come up with something the punters won't get anywhere else. Then get out the word about how exclusive it is. You're not as dumb as you let on, Garrett."


  "A thought for the ages." And, "Thanks for caring enough to send Sarge out. I'd better get moving. There was a bunch of stuff I was supposed to do today. I haven't done any of it yet. And I'm hungry." There was a lot of garlic in the air. I do like a dish with ample garlic flavoring the meat.


  "Don't forget your coat." Dotes ignored my gratitude. In his world, doing for friends wasn't something you talked about.


  It was a real men thing.


  I held the coat at arm's length. "This was my best coat."


  I didn't hear an offer to make good, or even an apology for the damage. I didn't challenge Dotes. The clever little villain would turn it around to make the damage my fault because I'd been dumb enough to loan my best coat to a redheaded woman.


  I dragged the remnants on over top of the tattered beast I wore already.
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  The snow had eased up. What had fallen was too wet to drift. The wind had weakened, too. Excellent, considering the state of my winter apparel.


  I hit the World. Men were working. I approached the carpenter in-laws. "Any trouble today?"


  "Nope." The surly one wasn't, this time. He pointed. "There's your only bug today. That sulfur brought them up good."


  A dead roach, lacking a couple legs, lay fifteen feet away. Interesting. "I didn't think it would do any good. But I paid for the stuff so I used it. So. I heard there were all kinds of bugs last night."


  "Right after you burned that sulfur, eh?"


  Yikes! It really was my fault the Tenderloin had gone into a recession? "The other thing. Ghosts. My boss says I got to ask about ghosts."


  The in-laws traded glances. Their faces went blank. Formerly Sullen said, "I don't know where that came from. Except them bugs could make enough noise to get your imagination going. And this place gets plenty spooky if you're in here by yourself."


  I gave him the hard fisheye. No way he was being straight. But he didn't smell like a guy being maliciously evasive, either. There was something these guys didn't want to talk about. Like it might be embarrassing, not some heinous crime.


  The carpenter who had done no talking got a sudden case of the big eyes. I turned around. The foreman was headed our way, past what looked like a momentary heat shimmer. Could have been. It was hot in there.


  The foreman, Luther something, wanted to know if there wasn't some way I could do my job without keeping his people from doing theirs. "I got six guys showed up today. Outta thirty-two. I'm falling behind fast."


  So I talked to him. Being management, he had nothing constructive to do.


  He hadn't seen any ghosts. It was his considered opinion that the ghost stuff was all bullshit from workmen who wanted an excuse to lie out for a day or two. There were no days off on this project.


  The weather continued to improve. I was almost comfortable walking over to the ruin where those kids had made their bugs.


  The structure remained uninhabited. I'd thought its notoriety would draw squatters.


  I climbed the wobbly steps. I went through the doorless doorway, triggering spells meant to discourage trespassers. The first was subtle but powerful. It made me think that I was about to lose control of my bowels. I didn't, but they churned. Another sliding step on the creaky floor and I started seeing shapes move in the corners of my eyes. Were the ghosts at the World a spillover? If ghosts indeed there were? There were other spells, all with a similar feel. Meaning they'd been set by the same caster, someone powerful but not polished. A professional would have been less obvious. I shouldn't have noticed that I was being manipulated.


  I strolled on. Carefully. That floor was treacherous.


  The spells worsened. When had they been cast? Anything there the day before yesterday should have broken down when the mob rushed in.


  The floor creaked and sank. Likewise, the steep stair down into a fresh set of discouragement spells, one of which added violent wind to my tummy troubles. Looked like the point was to make an intruder flee his own exhaust.


  I discover a less rickety stair to a cellar below the cellar. The floor down there was wooden but camouflaged by dirt so it would be taken as the bottom level. I knew better. I hadn't seen anything interesting yet.


  Not much natural light made it down there. There had to be a handy source. Those kids wouldn't have come down blind.


  It was easy. They trusted their spells too much. But Kip would be the only one of the crew who had ever stood chin to chin with somebody really bad.


  I felt around till I got hold of something like cold cobwebs. I shuddered. Something went ker-chunk! A tiny flame, from a tiny lamp, fixed to a reservoir that would keep it burning for weeks, came alive in a little eye-high alcove. Its weak light revealed an iron ring only partly hidden in the dirt at my feet.


  There were more cellars, three in all, below that. The lowest had to be below river level but was no more damp than those above it. It was a place where mildew would feel at home.


  Curious. Not once did I see evidence of any actual explosion. Had that been an illusion? Or something that happened on the same psychic level as the Dead Man's communications? Or just some very clever fireworks, meant to scare off potential invaders?


  Lighting was always the same, a weak little lamp fixed in an alcove. Enough once your eyes adapted but you wouldn't be reading many books.


  So. No more down. The last steep stair ended in the middle of a stone floor. The overhead was just high enough that I didn't have to stoop. The whole was eight feet to a side. The weeping walls were stone. Each had a wooden door in the middle, none of those showing more use than the others. None of them looked new.


  Everything seen so far had been there a long time. Excepting the spells.


  How had the kids found the place?


  When in doubt, trust your right hand. I went to the door to my right as I left the stair. It wasn't locked. The darkness beyond fled when I stepped forward.


  A dozen lamps came alive. An interesting bit of witchcraft. Which could have lots of commercial applications.


  The lamplight revealed a square room twenty feet to a side and just like what I'd expect a rich kids' hideout to look like. There was furniture, nice but slightly worn. There were carpets. There were games, a couple in progress. There were books. There were toys. There was a three-wheel in a corner. I got the serial number. Overall, the evidence suggested that there were more kids in the group than I'd thought. There was even a keg of beer from one of those snooty boutiques that serve only the lords on the Hill.


  I'd never tasted it. I gave it a try.


  I'll spare Max. But it was better than Weider Dark Select. I was tempted to enjoy another. And another. But dedicated operative Garrett resisted temptation.


  Beer reminded me that Singe had mentioned a strong wort odor. I'd caught the edge of that myself.


  There was none of that now. Basic cellar smells, fairly light, and something remote that had a touch of animal den to it. But no birth of the beer.


  I found a hand-painted bamboo fan. I snapped it open. Well. Kip Prose might not be wasting time and money in the Tenderloin, but somebody was. That fan had been shoplifted from one of the sporting houses.


  In the best houses management leaves the fans where the marks can swipe them for souvenirs. A form of advertisement. And a cute gimmick since a guy—or occasional gal—who brings in ten fans not only gets amnesty for the thefts; he wins a free visit.


  Free enterprise at its fiercest.


  A detailed look round turned up more fans, no two from the same house. Each came from a high-end establishment.


  Somebody had money to throw in the river.


  The search for fans turned up the fact that the furnishings all came from the same source. Mungero Farkas. I knew the name, vaguely. Farkas was a secondhand man. An honest one, not a fence, specializing in quality merchandise. I'd seen the Farkas shop in passing. It was about a quarter mile away, in the better part of the Tenderloin.


  Nothing else interesting turned up. But I did begin to get a creepy feeling. Like I wasn't alone and the person I couldn't see was distinctly unfriendly.


  I figured I'd tripped another spell.


  Back to the foot of the stair. The door behind the stair looked intriguing. I opened it and stepped inside. A single lamp came to life.


  The room was six feet by eight. It featured an unmade bed and a nightstand. Its purpose was obvious. The door could be locked from inside.


  So. A little something going on between members of the group.


  The feeling that I was being watched grew stronger. The air felt damper and heavier.


  I tried the door facing the foot of the stair, expecting another small chamber like the trysting room. It might have been. Or it might have been the antechamber to infinite space. I wasn't about to go find out. The darkness in there was absolute and alive.


  I slammed the door. My heart hammered. I panted like I'd run a mile.


  One more door.


  I stalled. Behind this one would be the place where the bugs had been created.


  The feeling of presence was so strong I couldn't help looking over my shoulder. Must be some sort of scare spell that kept getting stronger if you ignored it. Definitely clever work.


  I found the wort smell when I opened up. It wasn't strong. I didn't charge ahead. I didn't get the chance. A half dozen very large bugs raced past me, headed for the light. As something that felt like a dead, wet hand caressed the back of my neck.


  

  


  


  My next clear thought came with me leaning against a wall across the street from the ruin, hacking and gasping as I fought for air. A handful of big bugs stumbled out behind me, into the chill world of their doom. I was pretty sure they were the last adult insects.


  I caught my breath. I wouldn't be bragging about this one any time soon.


  Garrett don't panic. Garrett don't run away from things he can't even see.


  Four blocks to the Mungero Farkas establishment. I could get my courage back by bullying the secondhand man.


  I caught a whiff of body odor from the spot where Tinnie had spied Lurking Felhske. Felhske wasn't there now, lurking or otherwise. But somebody had been, recently. Today's snow had been trampled. Watching me? Or watching the place?


  I seemed unlikely. But news of me visiting the place might be of interest. To someone.


  

  


  


  Mungero Farkas was open. I got the impression he meant to stay open till the evening crowd faded from the Tenderloin. Business did not appear to be good.


  Farkas was a basic, ordinary middle-aged white guy who spent way too much money on professional grooming. A human Morley twenty-five years down the road. He was cooperative. He wanted company. He recalled every item I mentioned. "That was a good several days. I moved a lot of stuff." But he had sold it in a half dozen lots over four days, two lots to a young couple who seemed to be just starting out and the rest to a man he could not describe other than to say he looked like he belonged in servant's livery. "I really don't even remember the color of his hair."


  "He did have hair?"


  Frown. "Oh. I get it. Yes. A full head. Graying around the temples, now I think about it. So it must have been dark. I got the feeling his employer would be someone whose fortunes were in decline. He was a little evasive but his money was good. I thought it deserved a home with me. Oh. And that guy? He had one droopy eye." Farkas pulled the corner of his right eye down and sideways. "Like this."


  I thanked him. I took a few minutes to examine his inventory. He had some intriguing pieces but I didn't need anything.


  I considered backtracking the fans I'd found. But where was the point? The people from whom they had been collected wouldn't remember anything. And wouldn't tell me if they did.


  Time to go home.
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  "Oh, is it getting treacherous out," I told Singe when she let me in.


  "What happened to your coat?"


  "Tinnie's good intentions. Dean back yet?"


  "No. We're on our own for supper."


  That meant Garrett would boil some sausages. He might even get experimental and toss in a couple potatoes.


  She asked, "So how was your day?"


  "Damn, we're getting domestic. I spent most of it in the Al-Khar. Then I got dragged over to The Palms, where Morley had a seizure when I mentioned Lurking Felhske. That after Director Relway nearly volunteered me for the rack when I mentioned the same name."


  "That strange-smelling man who was watching us yesterday?"


  "He was watching. But the consensus is, not us. The very one, though. Apparently unpopular with a lot of people."


  We were in the kitchen, banging the pots and pans. Singe drew us a couple of beers.


  "No wonder, stinking that way," she said.


  "You didn't mention an unusual odor before."


  "It is not unusual. It is just potent. Body odor."


  In a city where most people consider bathing unhealthy or an effete affectation, full-bodied personal auras aren't exactly rare.


  Singe said, "It is more than failure to bathe. It is unusual diet. Or disease."


  Not uncommon, especially amongst old folks. But what disease leaves a man looking like an orangutan?


  I told her about the rest of my day, including the whiff I'd caught heading over to see Farkas.


  Singe refilled our mugs. "You must have just missed him. Odor wouldn't stay around strong enough for a human nose in weather this windy."


  The pot was hot enough. I filled it with smoked sausages and two large potatoes, quartered. "How the hell did I survive before I bought this place and hired Dean?"


  "You ate out."


  "Pretty much. Yeah. I didn't amount to much then."


  "You are fortunate that Dean is not here to hear you admit that."


  "He'd get in a shot. Yeah. What's with Himself? I haven't heard a peep." Though I was sure he'd helped himself to my day's adventures already.


  "That child priestess was here. She brought some puzzles. He has been playing with those."


  "Grrr! Even when Dean's away. How much did she eat? What did she steal?"


  "You are too young to be a cranky old man." She refilled our mugs. "Maybe you should go visit your uncle Medford. Remind yourself how pleasant it is to be around crabby old men."


  Medford Shale is my only living relative. He's a miserable grouch. "No, thank you, thank you. Swear to all the gods, these potatoes are going to take forever."


  "You want to get that, then?"


  I took a long drink of beer, set my mug down where she could top it off. "Get what?"


  "The door. Someone is knocking."


  It would behoove you to move swiftly, Garrett. The glamour on the boy's mind is fraying.


  With no idea what that meant, I headed up front, muttering, "Go behoove yourself." Brew in hand, I used the peephole.


  An uncomfortable Cypres Prose, well decorated with giant snowflakes, shared my stoop with a lethal creature from the Tate clan, Kyra, a sixteen-year-old uncut version of Tinnie.


  Sometime tonight, Garrett.


  "Why don't you grab him by the brain and drag him on in there?" I didn't ask. Not out loud.


  He didn't respond. Meaning he had a whole lot of head tied up doing something else.


  I popped the door open.


  Both kids jumped like they'd gotten caught doing something they shouldn't. Kip had some definite thoughts obvious on his face, too.


  You couldn't blame the boy. Kyra Tate was Tinnie in the raw, before she'd gotten it under control. Tinnie without polish or restraint. But maybe she'd started to understand. She looked guilty about something.


  How had she manipulated Kip to get him here?


  "Kip. Kyra. Welcome. Singe. Find some refreshments." I led the young folks into the Dead Man's room.


  Old Butterbutt had enough mind space free to be amused.


  Kyra apparently found Kip interesting—despite himself.


  There is new meaning to my existence, Old Bones sent me. Privately. I will not leave this sorry vale before this plays out.


  I couldn't ask because he was intent on convincing the kids that he was asleep.


  But visitors in the know always assume he's awake and prying.


  Kyra's freckled cheeks seemed redder than could be explained by the cold outside. And she couldn't keep her eyes off Kip.


  That was as weird as having bugs the size of tomcats underfoot.


  Kip was for sure a catch, in the "someday he's gonna be filthy rich" sense. He wasn't the guy girls get involved with for the adventure. That guy goes by the name of Morley Dotes and has enjoyed a career of making me whine in envy.


  The Dead Man read me as I speculated, observed, and felt sorry for myself. His amusement grew.


  I helped them with their coats, hats, and whatnot. And asked Kip, "What happened to your hair?"


  There seemed to be about twice as much as there had been in front of the World and it was flying away everywhere.


  Kyra said, "I like it that way. It gives him a rebel look."


  There you go. Good enough.


  Singe brought the tea service, along with my beer mug, filled, and my share of the sausage and potatoes. I relaxed. I didn't have to be entertaining to teenagers. I was too busy eating. They relaxed, too, building and working their cups of tea.


  Singe had found a cache of Dean's sugar cookies. He can't hide anything from her magic nose for long. He keeps trying, though. He doesn't want to believe in her kind of magic.


  "Here we go, kids," around a big bite of sausage. "I need you to explain some things."


  "Sir?"


  "You know where you are, Kip. There's no point trying to fudge. You and some other boys have been doing something weird and probably illegal under that empty house down on the edge of the Tenderloin. I was down there because the Weiders have been having trouble with giant bugs at their construction site. And, lo! Right off I find you and your pals and some big boy bugs all snuggled up."


  He is concerned that his mother will find out what he has been doing.


  Leverage!


  Indeed. But reserve the fact that you have been into that house.


  "I'm not looking to hassle you guys. I just want my client to be able to build his theater. So his daughter and Kyra's aunt have a venue to show off their acting skills. Or lack thereof. But somebody's been breaking some Hill-type rules. I've got the Guard on me because they're getting grief from somebody on the Hill. What's going on?"


  Kip gnawed a cookie, slurped tea, and avoided my gaze. Kyra lapsed into the traditional pout of a Tate woman who suspects she may be off the bull's-eye when it comes to being the center of attention.


  "It's a club, Mr. Garrett. Kind of a gang. The Gang. Or, usually, the Faction. It's for kids smart enough to spell their own names. There were six of us down there when you were there. You saw Kevans and Slump with me. Both seriously weird."


  Wow. If Kip Prose thought you were weird, it might be time to move yourself into the howling hall psycho ward at the Bledsoe.


  "Berbach and Berbain weren't there. They're twins. They've been kind of fading out. Their mother is a Stormwarden. She never wanted kids in the first place. Zardoz is the one who loves bugs. Him and Teddy. I think they're icky. But the rule is, we help each other with whatever excites our passion. Because nobody else will."


  Old Bones damned near laughed out loud. And him in his condition.


  I said, "I can't imagine why anybody would want to make giant bugs. And it does got to stop. It wasn't just the Guard who had me in today. It was Director Relway himself. Not only is somebody on the Hill ragging him; somebody is curious enough to hire people to follow you around. If you kids don't want your lives getting painfully complicated, find some new hobbies."


  "It's just kids helping each other work things out, Mr. Garrett. We aren't hurting anybody."


  I talked about the economic disruption already caused by giant bugs interfering with construction and scaring people away from the Tenderloin. "And that's making some people cranky enough to crack skulls."


  Kip just sort of gaped.


  I said, "It's what they call the law of unintended consequences. Unexpected things that happen because of something you do."


  Kip stared at the floor, which wanted sweeping and mopping. Which reminded me that it had been bare earth when I bought the place.


  Kip said, "I really should think about that. Shouldn't I? I've been through this before."


  There were differences. The principle beneath was the same. "Yep. Do your pals know you're that Cypres Prose?"


  Kyra took hold of Kip's right hand when he started his mea culpa. Even Singe was startled.


  Amusement.


  Something else going on here.


  Kip said, "Yeah. They know. But it don't mean anything to them. That's ancient history."


  "They're not intrigued by those smoking-hot sky elf women?"


  Kip's cheeks reddened. Kyra gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.


  Something remarkably weird was going on. Which thought of mine stirred the Dead Man's amusement yet again.


  I tossed an inquiring thought his way. Was there really any need to hold the boy? The old lump had had plenty of time to paw through the clutter inside Kip's head.


  No need to keep him. But it might be useful to gather his friends here.


  "All right, kids. I've heard what I needed to hear. Kip, really, you need to think about the impact of the stuff you do. You really didn't realize that there'd be a big-ass stink if a hundred thousand giant bugs got loose?"


  Singe said, "Stop that, Garrett. You're not his father."


  That startled me. Then, "You're right. And he is almost grown. He should be learning from his mistakes. And should see new ones coming."


  The slump started to go out of the boy's shoulders.


  We couldn't let that happen. "But he hasn't shown us he's able to do that. Kip. The only thing else I'll say is, if this gets as hairy as it did with the sky elves, I'll ask your mother to keep you in a cage."


  "Garrett!" Singe said. "Stop that."


  "Yes, ma'am. Go on, guys. Kyra, take him back where you found him. And be nice."
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  I shut the door behind the young people, not yet sure what we'd accomplished. I expected Old Bones would clue me in.


  I settled into my chair. "Singe, you ready to take notes?"


  She lowered her mug long enough to say, "I don' think I can write so good right now."


  "Well, damn! What good are you, then?" I got back up to collect writing materials for myself.


  "I have a cute tail. Dollar Dan Justice told me so."


  "Huh? Who's Dollar Dan Justice?"


  "One of John Stretch's henchrats."


  "Oh. Listen to your father. Don't trust him. They're all out—"


  "I trust him implicitly, Garrett. To be your basic standard-issue ratman. All dim-witted and wrong-headed, with bad attitude for spice."


  The Dead Man indulged in the psychic equivalent of a cough for attention. Those few minutes with the young people restored my faith in the nature of the human species.


  "Two kids just sitting here?"


  You saw only the obvious lack of confidence of the boy. And the brash mask of the female. Inside, both are confused, frightened, and hopeful. In different ways and for different reasons.


  I was a teenager once. Back when thunder-lizards walked the earth. Which they still do, just not in weather like what we'd been having lately. I vaguely recollect those days. Especially what it was like trying not to turn into a drooling idiot in front of a beautiful girl. Whose slightest frown could devastate me worse than the most ferocious natural disaster.


  "I get you. Sort of. Maybe."


  Not at all.


  "All . . . right, then. Show me where I'm wrong."


  Miss Kyra turned on the heat to baffle, confuse, and control the young man. By which means she got him here.


  "That's what they do. A tiger is gonna be a tiger. And a girl like Kyra is gonna be a girl like Kyra."


  Of course. She will lead Cypres Prose around like she has a ring in his nose. But Cypres Prose is Cypres Prose, too, and will be the Cypres Prose who invents things.


  You can't tell tone in Himself's communications, generally. There was enough overburden on this, though, to suggest that he thought he'd made an important point.


  Yes, Kip invents things. Three-wheels. One-wheels. Writing sticks. Priers. All because those sky elves did something to his head, back when.


  "I'm all ears."


  Singe's are bigger than mine but she was shutting down. She must have put away a lot of beer when I wasn't looking. All she had to say was, "How come he was wearin' a wig?" Which question she couldn't or wouldn't explain.


  No time for straight lines tonight.


  Kip and his friends, the Faction, came together accidentally, accreting through the gravitational force of common inadequacy.


  They are all bright, talented children with limited social skills. And, in several cases, have no interest in acquiring them. The boy who loves insects is obsessed with insects. He cares about nothing else.


  "The point you're dawdling toward is what?"


  A question. What interests the normal teenage boy? Stipulating that normal is a set with extended boundaries. What are all boys interested in, whatever else grabs their fancy?


  "In my case it was teenage girls."


  Right neighborhood. Defined by your own youthful inadequacies.


  "Hey!"


  Most boys are less selective than you were. For the majority, it is enough that the female be breathing.


  An exaggeration, perhaps, but he got the spirit of the thing. "And?"


  So Cypres Prose, being Cypres Prose, assumed there would be a technical answer to his shortcomings. Assisted by the rest of the Faction's boy geniuses, he has created a means by which it is possible to determine, then improve, a woman's level of interest. So to speak.


  "Oh my! Really? He's invented a make-horny device?"


  More or less. With help from the rest of the Faction.


  "Oh, heavens! You know what that would mean if he could mass-produce it? Besides making everybody who has anything to do with it richer than. . . . Hell, I don't know. There isn't anything to compare richer than."


  Wealth untold, yes. But there is a fly in the ointment.


  "There'd have to be, wouldn't there? Something like that . . . it could shake things up worse than peace breaking out did."


  The boys of the Faction have discovered that while their magical device works, it does nothing to make them less inept or undesirable.


  "Ha! Meaning they retain the power to quench the hottest fire by sheer force of personality."


  Exactly.


  "They could still make millions. Hell, we've got a thousand god shouters raking in gelt by the hundredweight selling amulets, pendants, rosaries, statues, whatever, that nobody ever actually sees work. How much more useful is something like this? If it gave you an edge even part of the time?"


  Shelve your residual youth, Garrett. Be content. For you, now, it is as good as it will ever get.


  Right. Tinnie isn't a gift horse only when I'm talking to guys like Scithe. After one giddy moment, I conceded the point.


  Bloody hell! Had I turned into a grown-up when I wasn't looking?


  "I hate it when you're so right."


  Singe began to snore.


  The Faction are not the sort who give up after one setback. Nor are all of them as all for one and one for all as Cypres Prose. Naive boy.


  "Meaning?"


  The boy has seen signs, which he refuses to recognize, that the twins are distancing themselves in order to go into business for themselves.


  "They mean to steal his idea?"


  Yes.


  "But, knowing Kip, he has a better idea."


  Essentially. From the consumer point of view.


  "And that would be?"


  A means of combining scents drawn from several insects—partially explaining the interest there, along with upsizing in order to produce larger quantities of the scent—sounds beyond ordinary hearing, and some small-time mind-fogging sorcery, all accompanied by advice to the consumer to avoid being his normal self.


  "He was working it here tonight. With Kyra."


  Amusement. He was. As a field experiment. Testing the latest version. I doubt anything will come of it. He remains Cypres Prose.


  Meaning he couldn't help messing himself up.


  The beer was taking its toll even though I'd slowed down before Singe had.


  "So them having a secret hideout near the World, where they were doing their experiments, was why I ended up down there."


  Probably. I would guess there will be no more insect problem. In that area. Work can resume. Probably.


  "Probably? Why only probably?"


  You have not yet dealt with the ghosts.


  "The ghosts? What ghosts? I couldn't find anybody who said he'd seen one. I think it's all urban legend stuff that can be explained by big bugs sneaking around making weird noises."


  Possibly. If you have not made sure, you have not fulfilled your commitment to the Weiders. Additionally, I would like to meet the rest of the Faction as soon as you can arrange that.


  "Kyra has probably suffered as much of those types as she can stand."


  We have other resources.


  With that he subsided into his reveries. I went back to the kitchen, drew myself a fresh mug. Singe continued snoring. I snuffed the lamps but left the bug candle burning. I went across to the small front room to get an idea what we would need to make it over for Singe to use.


  She'd been in there already, scrubbing and polishing. Good old lye soap had been deployed liberally. Furnishings that hadn't vanished had gotten shoved into the corner farthest from where the Goddamn Parrot's perch used to stand.


  The stench of that little monster was gone, leaving me nothing but sour memories.
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  Someone pounded on the front door. Dean must be too damned lazy to use his key. I went to answer. There was no light in the hall so I wouldn't give myself away by blocking it when I used the peephole. There wasn't much light outside, either, but there was enough. I didn't know the man but I knew the type. All muscle, no brain. And this one had hair like a wild man. There must be a nest where they turn them out like a queen ant turns out workers. This one did what they all do when they don't know about my partner.


  He decided to let himself in. He hurled his right shoulder against the door.


  He had a solid work ethic. He put everything into the effort. Twice.


  The door is made to withstand a mature bull troll. It endured this Bruno's best without creaking.


  He said, "Ah, shit!" after the second impact. I heard him distinctly. He staggered back, slipped on the slick surface, hit the porch rail, went on over. He landed on his back and slid into a pool of slush. His luck was in. The cold water wakened him before he drowned. It made a nasty mess in all that hair, where it started to freeze.


  Bring him inside before the Guard's watchers send collectors after him.


  So. Chuckles wasn't completely out of it. "How come?"


  He may know something interesting. But his mind is too well shielded for casual exploration while he is being manhandled by the Guard.


  "He might object."


  Which, I assume, is why you maintain a store of lead-weighted oaken arguments.


  Well, maybe.


  I keep a "store" because I lose them, forget where I left them, or have them taken away from me.


  Trusting Old Bones to help, I took the headknocker hanging behind the door, opened up, went down after the man with the muscles. It had turned damned cold again. I really needed a new coat. As soon as it got warm enough to go looking. But then I wouldn't need one anymore, so where was the point?


  "Let's go, big boy. Somebody wants to see you."


  The big man got his feet under him. He reached out for support, wincing because his shoulder hurt. He didn't grasp the actuality of his situation.


  The Dead Man can do that to you.


  Big Bruno and I were at the door when Dean's voice asked, "What in the world?"


  "You're finally home?"


  "I am. What's this?"


  "There have been developments. How was your day?"


  "Marginally unpleasant. I spent it at a wake with relatives I loathe. But it could have been worse. This gentleman looks like a professional thug. Why are you fishing him out of a wet gutter?"


  "He fell in after he bounced off the front door."


  "One of those." With no excitement.


  Some days it rains those guys around our place.


  "One of those. With the added spice of being difficult for His Nibs to read."


  Dean must have sucked down some smart brew at that wake. He landed on it with both feet just as I got there myself. "Which would make him the running dog of someone on the Hill."


  "Look at you, getting all tooled up and working things out."


  "Nobody appreciates a smart-ass." He held the door while I guided the failed door mauler inside. Wondering if Director Relway's serfs had noted the occasion.


  The thug was still dripping when we seated him in the Dead Man's room. I left him in his street apparel. He had begun to melt.


  Tomorrow I need you to find Mr. Tharpe. I should not have let him get away today.


  "Easier said than done."


  Dean headed to the kitchen for a mop.


  You are a professional of substance. Finding people is what you do.


  Sarcastic old lump.


  Your ambition deficit begins to concern me, Garrett.


  He should talk.


  Dean yelped in outrage. I heard him all the way from the kitchen. "What's his problem?"


  Did you and Singe clean up after yourselves?


  Not me. I was busy answering doors and wrangling teenagers.


  "What did she do?" Any problem couldn't be my fault.


  Do you suppose you can focus on something more significant?


  "You're not that attractive. Neither is Bruno, here." But he has a beautiful mind. Once you penetrate the ugly surface.


  I thought he was bantering, playing the snaps. But he was serious.


  Indeed. This Barate Algarda is a mixture of contrasts.


  "He's big. He's ugly. Instead of one or the other." If it barks like a dog and bites like a dog, I'm gonna say "Woof!" when I talk to it. Even if it plays the violin while it rips my leg off.


  He is nearer being two people in one body than any I have yet seen.


  That would be significant. We're all two-faced, or more, and Chuckles has peeked behind a lot of masks. Still, he was amusing himself by trying to make me whine for details. "How about passing along a little substance?"


  His already overstuffed ego puffed up like a bullfrog fixing to sing. Barate Algarda is a fixer, in your vernacular. By dint of circumstance rather than choice. Circumstance sometimes compels us to choose options we would otherwise disdain.


  There had to be some subtle shot in that.


  He is employed by the Windwalker, Furious Tide of Light.


  "That's a new one."


  To maintain the cosmic balance, I would suspect she has not heard of you, either. Or, sadder still, even of me. Yet.


  All that is likely to change.


  Again, no clear tone, but I got the impression he was uncomfortable.


  The Windwalker is newly elevated. And young for one of her kind. Nor is she the sort usually found on the Hill. Barate Algarda is more than her operative. He is also her father.


  "Whoa! Hang on a minute, Chuckles."


  You understood right, first time. This is an unusual family. Yet this is not an evil man. Nor stupid. He loves his children. He will do anything necessary to protect them.


  "Does that include busting my door down in a snowstorm in the middle of the night? To protect them from somebody who never heard of them?"


  Including that, and then doing you bodily harm with considerable enthusiasm once the door is out of the way. It is confusing. Several whys are missing or inaccessible.


  "You said children. Since I've never hear of Furious Tide of Light, it would have to be someone else. Have I come into contact with another Algarda?" I've stopped being surprised that people I never heard of want to pound on me.


  There is a name that seems to be Kevans. It is hard to reach.


  "You'll find a way to get to it, though. Right?"


  He has protection. It does not appear to have been put into place against me. So yes. I will get to it.


  No tone? That was smug. With a reek.


  He does have a high opinion of himself.


  The sour truth, though, is that it's justified.


  Like they say, it ain't bragging if you can do it.


  You begin to acquire wisdom. At long last.


  I kept my opinion behind my lips. Though there wasn't much point. "Tell me more about this Bruno who's two guys in one corpse."


  He intended to make you discover in your charitable heart a need to leave his daughter alone. If it wasn't for him being dead he'd fall down howling at his own stand-up routine.


  "Do I even want to know what that's all about?" Of course I did. If I wanted to make even a little sense of this late night raid.


  The Windwalker is out to protect her son. Who is really a daughter that she has always pretended is a son.


  "And you figured this out how?" It made less sense the more he explained. And, to speak true, he sounded puzzled himself.


  The Windwalker failed to deceive her father.


  "Uh. . . ." You run into weird stuff all the time. In my racket, weird becomes the routine.


  Nothing gets weirder than just plain human beings.


  Strange, yes. Exceedingly, to a neutral observer looking in from outside.


  Barate Algarda knows that his daughter has a daughter herself instead of the son she has always pretended the child to be. Details are difficult to ferret out. The man's protection is firstrate. It is reactive. The more vigorously I probe, the harder the surface around his thoughts becomes. In sum, though, it is my estimate that the Windwalker's child is one of the Faction and your work at the World has put those children at risk, from the public, from the Guard, and, most especially, from the kind of Hill predators who would love to have command of giant bugs. Or of the sorcery necessary to create them.


  After recovering from being struck numb and dumb, I said, "I've faced vampires and zombies. Man-eating unicorns. Insane gods. And crazier priests. Plus platoons of professional killers and career loonies. Hell, I've survived Tinnie Tate and Belinda Contague almost forever. So I don't get what's going on here. It seems like there ought to be more to it. Something really weird."


  Families are all weird, from outside. But one common feature, often found in even the most dysfunctional versions, is an overpowering need to protect offspring. In this case, perhaps, there has been an overreaction. There are layers of reasoning and motivation that I am not yet able to reach.


  His response to that seemed surprised and frustrated. Most thinking creatures are open books. Those with secrets keep them by staying away.


  I considered Barate Algarda. He sat there like a big, numb zombie wannabe.


  A loving father. And a thug. A bonebreaker for his child. Out to protect a grandchild strange enough to be one of Kip Prose's crew. "There is something missing, Old Bones. I have a feeling our easy job is about to get a whole lot darker." Until Algarda I had seen a light edge to everything. Giant bugs were sort of. . . .


  Those insects ate people, Garrett. There is nothing light about that. And I share with you the sense that there is a darkness gathering. But I cannot identify it. And if it exists in the mind of this man, it is hidden or disguised beyond my capacity to capture.


  That had to hurt. Admitting failure was something he did not do.


  In retrospective the both of us would feel like fools. We had everything we needed to define the darkness and failed to see it. Because even a trained detective will fail to see what he deems impossible. The Dead Man was blind, too.


  There was sorcery and a sorcerer in the thing. Therefore, we decided, it must all revolve around the sorcery.


  But we kept after it. I got blisters banging my head against the wall.


  "All right. How about we start over? What did Algarda want here?"


  We have determined that. He wanted to make you stop interfering with the Faction. By whatever means necessary. Because that is what the Windwalker wants.


  "Why?" That was nuts. "That doesn't make sense." But in my life nuts turns up all the time.


  I cannot extract that and relate it to you in any way that you will understand. This man lives in a universe defined by laws created within his own mind and those close off every avenue I find to get past his protection.


  "He's mad?"


  No. But he lives in his own reality, by his own code. We all do, but this one even more so than you. He was recovering. He had the needle out.


  "I get it. It's sad. Instead of dealing with the child's behavior he wants to silence the child's critics. The child being incapable of doing wrong."


  I do not think so. Not this time.


  That kind of thinking is common on the Hill. And elsewhere, with other powerful families. Algarda's grandkid could be killing and eating ordinary folks, but the old folks would make excuses, cover up, and commit crimes to make her problems go away.


  "I've got some more general questions. Like, what's a Windwalker? I know what a Windsinger is. Kind of a Stormwarden. I saw one call up a baby tornado one time. But I've never heard of a Windwalker."


  A Windwalker uses the wind to carry himself—or herself—through the air. Swiftly. To the point where she would employ her other talents.


  "They are real people? Not demons? Not godlings? Not sky elves?"


  Nor even talking parrots.


  "And the girl pretending to be a boy business?"


  Based on my long acquaintance with your tribe, this would be a form of hiding from herself. Just for spice, Barate Algarda believes that at least one of the girls running with the Faction is a boy who wishes he had been born a girl. And dresses accordingly.


  "And why not?"


  Be not judgmental.


  "What? You're all right with all that?"


  I am not involved. It is not my place to judge. Nor are you involved, except insofar as the concerned individuals may be involved in what you are supposed to untangle. And we do know that they are inasmuch as they are the creators of the oversize insects.


  Not judging. A stand we'd all do well to embrace—where adults are involved. There is nobody more obnoxious than the guy who tells you how to live your life. At sword's point if you persist in your inappropriate behavior.


  There is no need for you to stay awake and torture yourself for answers, Old Bones sent. I will entertain Mr. Algarda. And he will entertain me. He cannot keep everything from me indefinitely. And, being a lifelong resident of the Hill, he knows where some of the bodies are buried.


  "You're sure?" I didn't want to hit the sheets just yet. There was a fresh keg in the kitchen and I had an arm that needed some exercise.
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  Barate Algarda was gone in the morning. Sent away with memories adjusted. He should no longer see me as a threat. The Dead Man was surly. His romance with Algarda hadn't gone the way he wanted. Old Bones filled me in during the interlude between breakfast and the start of my workday. He'd gotten some interesting stuff.


  The harder I worked the more difficult it became to get anything out of that man. I am compelled to express admiration for whoever prepared him.


  "So somebody did know what he would run into here."


  No. I do not believe that was the case.


  "But. . . ."


  He was hiding from someone else. Yet he did know your name. I got that much. At some point this evening he heard you mentioned in the context of trespassing in that ruined building. He may have been spying on Lurking Felhske's employer when Felhske reported.


  "But. . . ."


  That someone appears to have become upset when your name turned up. Which upset Algarda in turn, though he did not know anything about you.


  "That makes no sense. I haven't bothered anyone on the Hill for ages." But Relway did say there was a Hill interest. I don't think Max has enemies up there who would scuttle his theater. So that would have to be about the bugs.


  They consulted oracles and augurs. They were not pleased with the results. Using "They" as the indeterminate pronoun. You have the potential to cause considerable embarrassment.


  In normal circumstances there isn't much embarrassment left over once I've dealt me my own share.


  True. Time will tell us if there is any rational foundation for their dread. Answer the door.


  "I didn't hear anything."


  You will.


  He was right.


  A peek through the peephole showed me a choice selection of the female species. Alyx Weider, Tinnie Tate, and friends, including a peppery blonde I'd never before seen.


  Be polite.


  "You're kidding, right?" Me, be impolite to beautiful women?


  He meant that the new woman was somebody I shouldn't offend.


  You would disappoint Manvil Gilbey if you did. And Gilbey, in his sly, quiet way, is as ferocious as Max Weider if you pop up on his shady side.


  You are maturing.


  Alyx came in huffing and puffing and spoiling for a fight. She shoved me aside. Heading up the hallway, she snarled, "What the hell am I paying you for, Garrett?"


  "Zip, last time I checked." I winked at Tinnie. The redhead seemed subdued this morning. There was something on her mind.


  "Huh? What?"


  "Zilch. Zero. Nothing. Your daddy is paying me. And I've been doing pretty good. The theft and vandalism are over."


  "You leave that crusted old son of a bitch out of this!"


  I eyeballed the new woman. She had a few years on the others but carried them as though they were just another plus. "Manners, girl child. And respect for the man who keeps a roof over your head."


  "I'll show that son of a bitch some respect!"


  Alyx's companions got busy tutting and patting and generally trying to calm her down. Except Tinnie. Tinnie had witnessed Alyx's histrionics for most of Alyx's life. Tinnie worked her fish-eye on me because I'd dared eyeball the new woman.


  I said, "Don't waste your time, ladies. Alyx is just practicing her acting." Overacting.


  I'd been around Alyx before, too.


  I flashed her my disarming boyish grin, then sealed the deal with my raised eyebrow trick.


  "You bastard." With most of the energy gone.


  "So you were in the neighborhood. And you just decided to stop by and complain. About what?"


  "Our theater, Garrett. You were supposed to clean it up. So the tradesmen could finish their work."


  "And? You might want to consult Director Relway. Who hasn't been that happy about me cleaning up those bugs. Likewise, the Outfit in the Tenderloin, because their business has been affected. And, especially, the parents of the kids who created the bugs."


  "Screw the bugs, Garrett. Get rid of the ghosts. The ghosts are why the workmen won't work."


  "Really? What ghosts would those be, Alyx? I didn't find anybody who said he'd seen a ghost. All I got was guesses that what somebody thought were ghosts was really the bugs making noise in the walls."


  Alyx wasn't listening. "Ghosts, Garrett! Listen to me! There are ghosts! And the workmen are staying away because of them. I want them dealt with."


  I made a couple of lazy warding signs, then asked the rest of the covey, "Did she have too much to drink last night? Or did she just get out on the wrong side of the bed this morning?"


  Alyx sputtered. Fetchingly.


  She's one of those women who can't do anything that doesn't instantly chunk my mind into a man's main track. I have to confess, I've been heroic in my struggle to maintain my good behavior.


  All those witnesses helped, right then. Especially the quiet one.


  Garrett.


  And that witness, almost as much as the one with the copper hair.


  The lovelies restrained themselves. Though it was clear that Bobbi and the new woman had reservations about Alyx's histrionics.


  "Anyone like tea? Or a beer? Got some Arctic Moposko. . . ."


  Alyx sputtered again.


  The new woman said, "Alyx, the Moposkos went out of business before you were born. Control yourself." Her calm, emotionless voice reminded me of long-service ncos in the Corps. And had the same effect.


  The blond brat stopped her tantrum.


  Hmm.


  Keep talking.


  "Alyx, sweetie, you need to give me information, not attitude. Why do you think there's a ghost problem when nobody else down at the World does?" The Dead Man would dig around inside her head while I distracted her. If there was anything in there, he'd find it. Which could be a straight line leading to a crack about a long search.


  Unkind thought, Garrett. I do not believe that Max Weider considers his youngest child empty-headed. Overindulged, certainly, however. A weakness on his part. He cannot help himself after all that happened to the rest of his children.


  Dean materialized. His appearance had a magical effect. The women turned convivial instantly, Alyx included. The geezer sped me a smug look. Unaware that Old Bones had taken the opportunity to indulge in a little emotional expurgation. Not to mention shameless snooping.


  I remember when he bragged about never going where he wasn't invited. I remember believing him.


  I said, "I'd really like to hear what you have to say, Alyx."


  The newcomer said, "She's upset because the project is behind schedule."


  Tinnie nodded. As though the contention needed special support.


  "I understand that. But why ghosts? And you are? Since none of these fine ladies have bothered with an introduction? Me Garrett."


  "Me Heather Soames. Manvil Gilbey's favorite niece."


  Alyx snickered. Tinnie's face darkened. Niece must be a euphemism. Which gave me a whole new appreciation for Max's best pal.


  Heather Soames stilled Alyx with a glance. She paid no attention to Tinnie. Tinnie was playing ghost here, herself. "I'm set to become TunFaire's first female theater manager."


  "Wow."


  "Yes. It'll be tough. But not as tough as if I didn't have Manvil and Max behind me."


  No doubt. Not many folks buck Max Weider.


  "You're honest. I like that."


  "Don't go getting all droolly, Garrett. She's taken."


  "So am I, Alyx." I didn't look but I hoped that played well. "Heather. You talk to me about ghosts."


  "I haven't seen one. But something is going on. Most of the workmen refused to come in again this morning. And they know the bug problem has been solved."


  I have enough.


  Two minutes later, all looking like they couldn't remember why they had come by my place, Alyx and her henchwomen—the beautiful Miss Tate included—slipped back out into the weather. Which had improved during their visit. Macunado Street was busy.
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  When I got back to the Dead Man's room, I said, "You want to take a feel around the neighborhood? See if you can spot anything that might be a Lurking Felhske?" I'd caught something from the corner of my eye.


  A moment later, In the shadow of the stoop, across the street in the downhill direction. Where they always hide when they want to watch this house without being seen themselves.


  "That's the one." The one the neighbors all watch because a lurker means good family entertainment might be about to happen.


  There's a chaotic shimmering. I cannot penetrate it. But that is of minor import. You need to move forward. Find Mr. Tharpe.


  "How come?"


  We must take full charge of the security function at the World. Using people we trust.


  "Ah. I see." Not really. He isn't a managerial type. He wants to unravel puzzles, not to get tangled up in mundanity. "This based on what you learned from the ladies? And what was Tinnie's problem?" If she'd been any more remote, she'd have been invisible.


  Women talk about relationships. How they are working. How they are not. Miss Tate has been the butt of considerable pessimistic speculation concerning her most significant relationship.


  Uh-oh. Something more to worry about.


  I understand that the complications are as much her creation as yours. She recognizes that herself. But she cannot blame herself in front of her friends. They would say she is enabling you by making excuses for your bad behavior.


  Definitely not something I wanted nagging me right now. "Back to the subject. You learned things."


  Principally from Heather Soames. She has an organized, scholarly mind. She is slightly insane, as well. Miss Weider, on the other hand, is as empty-headed as she appears. Yes, I know. She has her positive attributes. From a young man's point of view. But you, as you declared earlier, are taken.


  "Taken. But not dead. Or blind."


  The other women, including Miss Tate, have no particular knowledge concerning the World's troubles. Only Miss Soames and Miss Weider do. Miss Soames is interested in the opportunity the World offers. Miss Weider despairs of it ever coming to fruition.


  "She isn't sabotaging things, is she?" I'd seen stranger things.


  No. But there seemed to be substance to her ghost story.


  "How could she be the only one who. . . ?"


  There have been others. Few with the regular sightings she has experienced, however. It would seem the sightings are of considerable emotional impact. Denying them might be easier than discussing them.


  "Hang on. How would Alyx see them? Max wouldn't let her go near the World."


  Max Weider knows only what Max Weider sees. And what Manvil Gilbey chooses to tell him.


  "Like that, eh? So. A targeted ghost?" In TunFaire most anything can happen. And eventually does.


  Based on anomalies in Miss Weider's memories, it could be that she was hypnotized and told that she saw ghosts. But that seems unlikely.


  "That would mean someone close to the Weiders, or who can get close, wants to sabotage the World. I'd agree. Improbable."


  That is all I can give you. Nothing inside her head looked like a thread begging to be tugged.


  "And Heather Soames?"


  Miss Soames is, truly, an interesting mix. Very nearly two people in one body.


  "Another one? Let's fix her up with Barate Algarda. They could be their own extended family."


  You find me in a charitable mood. I have been handed several worthy puzzles. So I will exercise my benevolence and stipulate that your observation included amusing elements.


  "Score one for Garrett. All right. Give me the gory details on Heather."


  Miss Soames is determined to develop the soul of a serpent. But she cannot get shot of a soft spot for Manvil Gilbey. Whom she seems to have met the week she started tricking, at a tender age. Who has always treated her with respect, as an equal, not as what she was determined to be.


  "So Gilbey is a good guy." No earth-rocking secret wriggling out of the sack, there. "And, hard as she tries, she can't help liking him. And can't make herself work evil on him."


  In essence.


  Because she needed one anchor in the world outside. She had to have somebody out there to care about. And who she could let care about her.


  Been there. On the anchor end. For Belinda Contague, psychotic queen of TunFaire's underworld.


  He understands. He is clever in the ways he manipulates Miss Soames. Refusing to let her slide under by placing less destructive alternatives in her path. In such a manner that she cannot refuse without worsening her own concept of who she is.


  "I've known Gilbey a long time. He wouldn't waste the time if he didn't see something worth saving."


  Just so. And try as she may to trip herself into falling down the well of perdition, the thing Gilbey sees betrays the destructive urge. It compels the other Heather to respond and produce. She has found a passion for the idea of the World. She could be the finest theater manager working—if she steps off the road to hell long enough to give it an honest effort.


  Heather Soames would not be the first or even tenth person I'd met who came with a wounded personality, fitting a similar mold. There are droves of them. The cleverest and strongest have learned to hide it. "Why do so many people get that way?"


  In your species the most common cause is what the child must endure. Especially from their own families.


  "Huh?" More of that wit on the razor's edge.


  It is the cruelest secret of your race, Garrett. I have seen dozens of generations of your people. I have seen the bleakness and darkness and despair haunting ten thousand human minds. It would amaze and horrify you to discover how many of your young are maltreated, how often, and how terribly.


  "I'm not sure I can be amazed by human evil." He was right, though. The exploitation of children isn't uncommon. Nor is it illegal, except in the churchly, moral sense. For some faiths.


  I have no direct experience but I've known plenty who do. And suspect there are more who just can't talk about it.


  That is true. You see only the surface reality. Exploitation is so common that your people shrug it off as part of growing up. Assuming the victims will forget. And many do, becauseso little is made of what was done to them. But the internal influence never ends.


  Now I was uncomfortable. I felt a crusader zeal beginning to bubble down deep inside him. And that was not a crusade I wanted to take on. The cure for that lay in the hands of fanatics like Deal Relway. People who saw in black and white exclusively and would act on what they saw. Change doesn't come through persuasion. Not in a single lifetime.


  I could imagine numerous common-law and customary exceptions to any do-gooder law the Crown might hand down. Including the inarguable fact that before your thirteenth birthday you're legally the property of your parents. Unless you have the stones to run away.


  There's a timeless conflict between what's right and what's legal. Laws, most times, get handed down with good intentions. And immediately become cobblestones in the highway to hell. The instant the grand good purpose thuds down, unintended consequences start bubbling up around the edges.


  You are a cynical beast.


  "It's the company I keep."


  Indeed.


  Amazing how much sarcasm can be loaded into one supposedly neutral message.


  The perverse foibles of your species need not concern you now. Unless the children of the Faction turn out to be products of abuse. Which could well explain their penchant for sneaking around. Ah! Interesting.


  "What now?"


  Another of the company you keep is about to pass across the stage.


  "Huh?" Master of witty repartee. That's Mom Garrett's ever-lovin' blue-eyed baby boy. "Tinnie came back?" I was in a mood for that. In a mood, lately, for having the redhead underfoot most of the time.


  Pular Singe, in damp street clothes, stuck her snoot through the doorway briefly. She didn't say anything. She wore a chagrined look, near as a ratperson can. She went on, not in silence, raising an angry racket climbing the stairs.


  "Did I miss something?"


  No doubt. That is another of your master-level skills.


  At least he was awake at a time when his minds might come in handy.


  She spent last night away from home.


  "Ouch!" I turned into a worried father in two seconds flat.


  Again, you need not be concerned. She did nothing to worry you. She did nothing but disappoint herself. And be forcefully reminded that she is not human. And, therefore, less prone to be victimized by the vagaries of romance.


  "I'll take your word." Provisionally. But that world out there is overrun with guys just like I used to be. Some might even be ratmen.


  Lucky for Singe, ratmen aren't interested unless they're close to a ratwoman in season. And a determined ratwoman can avoid that through judicious use of pharmaceuticals.


  Of course, a ratman of a mind also has the option of injudicious use of pharmaceuticals.


  Me and my baby girl maybe ought to have a talk about the kind of guys she's going to run into now that she's almost growed.


  Old Bones was over there trying not to laugh out loud.


  "I'm not ready to be daddy to a litter of ratpeople pups, Chuckles. Not to mention, Dean would quit on us if we had ratbrats underfoot."


  But he does not mind cats.


  "No. The racialist. Well, species-ist, I guess."


  I could feel him regretting being too dead to break out in belly-busting laughter.


  I went to have a look outside. Sourly.


  The weather had gone the direction opposite my mood.


  Good. I wouldn't freeze completely once I got out there.
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  First stop I visited Mr. Jan. My family have bought clothing from him for generations. Half each of two different generations, anyway. Mr. Jan might fix me up with a new coat.


  I took my time getting there. People were watching. I didn't want to add any excitement to their days.


  Mr. Jan had been issued to the tailoring trade from its First Chief Directorate of Stereotypes. He was a skinny little old guy whose war service must have happened in the first half of the last century. He shone on top, had bushy white on the sides, white mustaches but no beard. And a persistent accent that made me wonder if he might not have avoided the war altogether. Age hadn't blunted his mind. He recognized me although I hadn't been in since my move to Macunado Street.


  He asked what I'd been doing while he laid out choices in coat styles. I gave him the high points, none of which sent an eyebrow up a fraction of an inch. Nothing outside Mr. Jan's world could be as dramatic as the tribulations of the tailoring trade. He did manage an occasional well-timed, unenthusiastic grunt to let me know he was listening.


  I wasn't focused on old adventures, either. I was trying to figure out how to make my tails collide so I could watch the fur fly.


  Seeing me underwhelmed by the choices, Mr. Jan said, "You're the man for a new kind of all-weather coat we're thinking about doing. My son Brande brought back a sample from a trading trip he made with friends from the war." The old man cast furtive glances around. Brande and his Army buddies must have had the good fortune to have a few tons of surplus weaponry fall into the hold of a ship that they then quickly took beyond the reach of Karentine law. Where they could enjoy the benefit of a profit margin with a tiny underside.


  There's a lot of that going around. The markup between wholesale and retail is just too seductive.


  Mr. Jan told me, "This example will be tight on a man with your shoulders. But you'll get the idea." The coat he brought out looked like light brown tent canvas. "This would be the summer weight. Waterproof. There's a button-in winter lining. They wear these in Kharé, where it rains all the time."


  I recalled the name. Vaguely. From a long time ago. Stories about rain and fog.


  He was right about the fit. But I liked the coat after I saw it in a mirror. "You've sold me, Mr. Jan. When you make it, pretend I'm some kind of street magician."


  "You want hidden pockets?"


  "Lots. Big and small. Put some in the liner, too."


  "How long do you want it to hang? To the knee is the style in Kharé, but their weather isn't as fierce as ours."


  "Mr. Jan, you're the coat maker. Use your own judgment."


  "I'll need to take measurements."


  "Do your worst, foul fiend. Oh, I need something temporary, too."


  "I expect I'll have something used that will do," he said. Ignoring my jest. After numerous measurements, carefully noted on reusable vellum, he asked, "How is your mother?" In a cautious, tentative way. My answer meant more than he wanted me to guess.


  "She's gone, Mr. Jan. Some time ago. She had no will to go on after Mikey died."


  The war with Venageta had been on for generations. People just assumed they would lose some of their male kinsmen. My mother lost her father, her husband, and two brothers. And remained unbroken. But she gave up after Mikey went down.


  That hurt. Secretly. I've never convinced myself that my death would have triggered as intense a response.


  "Sorry I brought it up."


  "You didn't know."


  "Goes to show how long it's been."


  "You make this coat as good as the last one. . . ." I stopped. I didn't want to suggest that I expected his product to outlive him.


  "I won't see you again after you pick it up. I understand the commercial implications. There are coats out there that my grandfather made. And Jan trousers even older. We're less about fashion than value and durability. There. That should do it."


  "How's business been since the war ended?"


  "We never depended on military sales. We have plenty of work."


  "Good. Good. How long till the coat is ready?"


  "Ten days? Probably sooner. Check in after the weekend." He went into the back, then brought out a hideous, multicolored rag I wouldn't have been caught dead in if it weren't for the weather. "This is the only thing I've got that's big enough. Try to bring it back in one piece."


  "Every crook in town will want to take it away from me."


  Mr. Jan just stared. The First Chief Directorate doesn't issue them with a sense of humor.


  "Look, once I leave you'll likely be visited by somebody who wants to know what I wanted. Whatever they want to know, go ahead and tell them."


  That made the old man frown. Had we been out of touch so long that he didn't know what I do?


  He'd get the idea soon enough.


  I left a generous deposit.


  


  


  


  36


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  My whole life I've suffered from a compulsion to tug the king's beard. The temptation has gotten to me more times than I care to recall.


  Natty as all hell, I left Mr. Jan's place fighting an impulse to go throw an arm across the shoulder of one of the guys following me. Just to mess with him. And with any other watchers.


  I resisted. This time.


  I moved out slowly so everybody could keep up. I headed for The Palms. Which would amaze no one. I did not receive the usual hostile reception. I was suspicious immediately.


  Sarge seated me in a comfortable chair. Puddle brought tea. Quickly. In a silver tea service. My suspicions deepened. "What's going on, Puddle?" It wasn't like them to ignore such a stylish coat.


  "I told 'em your head wouldn't be turned by no tea."


  "Nor by manners. That just makes me wonder where they've been for the last ten years."


  Sarge said, "I don't know about Morley, Garrett. But I ain't known you dat long."


  "The question stands. How come you're being nice?"


  "Orders."


  "I know Morley isn't suffering a conscience attack over the way you guys usually act. So what's the story?" I had a notion. Any time somebody is slimy nice to me it's because they want a name moved up the waiting list for the three-wheels.


  "Da boss has got him a new girlfriend."


  "Earthshaking news. What's it been, days and days since the last one?"


  "A while, actually. Ever' time you turn around, here came another one a' dem sky elf women, wantin' some a' his special."


  "They aren't bothering him anymore? That would be disappointing."


  Sarge looked a little shifty. "Don't you figure you about got even by now?"


  "Hey. You've had the Goddamn Parrot here all winter. What do you think? Is a hundred years long enough to get even for that?"


  The big slob just laughed. "Dere ya go, overreactin' agin. You oughta sign up wit' one a' dem actin' companies. Ye're so big on da drama."


  So I've heard from a few folks. Who are just fooling themselves.


  Morley appeared. He had a big smile pasted on. Which just revealed the sharpness of his teeth.


  "Gee! You guys must want something real bad."


  "Garrett, you have to be the most cynical human being I know."


  "The key phrase being human being, of course. I can think of a whole list of folks more cynical and manipulative than me. But they've all got a little nonhuman in them somewhere."


  He did not stop smiling. "What did you want?" Implying that I wouldn't be seen around The Palms unless I wanted something.


  "Just putting you on the spot with the guys following me around."


  His smile vanished. "We could put a sign out. Invite them in. Help build the business."


  "So we've pranced around. Now what?"


  "You go first. What do you want?"


  "Just to put my dogs up. On the way down to the World. To find out why Alyx Weider insists it's haunted when nobody else sees any ghosts."


  "Going to bullshit a master bullshitter?"


  "How's this, then? I want to leave a message for Saucerhead. He's never home anymore. You're likely to see him before I do." I don't know what it is with Tharpe. He's no born-again vegetarian but he likes The Palms. "The Dead Man has work for him. He's having trouble recalling who the senior partner is again."


  "And?"


  "Where can I find me a gypsy necromancer? I could settle the ghost business in a minute with a professional."


  "Now we're getting somewhere."


  "I thought that up on the spot. I was telling the truth about wanting to put my feet up. I haven't been getting enough exercise."


  "You never did."


  "Your turn. How come the nice show? Give it to me straight. I can take it."


  "It isn't that big a thing."


  It was that big a thing.


  "We want to borrow Singe. For a tracking job."


  Aha. "Singe is a free agent. Go over to the house and ask if she wants the work."


  "We were hoping you could intercede on our behalf."


  "Of course you were."


  "You know she won't lift a paw if you don't give her the go-ahead."


  "Then when you go see her be sure to tell her I said it's all right by me." I struggled to keep a straight face.


  Morley gave me the fish-eye. Wondering if I realized that he didn't want to talk to Singe where the Dead Man might take a gander at the circus inside his head. He decided I was smart enough to see it.


  I said, "Of course I am. It's my only joy in life."


  "What?"


  "I'm a major pain."


  "You got that right."


  "You thought of a gypsy necromancer?" He knows everybody on the underbelly of society. I know a few myself but am intellectually allergic to the region of the beast's belly where the parasites practice the sorcery trades.


  "Belle Chimes."


  I managed a credible impression of a bass out of water. Mouth moving but producing no sound till, "You're kidding."


  "Probably not a real name."


  "You think?"


  "I've never met the guy. He's way on the down low. He has a reputation like yours. Straight arrow in a sleazy racket. Better dressed, though."


  "Thank you. I think. The coat's a loaner."


  "Of course it is. You're Mr. Style."


  "You saw what your guys did to my good coat."


  He couldn't argue with that. He said, "Go to a tavern called the Busted Dick." He offered an approximate location in the Tenderloin. "Buy yourself a beer. Talk to a barkeep named Horace. Tell him you need to talk to Bill about last week's D'Guni tournament. Buy yourself another beer. If they decide you don't look like a bonebreaker from the Hill or a ringer on the Director's payroll, they might hook you up."


  "I'm not looking for a vampire."


  "A vampire might be an easier find. They don't have Hill folks wanting to exterminate them."


  "I'm out of here, then." Getting up and getting gone before he could nag me about Singe again.


  If he was desperate enough he'd turn up at the house, Dead Man or no.
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  Manvil Gilbey was outside the World when I got there. "Don't see you roaming around much anymore."


  His frown wasn't encouraging. "Your efforts haven't gotten things moving again."


  "Bugs shouldn't be a problem anymore. Goofy teenagers, I don't know. I'm working on the ghosts nobody but Alyx believes in as we speak. How about you? Seen any? No? Hey, I met your niece, Heather. Seems to have a good head for business."


  That didn't improve his mood.


  "No worries. I'm a one-woman man these days."


  "Getting ready to settle down?"


  He meant to be sarcastic.


  "Maybe. Not sure the other half of the equation is, though."


  "And you'll never know if you don't come up with the guts to ask."


  "Voice of experience?"


  "Lots. Long time."


  "So. Again. What's your take on the ghost business?"


  "I think they're there. I think somebody besides Alyx has seen them. But they don't want to admit it. No telling why. I think ghosts are why the workmen have been staying away. In this town it could all be just business. Somebody who wants to keep us out of the theater game maybe hired a sorcerer. Because once we're serving our beers in our theaters we'll have a huge competitive advantage."


  Meaning that the Weider brewing empire wouldn't supply competing theaters. And Weider is the main source of liquid refreshment in commercial quantities.


  I didn't dismiss that, silly as it sounded when it plunked down in the light of day. Raw capitalism goes on all the time.


  "There was anybody whose head had that kink, I'm sure you'd know his name, rank, and pay number."


  "Guess what, Garrett? You got rung in because Max and I can't put a face on that somebody."


  "I'll figure it out," I promised. "One way or another."


  "Or die trying?"


  "I don't love you guys that much. You found out anything useful here?"


  "That it's possible the workmen are scared of something nastier than ghosts. Something about spooky music. Nobody wants to talk about that, either."


  "Smells like a protection racket trying to move in. But I dealt with that already."


  "And nobody is asking for anything. The purpose of a protection scheme is to extort money. Isn't it?"


  "You'd think. You going to be around? I've got something to do. But I'll be right back."


  "I'll be here. Though all I can do is look for proof that somebody lied."


  "What did they tell you?" I hadn't yet seen anybody who looked like a workman.


  "The ones who did show up are staying out of sight. They don't want to be seen."


  "Gilbey, you, me, Max, and every idiot on the payroll here survived the war. That should've taught them how to deal with fear."


  "These are construction guys, Garrett. They did their time in construction companies. If they got into fights it was because the combat battalions didn't do their job."


  "Fire some of the people who aren't showing up. I'll find replacements. They might not be as skilled but they won't run away. Hire the real guys back later, after they've gotten intimate with the terrors of unemployment. For now, I'm going looking for a specialist who can help us with the ghost business."


  I headed into the Tenderloin, pursuing Morley's instructions. I assumed I was being followed despite a lack of evidence.


  I was concerned about Morley. He has a gambling problem. He'd had it controlled for a while. I hoped he still did. It isn't pretty when he weakens. The debts pile up, triggering ticks and irrational behaviors as he tries to get out from under.


  He'd shown that style of anxiety during my visit. And was way too friendly.


  Being a natural born paranoid cynic, I feared my best pal was betting on the water spider races again.
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  The Busted Dick wasn't hard to find. Though the sign out front didn't help. In timeworn paint it showed dice, domino tiles, and a tumble of noodles or sticks.


  The tumble turned out to represent a game in which skinny sticks with writing on them are shaken in a jar, then tossed onto a tabletop. Not a game common in Karenta.


  There's a kind of fortune-telling that uses little sticks. I'd never seen that, either.


  I went inside. It was your standard low-end dive. Six small tables, each attended by several rickety chairs, lined the right-hand wall. None were occupied. The bar was to the left, with ten wobbly stools. It had been something special in an earlier century. Two stools were occupied. Three empties stood between them. Neither professional drinker seemed aware of the other. Both, however, took a moment to glance at me and be impressed by my borrowed coat.


  I invited myself aboard the center of the 'tween stools. It had been polished by thousands of dissolute heinies. "Beer." I laid down a small silver piece. That would keep the cold barley soup coming. "Good beer."


  They would have a special keg reserved.


  A generous mug materialized. Its contents were drinkable.


  My change reflected the quality of my purchase.


  The Busted Dick must get a few up-class drop-ins, using it as a way station when sneaking toward or away from the Tenderloin.


  I pushed a copper back to the barman. He nodded his appreciation. I doubt my companions ever tipped. I relaxed, enjoyed the barley nectar.


  No local barman made anything that fine in a thirty-gallon tub in a room in back. The small guys don't have the patience to do the water right. They don't boil it long enough; then they don't fine all the chunks out. They don't have time. They can't store and age their product. They've got to turn it over.


  I raised my mug. "I need a refill." Like a serious drinker.


  My flanking competitors hadn't raised their mugs twice between them while I drained mine.


  Having delivered the new trooper, made change, and pocketed his tip, the barman failed to go back to cleaning mugs, which seems compulsory whenever they're not separating a customer from his cash.


  He leaned back and waited for my pitch.


  It was obvious that I wasn't some derelict who had wandered in looking to build a quick buzz. My coat gave me away.


  I enjoyed half my second mug before I asked, "You know Horace?"


  "Why do you want to know?"


  "Because I need to talk to a guy named Horace who works at the Busted Dick. A name I'd like explained almost as much as I'd like to connect with Horace."


  "A busted dick is the worst possible throw of the sticks in the game of points. Like snake-eyes, shooting craps. Only worse. I take it you're not a points player."


  "I never heard of it. From context, I'd guess it's a gambling game."


  "You catch on quick. It came from Venageta. Prisoners of war brought it back. I've never figured it all out. The rules go on and on. There're thirty-six sticks. They have symbols on all four sides and the ends are colored. None of them are the same. You shake them in a jar, then dump them out. There's a million ways they can fall. Come in some night, there'll be games at every table. Used to be dominoes. Them that gets into the game get into it seriously. The only reason they aren't at it now is, we don't let them in till nighttime. On account of, everybody's got to get some sleep sometime."


  "Horace?"


  "There a reason?"


  "Yeah. He can put me in touch with my old Army buddy, Belle Chimes."


  The barman's eyes narrowed. He glanced past me, toward the door. He was caught in the forked stick of the underground economy. You're there, you need customers. But you can't know for sure who they are when they come round jingling silver. Sometimes not until it's too late.


  I could be some guy sent out from the Al-Khar to fish for people looking to cut costs and corners by hiring uncertified specialists.


  Same trap is right there waiting for the consumer.


  "I can probably get you in touch with Horace. What would you want with this Bill?"


  "Weider Brewing is building a theater a little ways from here. Some of the workmen say the site is haunted. I hear tell Belle can maybe help me find out if that's true."


  The barman stared over my shoulder.


  I finished my beer. "I could use a refill."


  That stirred him. He took my mug to the quarter keg filled with the good stuff. He brought it back full. So distracted that he forgot to take my money. He said, "The loo? Back there. Through that door. Take your beer with you. Unless you want it to disappear while you're gone."


  He did take my money then.


  So much for him being rattled.


  I took my beer.


  The loo wasn't. As I'd expected. For places like the Busted Dick the jakes is just the alley out back. The barman joined me. "Be quick. Those two will drain the taps." He kept a foot inside so the door wouldn't close all the way. He could duck back in and leave me holding my own if he wanted. Or he could see his clients if an impulse toward larceny brought them back to life.


  "I told it. I've got a purported ghost problem. I need an expert without conflicting motives to check it out. To tell me if it's true. And how to cope with it if it is. And to tell me why people think it's true if it isn't. I'll pay a reasonable fee for the service."


  I was impatient. But I knew the romance was necessary.


  You don't find independently operating sorcerers hanging out on street corners. Folks on the Hill have no qualms about getting lethal while enforcing their monopoly. But they won't come out to back up your everyday kind of guy. Somebody like Mom Garrett's blue-eyed baby boy. For a freelance you have to find a winner in the birth lottery who got a load of talent but no ability whatsoever to play well with others.


  I exaggerate, but we all know those people. Reeking with genius. Dripping talent. And completely incapable of sustaining a personal relationship. With almost as much trouble keeping a job.


  Careful, Garrett. Sounds a little autobiographical.


  "This ghost problem. Where would it be again?"


  "Hop, skip, and a jump. The World. The theater the Weider Brewery is building."


  "It's farther than that. But not much. Let's go back inside. You buy another beer. I'll ask my dad if he knows somebody who can help you." He pulled on the door.


  We got back to the bar in time to save one of the professional drunks from suffering a severe moral lapse. He was just fixing to slide behind the bar, empty mug dreaming of a refill. Caught, he faked a stumble, then headed on back to the jakes.


  The barman filled me up. "I'll be right back. Keep them honest." He hit what looked like a skinny pantry door at the back end of the bar. An equally narrow stairway lay behind that. He had to go up with his shoulders turned slightly sideways.


  The width of the stairs dated the structure. There'd been a time, a hundred fifty years back, when TunFaire's dwarf and ogre populations were very restless. Neither species would be narrow enough to climb that stair.


  I'd have real trouble myself.


  If the barman ditched me by sneaking out a back way, I'd serve beer on the house.


  A little old man pushed through the stairway door. He was maybe five feet tall. He'd been taller in the long ago, but the weight of time had bent him over and had shrunk him. He had what the old folks call a widow's hump. He was a shiny chestnut color. I saw nothing to suggest any actual kinship with the barman, who came out the stairway door a moment later.


  The little old man shuffled over. "Who you looking for?"


  "Belle Chimes. Friend of mine says he can give me advice about D'Guni racing."


  He frowned. "Here's some, now. Don't do it." Hard to tell about that frown, though, looking downhill into that nest of wrinkles. "Who told you to see him about the bug races?"


  I didn't want to give Morley up. But his name might be the password.


  A freelance sorcerer might have a different name for every shill he had referring trade. "Morley Dotes. I don't know where he got the name."


  "Who was you supposed to talk to when you got here?" I told him what Morley told me.


  The old man took a deep breath, stuck one shaky old hand back over the bar. The barman brought a brown briar walking stick up from somewhere down below. The old man took it. "Let's walk, boy."


  "All right." I held the door for him, going out to the street.


  The old man got more spry as soon as the door closed. He headed for the World. Not exactly smoking fast, but without the shuffle. "Talk to me about money, boy."


  "Some could end up coming your way."


  "No shit. I'll retire to my own vineyard on the slopes of Mount Kramas." He referenced the mythical mountain where the grapes are so perfect only the gods themselves are allowed to drink what comes of letting their juice rot.


  My doubts about the man's credentials as a sorcerer faded before we got to the World. When we arrived he was twenty years younger and four inches taller. And moved with corresponding ease and grace. And was miffed because I didn't ooh and aah over his transformation.


  I'd run into masters of illusion before. Hell, I'm halfway engaged to one particular redheaded mistress of illusion.


  Tinnie got into the mix because she and Alyx Weider's girl gang had turned up while I was off recruiting. Alyx and Heather were harassing poor Manvil Gilbey.


  My new friend became ten years younger, fast, while making little purring sounds of appreciation. "There might be a perk or two here, after all."


  "Just stay away from the redhead."


  "Dangerous?"


  "And taken."
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  I told Gilbey, "There're some ragged potato sacks over there. One of the dead guys was using them to keep warm."


  "Figuring on swapping them out for that coat? Where did you get that thing?"


  "No. I thought you might help me stuff Alyx into one."


  "I'm about ready." Gilbey was out of patience with Alyx.


  I couldn't figure what her problem was. She was a long step past the usual. Maybe she was trying to impress old Belle. Now insisting on being called Bill.


  Poor Alyx. Bill wrote her off two minutes after they met. Beauty can take a girl just so far—especially if she's only one of a posse of smoking-hot females and the rest all come equipped with manners.


  Bill went to work. Or so he said. He ambled on inside the World.


  I cut my sweetie out of the pack. "How come you guys are down here? And how come you're all the time running with this bunch instead of being over at the manufactory busting that sweet patootie to make me rich?"


  "Why, Mr. Garrett! I do declare! You say the most romantical things. You in your fancy coat. You who could be over there making your own self rich."


  "I just can't help being romantic when I'm around you. My brain turns to mush. I drool. And the most absurd things—"


  "Quit while you're ahead, Malsquando." Referring to a legendary lover of ages past. He'd even seduced the queen. And her daughter. And her son, according to some. The king hadn't been pleased.


  It's not a good idea to piss off the king if you haven't seduced him, too.


  "I quit." I'm no fast learner with some of this stuff. But pain is a fine teaching tool. Tinnie has been plying that one for a long time. She's almost got me broken in.


  "Come here, Malsquando."


  Good little doggie, I heeled and trotted after.


  She turned on me as soon as we were safe from eyewitnesses.


  I didn't even have to apologize for something I didn't know I did.


  I came up for air about ten years later, panting and speaking in tongues. But feeling a certain pride of workmanship. My favorite redhead was thoroughly disheveled and fighting for breath herself. She gasped, "So where have you been lately?"


  I'm so smart. I have skills I haven't even used yet. I made dead sure nothing left my mouth that even remotely sounded like words. Words are treacherous. They could clump together to offer some silly notion about me having been in exile because of the quirks of somebody who wore her hair big, long, and criminally red.


  When you're the guy in the couple that includes one of those women, you're right there at the end of the rainbow. But you pay for it. You're always in the wrong.


  "Will you kids quit snogging long enough to get something accomplished, here?"


  Manvil Gilbey had found us. And was not happy to see us preoccupied by trivia.


  Heather Soames was right behind Gilbey. And looked like she envied us our distraction.


  Manvil told me, "If you can drag yourself away, Bill is back. He says he needs to talk to you. He seems rattled."


  Uh-oh. That didn't sound like anything I wanted to hear.


  Bill had reacquired most of the years he'd shed coming over from the Busted Dick. He radiated grim seriousness. He reached up and took me by the elbow, eased me away from the crowd. I steeled myself for a sales pitch.


  "What's the story, Bill? And how much is it going to cost me?"


  Naturally suspicious right down to my brittle little toe-nails, I even wondered if Bill might not be the one haunting the World. Just to provide himself some employment. Which wasn't rational thinking.


  He said, "My profession brings out the cynic in clients like no other. They come crawling, desperate because they don't know where to turn. But then they can't trust me to do what they need to have done."


  Had he been following me around, making notes?


  "So, tell me the horrid news, Bill. How much special equipment and how many specialist sorcerers from the underground economy am I gonna need to deal with this?"


  "Your cynicism spring is wound too tight, boy. Hear me out before you decide you're being scammed."


  I have been known to accept good advice when I hear it. "My lips are sealed. For the moment."


  "Excellent. Here goes. There's something down there." He wagged a finger. "Uh-uh. You'll learn more with your mouth shut."


  More good advice. Given me on a regular basis by various associates. Especially the big guy at home. I'll get it someday. "Go."


  "Excellent. Again. There's something down there. It's big. It's alien. And it's ugly. It's still a long way from being wide awake. It considers the world its nightmare. Your bug makers disturbed it. The bugs are still disturbing it. Bugs that it may have helped dream. Yes. There are a lot of bugs down there. Thousands. Still. Probably feeding on the thing. Something beyond my knowledge. Or maybe anyone else's."


  Oh no! Hang on! This time was supposed to be simple. Deal with some bugs. Stop some sabotage. A couple days of easy work for a bucketful of gold.


  "How would that tie into ghosts?"


  "Susceptible minds might think they saw ghosts if their obsessions reflected off the dreams of the thing down below."


  I grasped what he meant because I live with a dead Loghyr. I didn't like it. Nor did he convince me, really. "Any idea what it is?"


  "No. But there's precedent for ancient horrors wakening."


  "Of course. Suggestions?"


  "Keep people away. Find experts. Do research. Look through ancient records."


  I sighed as vistas of work expanded before me.


  I beckoned Gilbey. "Come on over here. You need to hear this." I told Bill, "He does. He's the money." I told Gilbey, "You'll love this."


  Gilbey listened. He didn't interrupt. Bill expanded on what he'd told me. Gilbey said, "First step, identify the threat. Determine the extent and magnitude."


  "Right."


  Gilbey looked at me. "I blame you for this."


  "What?"


  "If we'd sent anybody but you, it would've been over after those Bustee kids got rounded up."


  He was joking. I didn't feel it. It did seem like this stuff happened to me all the time. "Yeah. Well, I did take care of them. I can follow up with the Guard and the Outfit, if you want."


  "The Outfit?"


  "The Chodo family enterprise. The Combine. The Syndicate."


  "I know who you mean. Why bring them up?"


  "They're very territorial. The World is at the edge of their territory. It ought to spin off a demand for secondary entertainment. Which would be why you haven't heard from them. Chodo and Belinda understand business better than most people."


  "We're going to help them get better, too?"


  "A fair dinkum, I'd bet. Anyway, they don't allow competition. And no freelancing on their patch. You're safer down here than you'd be anywhere but the Dream Quarter."


  Gilbey grunted. "So there are several things going on."


  "Yeah." Seems to be my fate. "Like this. Looks like. You decided to build a theater. To anchor a chain. But you picked a spot where something ancient and unpleasant is buried way down deep. The enterprise attracted wannabe gangsters from the Bustee."


  "And the bugs?"


  "Teenagers. Psychotically brilliant kids, mostly off the Hill. They found a secret place to indulge some strange hobbies. The bugs they made got loose. Besides getting up here to the surface, they went down and irritated whatever it is that's buried down there."


  I was cooking. Who needed the Dead Man to work this stuff out?


  Gilbey asked a trick question. It wasn't the trick question but it was a good one. At that point I had only a glimmer of the key question myself. "What are you going to do about it?"


  "That's the big one. It'll take some thought. Right now, recruit a gang of thugs and take complete control here. Then find out why the workmen won't show up when jobs are so scarce. Maybe go down under to look around. If the sulfur I left burning hasn't made the air unbreathable down there."


  "That'll take time."


  "Everything takes time. Even taking time. The impossible especially takes a little longer. Here's what you can do. Tell your construction foremen I want their men here tomorrow. Or they can kiss their jobs good-bye."


  "We don't operate that way, Garrett."


  "Why not?"


  "We'd rather look out for our people."


  "They know that. Right? So, you talk this way, they know you're serious. Bill. Suggestions?"


  Belle—Bill—was looking a little younger. "Before anything else, you need to tell me what you want to accomplish."


  "We're building a theater. Shooting for an early spring opening date. We've had problems. Vandalism. Theft. Giant bugs. And the haunting I brought you over to check out. The theft and vandalism have been dealt with. I used to think we had the bug problem licked, too."


  Using a slick redhead's slide, Tinnie eased in close, inside my left arm, while I was talking to Bill and Gilbey. "You were way too optimistic about that, Malsquando." She pointed.


  Up where the roof sheathing should start going on soon, a brace of foot-long blue beetles decorated the World, glistening in the afternoon sun. Something the size of a small terrier perched up top, between naked rafters, wearing big antennae. It sparkled in the sunlight, too. I couldn't make out the color. Black or dark brown, and very shiny. "All right. I got way ahead of myself."


  The neighborhood had been quiet. Today. Enough for me to make out the chatter of a sizable group headed my way.


  That turned out to consist of Morley Dotes, Singe, Saucerhead, and several of Morley's troops. I'd asked Morley to find Tharpe. I told Manvil and Bill, "Let me talk to these guys." Noting the wench pack starting to size Morley up already.


  How does he do that? Get them breathing faster just by showing up.


  "Saucerhead. Great. I need you to run security here. Round yourself up five guys you trust, then keep everybody who don't belong here out of the place."


  Tharpe's mouth opened and closed several times before he asked, "How will I know who belongs?"


  "We'll work that out after you pull a crew together." He knew where to find the right kind of people.


  "Pay?"


  "I've got the brewery behind me. As long as people drink beer we'll get paid."


  Saucerhead glanced around. He recognized Gilbey. That made my case. "That'll do." He headed out without another word.


  I faced Singe. "And what are you up to?"


  "Freelancing. For Mr. Dotes."


  "I see." I glanced at the sky. "Are you dressed warm enough?" I had a notion what was up. That might take a good, long time. If Singe could find a track at all after the weather we'd been having.


  She gave me the kind of look an adolescent does after that kind of question. And added a big rat sneer at my coat.


  "All right. You're a big girl." I told Morley, "Don't get her into any tight places." And strained hard not to start moralizing about bounty-hunting somebody who'd never done anything to him personally.


  "More bugs," Gilbey said. He pointed. A huge walking stick had appeared up top. It was big enough for me to make out its head rolling right and left, checking the blue beetles. It decided they looked tasty. It charged. Something I'd never, in my limited experience, seen a normal walking stick do. They usually move slow, or just wait for dinner to come to them.


  The beetles scooted. One lost its grip on the wall. Down it went. The walking stick fell right behind it. The beetle pounded the air desperately with inadequate wings. It survived its collision with cobblestone. The walking stick did not.


  Morley and Gilbey alike hustled over for a closer look. I said, "They just keep on hatching out. I should head over to the Tenderloin, find out if—"


  Miss Tinnie Tate has mastered the secret of bilocation. She was beside me, gouging me in the ribs, before I could finish my thought. Belle gawked, amazed. Though he seemed more taken with Lindy Zhang. Whenever he looked at her he sloughed a half dozen years.


  The years came back the moment he looked somewhere else. Somewhere behind me. I turned but didn't see what had turned him gray at the gills. He pretended nothing had happened. But he looked around some more, marking lines of retreat.


  Morley returned. "You have an interesting one here, Garrett. Not as lethal as usual, but interesting. Good luck. Singe. Time to go."


  Gilbey approached. He wore a weak smile. "Ditto, what your friend said. I understand why it's taking so long. Alyx! Let's go."


  "Hang on. I need to talk to her. Alyx! Come here. Godsdamnit, Tinnie, turn it off for two minutes."


  There are rare moments when enough Tate is just about enough.


  "What?" Alyx was pouting now.


  "Cut the crap. Give me some straight answers. Why do you keep insisting on ghosts here when nobody else sees them?"


  "I see them!"


  "Seen any today?"


  "No."


  "Where do you see them when you do?"


  She waved a hand behind her, indicating the World. "Inside."


  "So. You've been coming down here despite your dad's instructions."


  She stared at the pavements, for once unready to squabble.


  "You have. Bad Alyx."


  "I just wanted to see how things were going. I talked Daddy into building all this."


  "The ghosts. You keep insisting."


  "Damn it, Garrett! I saw them! Every time I ever went down into the part that's going to be under the stage. That's where everybody else saw them, too. And sometimes even up on the ground floor."


  "Who else saw them? I can't find anybody."


  "They all quit. Or lie because they don't want to talk about it."


  I didn't get that. Ghosts aren't common but so much weird stuff happens around this burg that I couldn't see anybody getting rattled over a spook or two. Unless. . . . "What did you see?"


  "I don't know. It was just there. All kind of formless. And there was, like, music. Or something. Really faint."


  Had I not had Bill's report I would've discounted everything Alyx said. As it was, I couldn't get anything more useful than her stubborn insistence that she had seen ghosts.


  "All right. Go on home with Gilbey. Take the ladies with you." Bill, I noted, had managed to spark a conversation with Lindy. Which he was using to cover his moving continuously to survey the neighborhood.


  I had a distinct feeling that Bill had seen a ghost of his own. One that made him extremely nervous. Which just added on to the pile.


  I invited myself to interrupt. "Bill, talk to me some more about what's going on down there. I really don't understand."
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  "What now, Malsquando?" She was going to beat that dog hairless.


  We were alone now. We had the World to ourselves. Discounting the presence of several Relway Runners driven by a need to keep an eye on what was happening. Tinnie had refused to leave with the other women. She insisted that she was smitten by my borrowed coat.


  "You don't want to wear that Malsquando thing out the day you invented it." It irked me for no reason I could pin down.


  "Why aren't you wearing your regular coat?"


  Though she'd stared some, this was the first she'd commented. "The guys at Morley's place tore it up fighting over it."


  "What?"


  "They thought somebody left it behind. It looked halfway decent and didn't smell too bad."


  "A found treasure. I meant well, Mal. . . . All right. It's gotten really quiet, hasn't it?"


  Yes. There was no one else in sight. Except Relway's guys, at rare moments.


  "Why aren't we up to our ears in gawkers and opportunists?"


  "You want to go inside and poke around?"


  "When reinforcements arrive."


  "You'd get a better look at everything in there."


  And there wasn't much anyone could take from the outside. Not without prying pieces off.


  Some word had to be out. Something to the effect that whoever messed with the World could expect to come up missing useful bits.


  It was the edge of the Tenderloin, where freelancing is seriously discouraged.


  Seconds after we got inside I received proof that my redheaded friend was way too subtle for me. She had a good reason for getting in out of the weather.


  I should have run for it. But I couldn't.


  Tinnie said, "I'm getting a lot of pressure from the old folks, Garrett." She paced and twitched, her voice taut and pitched higher than usual.


  This wasn't the Tinnie I was used to. That Tinnie is the personification of self-confidence. I'm the one who panics when personal talk gets personal.


  I had a premonition. Here came a time to panic. "Oh? Yeah?" I squeaked, too.


  "I'm out of excuses. For everybody. Including me." Her voice kept going higher.


  "So. . . . Uh. . . . What do you think?" I shoved my hands into the back of my pants. She didn't need to see them shaking.


  "Uh. . . . I think. . . ." Her voice was up there in mouse talk range. "We're grown-ups."


  "So we ought to be able to act like grown-ups."


  That didn't come out smoothly.


  "Yeah."


  "Grown-ups manage this stuff all the time."


  "Every day."


  Both of us could hear dozens of absent voices muttering that our behavior was worse than juvenile. Tinnie went on. "And we are grown-ups. Aren't we?"


  "Have been for years and years. Though some would argue."


  "People years younger than us manage perfectly well."


  "They do, don't they? And we're professionals. We've dealt with tough people and tougher situations." Talking all around the central issue. Not getting to the heart but relaxing the defenses a little, here and there.


  It went on. The consensus was, we couldn't just keep on keeping on. There were people in our lives. Something had to give. But the risks were huge.


  "Am I interrupting?"


  "Bill! I thought you went back to the tavern."


  "I did. Then I had a thought. On the house. Because about a dozen of those giant bugs are running around out there, even in this weather. Which means the problem could get really awful when the weather turns warm. If everything isn't straightened out by then."


  Tinnie seemed more relieved than aggravated by the interruption. Though the subject still had to be addressed. Soon.


  I said, "You could give me more information about what's going on down there, then."


  "I could. If I had anything. I can't without going down there to look."


  I could arrange that. I didn't tell him out loud.


  He might have read my mind. "Find yourself a real, legal expert. Not a necromancer, either."


  I didn't press. I knew where to find Bill. He was thinking that, too. And regretting it, maybe.


  He said, "That's what I wanted to tell you. That whatever is down there, it's so ugly that you need to get a really big stick onto it. Fast. Before it really wakes up."


  He regretted having come back. But something wouldn't let him just cut me loose.


  He wasn't shaking now. He had been when he'd first come back outside, earlier.


  It might be a good idea to take the evidence to the self-proclaimed experts after all.


  I glanced at Tinnie.


  I could use some expert help over there, too.


  Back to Bill. I got the impression there was more on his mind. A lot more. Some of it personal. His twitchiness seemed to be the sort that comes when you think somebody is stalking you. Then, too, there must be something he thought I ought to know but couldn't bring himself to say.


  I said, "The brewery will send a nice fee along to the Busted Dick. With a retainer. So we can call on your expertise again."


  "Retainer?"


  "A fee you get for keeping yourself available. The brewery has several specialists on retainer. Me among them." My heels clicked hollowly on the floor planking. I heard scratching sounds. "There's what's been spooking our troops." I glanced behind me, past Tinnie, expecting to see a big-ass bug looking for a way to escape the underworld.


  I saw a ghost instead, and very, very faintly heard some kind of music.


  No other way to put it. I didn't want it to be, but that was a ghost. Someone I knew was dead. Someone who had been dead for a long time. Swaying to the music.


  That was a ghost I'd seen before. As a ghost.


  "Garrett? What is it?"


  "Eleanor."


  "What?"


  "See? There? The woman in white?" Becoming more real by the second. Smiling. "The one in the magic painting in my office." The music grew louder by the second, too. And less melodic.


  Tinnie wasn't happy. She didn't know the whole story about Eleanor, though. Lucky for me. She hadn't had as much claim on me then.


  I was amazed and dismayed that so much emotion still lurked within me. That so much hurt still surrounded that beautiful dead lady.


  She smiled as she came toward me, glad to see me, reaching with one delicate, pale hand. Backed by vague music that was turning into half-heard clanking.


  "I don't see anything, Garrett." Just a little put out. Then, "Oh! Oh, gods! It's Denny!"


  Bill said, "You're both seeing people who had a powerful emotional impact in the past."


  Tinnie said, "Uncle Lester."


  Two more females began to form behind Eleanor. For a moment I thought one was my mother. But she was too young. Kayanne Kronk. My first love, so long ago. The other was Maya, a street gang girl who had grown up to become a serious entanglement—till I ran her off by being the same way with her that I've always been with Tinnie. But Kayanne and Maya were both still alive, insofar as I knew. And they didn't go around accompanied by bad music so soft you had to strain to be irked by it.


  Both women faded as soon as I thought that.


  Tinnie was distraught. Bill grabbed hold and hustled her out of the theater. I stumbled along behind, ten percent of me clinging desperately to present reality. My brother Mikey had begun to materialize behind Eleanor. Who looked real enough to bite now.


  I saw Tinnie's ghosts, too, but they had no form to my eye.


  The light outside helped. "Bill, that was all inside our heads, wasn't it?" I suspected that because of my long exposure to the Dead Man.


  He shrugged. "You'd think. But I bet if you faced your ghosts long enough they'd come alive on their own."


  I told Tinnie, "I begin to see why Alyx was upset. Her ghosts must've been her brother and sister. Maybe even her mother." All people whose deaths she'd have no trouble blaming on herself.


  Tinnie had nothing to say. She'd gone missing inside herself.
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  Safely away from Eleanor and Mikey, I thought I understood why people refused to talk about the ghosts. Mine hadn't been awful. And I see weird all the time. But what would the impact be on people for whom ghosts were the hardware of scary stories? People who had skeletons or heavy guilt in their closets? Which so many do. "Hey, Bill. Did you see anything in there?"


  "Not this time. I did before. It was hairy. And there was some kind of ghastly music in the distance."


  "Garrett!" Tinnie was as pale as death. She pointed. I expected to see a street full of ghosts.


  "Cypres Prose! Get your young ass over here! Now! Your friends, too."


  Kip Prose had been sneaking along in the shadows on the other side of the street, between two of his Faction friends. One was the chunky kid from the abandoned house. The lover of bugs, Zardoz. The other had been with Kip last time he came past the World.


  The youngsters hadn't expected anybody to come busting out of the theater. Especially not that fierce defender of order and propriety, Mama Garrett's boy.


  All three kids thought about running. Kip decided there was no point. I'd tell his mother. He wouldn't like what came of that.


  Kip came over staring at the ground a yard in front of his feet. His cronies tagged along. The thinner kid was a ringer for Barate Algarda, only younger.


  "Kevans and Zardoz, I presume."


  They weren't startled. Except Kip, who knew he hadn't given me information enough to give Kevans away.


  "Kip. Why are you down here this time?"


  He wouldn't meet my eye. "We left some stuff."


  "Of course you did." Bugs still wandered around on the outside of the World. "Kip, I don't get it. You've got stuff to do at the manufactory that ought to keep you busy twenty hours a day." He had a million inventions inside his head. His job was to get them out and explained in a way the rest of us could understand. "So why the hell are you down here rooting around under a slum with a bunch of goofballs?"


  The redhead jabbed me in the ribs. Just reminding me that I wasn't Kip's father.


  And wasn't being smart, disrespecting his friends.


  He stopped staring at the pavements. "What are you doing down here? You could have a real job at the manufactory or the Weider Brewery. But you're down here chasing insects and harassing kids."


  Tinnie chuckled.


  Wow. Up on his hind legs and barking back. Which left me speechless.


  I do what I do because I don't want to be a wage slave. I'm doing what I want to do. Usually reluctantly. I've got a lot of dog in me. Like most hounds, I don't want to do anything more than the minimum needed to get by. I'm good at that.


  I'm sure my mom and dad are spinning in their graves. Maybe Kip could come up with a clever way to tap that rotational energy.


  I could hear my only surviving relative, antique Medford Shale, telling me my main problem is, I've never been hungry. If I'd ever been truly hungry, I wouldn't have all these pussy, wimp-out excuses for not nailing me down a real job.


  "You score a couple points. But you're not exactly following your passion by helping social and emotional cripples off the Hill hammer society by creating a plague." I felt like an idiot as soon as I said that. It wasn't what I'd meant to say.


  "And I'm nothing like them, am I, Mr. Garrett?"


  "All right. I apologize. I was getting emotional. There was no need for that. Stipulated. Your friends aren't likely to be weirder than Cypres Prose. On the other hand, Cypres Prose doesn't have family on the Hill who want to get involved in my life. Or who hire people to follow you around."


  "Huh?"


  "Tinnie. Can you keep these two entertained while I show Kip what's going on inside the World?"


  The redhead sneered. Two teenage boys? She'd turn them to jelly, then set them howling at the moon like werewolves lamenting the change.


  She didn't know about Kevans.


  I didn't plan on exposing Kip to the ghosts of the World. I just wanted to shed the audience so I could give him the word about Lurking Felhske. I'd forgotten how sensitive he was, back when we'd been involved with the sky elves who'd helped spark his mechanical genius.


  I told him, "Most of your friends are from the Hill. Some have big personal problems. You've got a girl who pretends she's a boy. You've got a boy who wants to be a girl. You've got somebody who's so interested in you that they've hired the slickest assassin in TunFaire to follow you around." All right. I exaggerated. Lurking Felhske might not be a high-powered lifetaker. But I'd dealt with Kip before. You have to get his attention. "You've got somebody who's so interested in what you're doing that they've even tried leaning on Colonel Block. Any idea who that might be?"


  He had none. Nor did he believe me.


  He did show more than sullen interest, though. "I know about Kevans and Mutter." He shrugged. "We all do. Mutt is just a freak. But Kevans has got real problems. You'd understand if you knew her family."


  "I do. Barate Algarda came by my house. He wanted to pound me till I changed my attitude toward you guys. He didn't have much luck, though."


  "Your smugness tells me you didn't get much out of him, though. You won't. Not him. Not even with a Loghyr to paw through his head. He's a tough old man." I saw him wondering about his own brief visit to a Loghyr with Kyra. "You know about the compliance device?"


  I confessed that I had no clue. "Unless you mean that thing that's supposed to get a woman ferociously interested."


  The light was weak but Kip's blush was visible. "Actually, Kevans invented that. With help from Mutt. And that's not what it does."


  "What, then?"


  "It's pretty simple. You take some common, off-the-shelf spells and braid them so they have a heterodyning effect. The device isn't anything special. A spool wound with silver threads that anchor and store the spells. The spool is mounted in a wooden frame. You rotate till you get the right frequency and relative strength. That gives you an idea what somebody's chemistry is. Doesn't matter what sex they are. It's just more likely that males will use it to look at females. That's the way the culture is stacked."


  "I'll take your word. Even if I don't know what the word means." I felt like I'd just sat through a lecture by somebody ten times smarter than me, who had tried to dumb it down. I did agree that guys would be more likely to deploy the gimmick. If it did what I thought. "Why would Kevans want to know if somebody was interested or aroused, or could be engineered into it?"


  "Sometimes girls want to know the odds, too, Mr. Garrett."


  I smelled the reek coming off that. "And being able to manipulate the other party?"


  "Uh. . . . The influence part was serendipity, Mr. Garrett. It wasn't planned that way. Not so guys can improve their chances. It doesn't do that very good, anyway. Kevans wanted to find a way to read people's emotions and intentions. The rest of us all went in on it because we thought we could use it to help us not do the usual inappropriate stuff that scares people off. You've seen me go around with a foot in my mouth like a hunchback goes around with his hump. And then you saw me with Kyra. Kyra Tate!"


  "I was curious. But not too much. I didn't want to jinx myself with Tinnie."


  "Yeah. Well, listen. I'm the gleaming social butterfly of the Faction. I'm the master of slick in that crew."


  "All right. I won't disagree, based on what I've seen so far."


  "Really, honestly, the compliance device was only supposed to warn us when we were doing dumb stuff. So we'd stop. Plus, Kevans hoped it would help her get along better at home. But we couldn't ever get the damned thing to do what we wanted it to do. It just let us figure out if somebody was in the mood. If you knew that, you could fiddle the spool a little and kind of tune them in."


  Then he made a little squeaky noise. His eyes bugged. And I faced off with another invocation of the law of unintended consequences.


  "Power up its ability to influence. Figure out how to mass-produce it. You'll get richer than Max Weider in a week. Call it the Shortcut. Something like that."


  There might be holes in my reasoning but I knew I'd fingered the soul of it. I was sure, too, that even a superpower compliance device wouldn't make irresistible studs of the Faction.


  I was sure because I was them when I was that age.


  Still, these baby blues had actually seen Kyra Tate tagging along after Cypres Prose, apparently liking it. Did any of the Faction have the slightest notion how disruptive a workable compliance device would be? Socially?


  We might be about to find out. The device might be the reason these kids were in the sights of somebody who could deploy a Lurking Felhske.


  Staring into infinity, Kip said, "Oh my God! Ohmigod! Ohmigod!" Over and over, faster and faster. Some wisps of mist over yonder had him seeing the unfortunate dead from back when first we'd met. My own ghosts began to form. The same as before. I was armored with a powerful cynicism. They troubled me not. I heard no music, either.


  Still, Kayanne and Maya did achieve a reality that surpassed the phantom stage. I didn't doubt that I'd find them warm to the touch if I went over and fondled.


  Eleanor did bother me. I still had issues there.


  I dragged Kip toward the exit. Once out, I slapped his cheeks. It took three shots to shake him loose. His eyes focused. He remained confused. "Listen!" I told him. "What happened in there did because of what your bunch have been doing. There's something ancient and dreadful way down below here. Your bugs disturbed it. It's trying to wake up."


  Kip had no defiance left. "I don't understand, Mr. Garrett."


  "I don't, either." I had a notion Bill Chimes couldn't make it any clearer. Bill Chimes who had gone missing again. "All I can tell you is what I just did. That's all I've been told myself."


  His eyes glazed over. But he wasn't going back to where he'd just been. He was doing what always boggles me when I witness it in a kid. He was thinking.


  "It would have to be something that operates in a mental realm like the one your partner occupies."


  My partner. It could be time to drop everything and hustle my sweet self back to Chuckles. "It might be useful to have the whole Faction sit down with him. He'd make connections none of the rest of us can."


  "That won't happen, Mr. Garrett. Nobody wants somebody digging around inside their head."


  "I understand that. I don't like it myself. But he won't do anything you don't let him do. He isn't some barbarian raider. Consider, though. He does have multiple minds. He can look at things from several viewpoints at once."


  "I know. I've suffered him before. It isn't me you have to sell. Right now, despite everything you've told me, the Faction wouldn't see a problem that needs solving."


  I could have argued on but where was the point? Pushing kids in a direction they don't want to go just makes them stubborn. Unless you've got a really big stick and don't mind using it.


  Better to be more clever.


  "I can't force you. But you've had a taste. You know there's something bad crawling out of the darkness."


  "Bad? I don't—"


  "Think about it, Kip. What do you know about ghosts? Why would the ghosts you saw wait for you here? Did any of them come anywhere near here when they were alive?"


  "I'm young, Mr. Garrett. Not stupid. I see the implications."


  Kip had had enough. He took off toward Tinnie and his friends. He and the friends headed out. Fast. I didn't hear what they said. Kevans glanced back once; then the three rounded a dirty gray brick building, headed toward the Tenderloin. Headed for their hidey-hole.
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  Tinnie said, "So you did your Mr. Sensitive, bull thunder-lizard in Aeleya's teagarden routine. And, lo! The kid didn't knuckle under."


  "A gross exaggeration."


  "I'm sure. Here comes Saucerhead. Give him the true facts and ask what he thinks you could've done better."


  "I'm telling you this, Red. You keep picking and chipping. . . . What the hell is she doing, tagging after Head?"


  "She" would be Winger, stacked blonde slapped together on an epic scale. As tall as me. My friend, theoretically. But not a friend I want turning up anywhere where I'm the guy who'll be held accountable. Winger is a female Saucerhead Tharpe. With more flexible ethics. You don't trust her around the family silver. Or anything else of value.


  She does try. But she just can't resist temptation.


  Distracted by the approach of big, beautiful blond trouble, I didn't immediately notice that she wasn't Tharpe's only companion.


  He'd brought six people along. Well, five. The Remora, Jon Salvation, is just an extension of Winger, these days. He's not really a person.


  The rest were serious thugs. I recognized three of them. They'd be men a man I trusted could trust. Saucerhead's knack for selection was perfection in all particulars, excepting only family deserter Winger. I cut Tharpe out of the crowd. "You're gonna be the guy, here, Head. Your job is, keep everybody out unless they bring you a pass signed by me. No exceptions. Not even Winger. There are some hungry ghosts in there."


  Saucerhead stared with eyes grown large. He didn't want to believe me. But he couldn't shove aside the fact that he'd been there with me so many times when the weirdness squared itself on the freaky scale. "Ghosts?"


  "Something that looks like ghosts. It might be something else a whole lot worse. I'm hoping the Dead Man can figure it out."


  He saw me give Winger the fish-eye. Again. "Don't worry about her, Garrett. The Remora hanging around has straightened her up. She's awed by the written word. It don't change, no matter how much you bluster and threaten and try to make it."


  That was one long-winded homily for Saucerhead Tharpe. "I'll take your word. From what I hear tell, though, Jon Salvation isn't exactly an impartial observer."


  "You think? Him mooning after her like she's the born-again avatar of Romassa?"


  "Romassa?"


  "Goddess of physical love. For one a' them tribes we worked with down in the Cantard. The Avatar was even bigger than Winger." He did cupped hands in front of his chest. "Her job was to teach the young men coming up about doing it."


  "She was a real person?"


  "Sure. She was the Avatar. Not the goddess herself but her stand-in. It was a big honor to be picked."


  You hear everything at least once. After you've heard it all, you check out.


  "Lot of happy boys around there, I guess."


  "The Avatar smiled a lot, too."


  Tinnie had been eavesdropping, off and on. Showing no happiness about the strange ways they have in far-off lands. "I should've gone with Alyx in the coach. Now I have to walk all the way back to midtown."


  Saucerhead leaned in like he was about to pass along a juicy punch line about how they did things in the Cantard. "So, what's with the goofy coat?"
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  Tinnie Tate was short of temper by the time we got to my house. I kept my opinion of her choice of footwear closely guarded. No need to tempt the lightning.


  I was digging for my key when the door opened.


  Pular Singe stood there staring at me, sort of befuddled.


  "What?" I asked.


  "I could not track him."


  "What?"


  "That Lurking Felhske. That Mr. Dotes wanted to find. I could not track him." She was thoroughly unhappy. "That never happens."


  "I'm sorry. Don't get all suicidal about it."


  Tinnie punched me from behind. And I just knew that if Singe was a human girl she would've burst into tears right then.


  "All right. How did he kill his back trail?" That would take it out of the realm of being her fault.


  "How did you. . . ?" She looked back to the doorway to the Dead Man's room, inclined to blame him for giving her away before crediting me with the ability to work something out. "He went through areas where the stink overpowered every other smell. Even body odor as bad as his."


  "He always came out somewhere besides where he went in. Right?" I've worked both sides of that gambit.


  "Possibly. I think."


  "What?"


  "Sorry. I am not feeling good about myself right now."


  "I understand. I've been there. Couldn't you circle the bad smell till you found where his spoor came out?"


  "In theory. But not really. The bad smells were so strong my nose went dead. And everybody coming out of there carried the stench with them." She had to be talking about the tannery district. There is nothing quite like that when it comes to overpowering smells. "I can only pick out individuals if they wear something like that awful stink-pretty Saucerhead Tharpe soaks in when he is feeling especially single."


  The girl is an amazement. I couldn't restrain a guffaw. She had Tharpe nailed. When he works himself up to go on the prowl he splashes that stuff on like. . . . There is no adequate simile. Nothing compares. He'll never get lost. Singe will find him underwater. Sometimes the stench is unbearable. And its results are entirely predictable. No score, unless he runs into a woman totally blind and deaf in the nose with no discernible sense of taste. Or one of those gals who has the same bad perfume habit. There are squadrons of those, though most are a tad long in the tooth for Mr. Tharpe.


  Garrett.


  "And that answers the big question. Himself is awake. Now, if Dean happened to be hard at work womping up a supper, in quantities adequate to fill me and my sweet patootie, life could be reclassified as perfect."


  Tinnie growled, "Don't you ever turn it off?"


  "Tight shoes," I told Singe. "And no lunch."


  "Next time I come down here I'll wear my winter boots."


  "Not the pretty ones. Bring the work ones."


  "The midthigh tops? With a shovel?"


  I disengaged from further discussion of shoes. "Singe, something that came up today got me wondering about the differences between ratpeople and humans."


  "Yes?" Instantly defensive.


  "We saw ghosts. All of us. Some of us heard music." I told her about it. I didn't scrimp on details. Old Bones was listening, too. "But you and your brother, and his guys, never saw anything."


  Singe managed a facial tick that resembled a puzzled look. "I'll take your word for that."


  Damn! It would be ridiculous if she started managing human facial expressions, too.


  I'd have to head that off, for sure. She'd end up burned at the stake.


  "Come help us mull it over with the Dead Man." Or whatever you call the situation where His Nibs picks the brains of mere mortals, to help us discover the meaning of life.


  Your cynicism has migrated from the realm of the mildly amusing to the uglier principality of the irritating.


  "Oh, good. You're still awake."


  So we communed, brainstormed, and schemed. The sad truth, though, was, we needed more information. My sidekick knew no more than I did about ancient, dramatically powerful things buried under TunFaire. He recalled no legends, fairy tales, or religious fancies that accounted for what was stirring.


  The Tenderloin is a storied moral sink. It's been the bad part of town since the first nomad families pitched their tents on a hospitable riverbank and never got around to moving on.


  I was particularly pleased. My sweetie, once she had some food in her, dropped the attitude and focused on the problem at hand.


  We ate while we worked. And Dean's effort made the wait worthwhile.


  Amazing what that old man can do with a capon, wine, mushrooms, and a few tubers that aren't supposed to be in season. All washed down by a fine, potent Weider winter wheat lager.
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  Tinnie went to bed. Likewise, Singe. And Dean beat them all to the friendly sheets. I stayed where I was, enjoying my beer. And persevering.


  Old Bones had let me know he wanted a word in private. Whatever that meant to somebody who could carry on multiple silent, isolated conversations at once.


  I permitted myself a presumption this morning, once you were on your way. Penny came for a lesson. I hired her to check into a few things.


  Brilliant me, intellect puffed by the Weider brew, I asked, "Like what?"


  The histories of the properties involved in the World construction site. The background of the man you knew as Handsome, for Mr. Weider and Mr. Gilbey, because you have not found time for that. I also asked her to see what she could find out about members of the Faction for whom we have names. And about their families. And I tasked her to find out what she could about the history and ownership of the property the Faction turned into their clubhouse.


  "And I thought you made ridiculous demands on me. A grown man."


  Sneer.


  "All right. All right. Whatever you've got, go ahead and crow."


  Some things you learn just being around him long enough. Like his need to show off how good he is. Or how good his protégé can be.


  The experience was humiliating. During a single day Penny Dreadful, totally marginal teenage person who would play no other role in the case, had, as a favor to her pal the Dead Man, dug out almost all the information he wanted checked.


  History of the ground where the World was going up? Bland. Nondescript. Nothing interesting had happened there as far back as available records went. The first several slumlords who sold to Max were convinced that they had hornswoggled the beer baron. The procession of ownership started with an uprising two hundred eighty years gone that had destroyed every older record.


  Who owned the ruined property? Fellow name of Barate Algarda. He bought it off the wife of a once-famous smuggler who got put out of business permanently by Chodo Contague's predecessor, thirty years ago. Algarda's daughter had used it for a playhouse, growing up. It had had a reputation as a deadly place, back then. Old hands still steered clear.


  Brent Talanta, also known as Handsome? No children. Wife deceased. Survived only by his mother. Handsome was her only source of support. A forensic sorcerer had connected the knife found in the hand of a Stomper known as Funboy to Handsome's wounds. Likewise, the shoes of several gang members to bruises on the corpse. Handsome's remains had been sent on for cremation at a contract crematorium. Funboy's body had been sold to a resurrection man. The rest of the Stompers were headed for a labor camp.


  I told Old Bones, "I have to admit that I forgot all about Handsome. Even though I promised Max."


  Miss Pular wrote the report. Joe Kerr will take it to Mr. Weider in the morning. Mr. Weider will do the right thing. Now. For someone who keeps telling himself how amazed he is by his advancing maturity, you do seem to work with a solid teenage mind-set most of the time.


  Ouch. Possibly true. But doubly hurtful since the harvester of so much marvelous information barely qualified as a teen herself.


  But wait! There is more!


  There would be, wouldn't there?


  The keg I'd found down under the ruin had been purchased from the Goteborg Enterprise by Riata Dungarth. Riata Dungarth was the personal servant of Elmet Starbottle, a member of the Faction known to his crew as Slump, who was a cousin of the twins, Berbach and Berbain, who seemed to have walked away from the Faction. The keg had been delivered to the ruin, wrestled downstairs, and installed by Idris Brithgaern, who made all the deliveries for the Goteborg Enterprise brewery. Mr. Brithgaern delivered a new keg the first day of each week, always prepaid by Riata Dungarth. The ruin was outside Brithgaern's normal range, but he did not mind. He got to keep the beer in the old keg. Sometimes that had not been touched. He could sell that beer, legally, off the back of his wagon. But, mostly, he took it home and enjoyed it himself. It was a beer that deserved a man with a discerning palate.


  By this point I was ready to whimper. The little tramp obviously vamped. . . . I had a couple smart-ass questions in inventory but reserved them because I was afraid the little witch had reported what color socks Idris Brithgaern wore.


  Mismatched. Gray to the left, brown on the right.


  "Argh!"


  I jest. But there is a lesson in all this.


  "Yeah. And I don't need help from you figuring out what it is, Laughing Boy." Simply, Penny Dreadful had no trouble with the concept of hard work. Given a task, she whapped it in the schnoz with both fists and pounded it into instant submission.


  I could fake that kind of youthful enthusiasm. For a few minutes. Sometimes. "So, who does this Brithgaern creature work for?"


  The Goteborg Enterprise craft brewery.


  "All right. My mistake. Let me get focused." Weider Dark Select might not match up with Goteborg, but it's pretty damned good. "Make that Riata Dungarth. Who's he work for?"


  Elmet Starbottle. Where Elmet Starbottle would seem to be a name chosen by the person wearing it. There are no Starbottle families amongst the elites in this city.


  I could have told him that. Silly-ass name. Starbottle. Ha. "What you're doing now is prancing around the fact that you don't know which one of the Faction uses the name Starbottle."


  Pretty much, there. Yes. Pretty much. Unless it might be the boy they call Slump, as I might have mentioned earlier.


  He's so smug.


  I expect all that will be cleared up for sure next time I see Penny.


  "You mean next time she decides to mooch a meal?"


  I believe she has earned a few.


  And I did feel petty even before he chastised me. So I punished myself by draining another mug of beer. Then I trundled on upstairs, clambered into bed behind my favorite gal in the whole wide world, and fell asleep in about seven seconds.
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  Tinnie didn't put away as much holy elixir as her favorite man. But she had less experience handling it. She woke up with a pounding head an hour before the early birds took wing. She turned into the beautiful woman who never heard of mercy.


  "Rise and shine, Malsquando. For the first time in your life you're going to do an honest day's work."


  "Ow!" Not good news. Not good news at all. I'm no Morley Dotes but I am acquainted with the comfort of a dishonest day's work. A day with as little real work in it as I can arrange.


  I was over last night already.


  "This may be why we can't get to a grown-up solution to our grown-up problems," I grumbled. "Here you come, six hours too early for even thinking, let alone working."


  No argument. No snide commentary. Just another stiff finger and sharp nail between a couple of my favorite ribs.


  I almost said something I couldn't take back. Lucky me, though. I have a resident guardian angel.


  Do not! open your idiot mouth!


  I clung to that advice for the dozen seconds my sweetie needed to lose focus and fall asleep again.


  I went back to sleep, too. Wondering, for the first time, about the discrepancies between my partner's report on the compliance device and Kip's. Kip isn't real good about making up plausible stories.


  Next time I woke up it was time to set the beer free. That took a while. Then I poured a little in to replace what had gone away. Tinnie snorted and snored worse than Saucerhead or Playmate, both true champions. The racket didn't bother me. I climbed back into bed and, after a few random thoughts, got down to business making it through to the crack of noon.


  Old Bones—or maybe the gods themselves—did something to the redhead while she slept. She woke up in a sunny mood. Unfortunately still convinced that Ma Garrett's boy ought to haul out and become an important ingredient in her wonderful day. "Don't you got some books to balance? Or maybe some bribe sheets to update?"


  Tinnie has some big generational differences with the elder Tates. But none having to do with milking maximum cash from folks interested in our manufactory's products. Her number-one mission is to maintain the waiting list of three-wheel buyers.


  Bribes paid to move names on the waiting list generate more cash flow than sales of the units themselves. Every entrepreneur and financier in this burg hates us.


  I don't get it, myself. I really don't. People are nuts over the three-wheels. I've ridden them. They're fun. They make getting around a little faster. But not much. Not when you have to deal with everyday traffic in twisty, narrow streets. And, more especially, not when you have to deal with the upsides of hills. Not to overlook the ride on cobblestones. And the even harder pull where there are no pavements at all.


  And then there are thieves. Though my senior partners had been smart about that.


  Every three-wheel has a unique signature spell applied, traceable by the company Charmstalker. Should your three-wheel be commandeered by a freelance socialist, it can be located, and justice can be delivered, with dramatic quickness. It happens often enough to discourage all but the terminally stupid.


  If only there were some way to deal with those people before they breed.


  Deal Relway may be on to something. He's clearing the raging idiots out of the criminal class.


  There are people out there in definite need of disappearing. Problem is, once you start, how do you confine yourself to the "right" bad guys? And do we want our only surviving criminals to be people too smart to get caught?


  Garrett. It is past time you dragged your self-deluded posterior out of bed.


  Everybody has an opinion. And, as my old platoon sergeant explained, they all reek like the waste sphincter everyone also has.


  Garrett.


  The sending was gentle. Like the soft voice of your father just before he lets you have it upside the head. Old Bones wasn't in a patient mood.


  Truth on a silver tray. Get dressed. Eat. Then get in here.


  While I endured attitude from my sidekick, my favorite redhead vanished. She dressed, headed downstairs, ate, and was gone before I tied into my own sausages with biscuits and gravy. A country-style breakfast Dean uses as a hammer when he thinks I need reminding that I'm not nobility.


  "You're losing it, old man. Or maybe you've just gone loony."


  He was ahead of me. Knowing I'd think the menu was a statement. "The thing in there expects you to work a long day. What little is left. I wanted you to eat something that will stay with you."


  "Dean, you need to test the job market. See what's available for a man your age, with your skills. After that, come give me another ration of shit."


  Oh. I was feeling it now. My head throbbed. My patience was short. I couldn't work up a good goddamn's worth of care about anything. Faced with the worst atrocity in all history—or its all-time best moment—my response would have been an indifferent, "Ain't that some shit?" While I felt around for my beer mug.


  "I hope your attitude improves before you have to deal with people who might not suffer in silence."


  I grumbled some. Fortified by breakfast and armed with a fresh round of honeyed tea, I trudged off to play dueling sullens with my business partner.
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  Singe came out of the Dead Man's room. She glowed like fresh-minted sunshine. Her arms were full. I didn't volunteer to help. She chirped a bright greeting. It's hard to be nasty toward Singe, however bleak I feel. The guilt afterward is poisonous.


  She explained, "I'm moving my business stuff. The furnishings are supposed to come today."


  Even a mention of frittering my money didn't set me off. I grumbled politely. Though not politely enough to suit. She got huffy.


  I settled into my chair. I drank tea. As he sometimes does, Dean had spiked the pot with something to ease my headache and stomach.


  The biscuits and greasy gravy were lying heavy already.


  I said, "I never learn. Is it possible that I can't?"


  His Nibs was feeling less confrontational. That is not quite the case. Your people, despite their gifts of memory and senses of history and mortality, despite their being able to foresee the consequences of actions taken, seldom bother.


  "Huh?"


  You people cannot shed your animalistic tendency to live life in the moment. Even the most brilliant of you ignore tomorrow's certain pain in order to enjoy today's fleeting pleasure. The hangover is Nature's perfect metaphor.


  "All right."


  He did have that right. Dumb as it sounds when you have your reason kicked in. You tipple of an evening, you don't think about how you'll feel in the morning. No matter how often you've been disinclined to wake up and suffer the consequences.


  And you for damned sure do not want anyone to remind you.


  "Hey!"


  Singe was back. She made a startled squeak.


  "Sorry. I was barking at him, not you."


  She loaded up, went away.


  Are you ready? There is work to do.


  He seemed eager. That was disturbing. He is more allergic to real productivity than I am.


  We face a mighty challenge! You cannot imagine how much I am enjoying myself, winkling out the hidden meanings of everything going on with all that you have stumbled into or over.


  He was going to be cheerful? Sickening. Just sickening.


  "I do hope you enjoy yourself. Big time. Because it just occurred to me that my boy genius, Cypres Prose, on whose freaky brain the company depends for product ideas, is a serious candidate for Mr. Deal Relway's special justice."


  Pursuant to his bad habits, which keep getting badder, Old Bones took a look inside my head without asking.


  Oh my! That had not occurred to me, either.


  Two bodies had been found at the World, both mutilated by bugs. One was still breathing when the vermin started chewing. The law could lay that death on whoever created the bugs.


  Kip Prose might be facing a manslaughter rap. Him and the Faction.


  I regained confidence quickly. Kip's pals came off the Hill. Their mommies and daddies would cover them. They'd cover Kip. And my cut of the ingenious ideas would keep right on coming.


  After his moment of self-disgust—he was supposed to see things I didn't, and had lapsed several times lately—Old Bones moved on. None of that is germane at this point. We are being paid to end the problems at the World. Anything else would be incidental and serendipitous. Not so?


  "So." He was right. He always is about business responsibility.


  But it is all still a hugely exciting puzzle.


  What the hell was he thinking? I was getting worried.


  We are going to do two things immediately. And a few things more once the right people have passed through my sphere of influence.


  Naturally, he did not explain his thinking.


  You are too easily distracted. Though, admittedly, less so now that your involvement with Miss Tate is progressing beyond the adolescent.


  That involvement ought to concern him. If it gets much more serious, him and Dean and Singe will have to find new digs.


  Diffuse amusement. Cause not explained.


  Your immediate task is to visit the Royal Library. See if you can find anything that sheds light on our situation.


  "And then what?" Because I wouldn't be at the library long. They weren't going to let me in. I was in deep, bad odor with my friend there because of all my hanging out with Tinnie. I hadn't been round to see Lindalee in ages. And Lindalee's boss has me on her all-time shit list.


  Bad memories. Last time I went to the library I'd been ambushed by a guy who was mostly troll or ogre. I wasn't sure which. I was too busy getting away.


  Fond recollections of Lindalee, though. Fond recollections.


  Stop that.


  "Sorry. Didn't mean to kick your prude-sparking trip wire."


  You are wasting time. You must visit the library. You must see Mr. Tharpe at the World. You must organize an expedition into the hidden places beneath that abandoned house. We need more information.


  "Hey! There are only so many hours. . . ."


  And you have wasted a significant fraction lying in bed. You continue to waste it on argument. The truth you refuse to acknowledge is that neither wickedness nor good fortune willingly conform to your preferred schedule.


  Ouch! How do you come back hard once you've been slapped in the chops with a brass-bound Truth? "When I'm King of the World—"


  Go to the library. Now. I do wish Miss Winger were available. I could use her literate shadow. We could get a great deal more accomplished much more quickly.


  Were he among the breathing I would've wondered what he was chewing.


  Get going. Patience exhausted. Cranky again.


  Nagged unto death, I donned my loaner coat and went. A Singe all thrilled because she had her own office now, bigger than mine, all to herself alone, shut the door behind me.


  I saw all kinds of unhappy truths during my descent to the pavements of Macunado Street. In that direction Little Miss High Priestess in Exile, Penny Dreadful, waited for me to disappear so she could cadge a meal and, probably, make me look even badder. In this direction lurked a guy I couldn't see who radiated a cosmically bad odor. Yonder, a clutch of nonchalant loiterers in mufti, with tin whistles under their shirts, looked forward to getting some exercise trudging around TunFaire behind the city's most lovable former Marine.


  Barate Algarda was in the gallery, too. Lurking with less success than Felhske. Could I lure him close enough for the Dead Man to snap up?


  Head east. Turn south on Wizard's Reach. Then take the alley. Try not to frighten Penny.


  A pear-shaped, bug-loving teen sat on the steps to Mrs. Cardonlos' establishment, uphill. He had fallen asleep. Thereby failing to note the magnitude of his folly. The Relway Runners avoided disturbing him as they came and went. I wondered what the hell he was doing but did not want to put him on the spot by stopping to ask.


  I followed the Dead Man's suggestion. Except for the part about not scaring Penny Dreadful. I couldn't resist.


  Round the block I went, in a direction I seldom travel. And came back into Macunado nose to nose with the Cardonlos place. I was tempted to drop in unannounced. Or maybe play a game of wild goose with the widow's houseguests, leading them around till the spring thaw came.


  I would have done it, too. A few years ago. Deal Relway be damned.


  That old devil maturity had a hold on me.


  Absent Barate Algarda, I toddled onward, onward, into TunFaire's black bureaucratic heart. To the Chancellery, where I took time to enjoy the ranting of the hardy lunatics spouting paranoid conspiracy theories and political absurdities on the building's steps. A last taste while I could get it. This tradition wouldn't last. Some raving conspiracy theorists lack the sense to leave Deal Relway out of their formulae.


  A sizable percentage of the city's population waited impatiently while I indulged. All those potential witnesses wanted me to get on along and do something interesting.


  In ages past, in the long ago, when I'd wanted to get into the Royal Library—which is not for the use of any hairy Tom Dick who claims he's Karentine—I'd shown up at a particular side door. A small cash transfer blinded the guard there. The unstated rule being, I'd start no fires and wouldn't pee in the corners while I was inside.


  No tip, however, ever sheltered me from the wrath of sweet Lindalee's superiors. Who were sure thumbscrews and branding irons were too good for someone who actually wanted to look inside their books. Or maybe wanted to get close to a particular young librarian.


  No reasonable man expected exemption from betrayal under the circumstances obtaining at the Royal Library. A smart man handled his business fast.


  And here, now, with the weak half of an army tracking me, where was the point of expecting privacy?
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  I went to my special side door. No way a lowlife like me could walk in through the front. There are maybe fifteen Royals who enjoy that privilege.


  Snootiness doesn't keep us lesser beings out. If we're armed with the silver key.


  The old soldier watching the door was new. He didn't know me, either. But he liked my coat. I could tell. And he was old pals with the dead king on the chunk of silver I passed him. He didn't even speak. He just closed his eyes as a stray gust whiffed into the library. Probably planning an outing with his old pal, King Whoever.


  I headed for the rare books, not sneaking. Hardly anyone visited them, though Lindalee always enjoyed their company.


  For a moment I feared I might feel guilty about how I'd treated Lindalee. Maybe even about how I'd treat her now, considering I was fenced in by Tinnie.


  Curses! This was worse than the hives. I was breaking out all over in a bad case of growing up. And wasn't worried about finding a cure.


  I took a wrong turn. In the sense that I rounded a stack and buried my beautiful honker in the brown sweater armoring the belly of a familiar ogre. Wool on an ogre? Yes. This big boy looked like the male equivalent of the librarian stereotype. He even wore reading glasses, which are expensive. Even when their lens don't have to be custom-ground.


  The ogre didn't move. There was no way around him. He had an acre of foot at the end of each tree trunk of a leg. The outsides of those lapped against the bases of the stacks to either hand.


  In the real world ogre expressions are easily read. There is snarling while they sleep. And there's snarling as they try to rip bits off of you. They don't stand around looking at you like the unexpected rat dropping that just surfaced in the porridge.


  That's what this one did. He stared. Then he stared some more, upper lip rising in a sneer. He did nothing else but breathe. And take up space.


  I apologized for my clumsiness and stepped back.


  With my nose in brown wool I was too close to handle easily. I did him a favor by opening the range. He took advantage, latching on to various limbs. In seconds I was back in the weather, floundering in nasty slush, my spiffy borrowed coat all wet, filthy, and torn. Poindexter the literary ogre was back inside. Through the open doorway I heard him suffer harpy shrieks because he had been too gentle.


  That wasn't Lindalee being shrill. That was her boss. A lovable spinster—for whom they invented the word "harridan" because nothing already out of the forge was harsh enough to fit. She never did like me.


  The man I'd reunited with his dead pal stuck his head outside, curious to see how far I had flown before splash-down. He looked guilty round the edges. Like he might have operated some kind of silent alarm. So much for a cerebral line of investigation.


  What now?
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  The Dead Man opened with an oblique, snide observation about pigeons coming home to roost. Singe helped me out of my wet things. She hustled the loaner coat into the kitchen for a drying session. Meanwhile, I nearly panicked, thinking Old Bones had found him a way to get the Goddamn Parrot back.


  He was just being a pain.


  We will access the library another way. Do we know a respected member of the community who owes us a favor?


  "And can read? No. People like that try to stay away from people like us."


  Unless they go into business with us. Surely, there are those who might be induced. He offered suggestions, including Max Weider, Manvil Gilbey, even Tinnie Tate.


  "Tinnie? You looking to start a war?"


  I doubt there would be problems. What competition there may have been is over. I expect Miss Tate and the other woman would spend an afternoon amusing themselves by trading war stories. Or horror stories, as the mood demanded.


  That was worth being nervous about.


  Go to the World. See what Mr. Tharpe has to report. Ask Miss Winger to come see me.


  "What do you want with her?"


  Nothing. As I mentioned recently, I can use her shadow. Who will not come if he knows he is the object of my interest.


  "The Remora?" I'd thought he was just making mental bathroom noises. Jon Salvation was a standout among the dozen most useless human beings I'd ever met.


  Indeed.


  I shook my head. No more questions. He might give me answers I didn't want to hear.


  I will want Cypres Prose, too.


  Had he mentioned that before? Maybe when I was more focused on beer? My mind wasn't at peak today.


  Or most any other day, inasmuch as you refuse to exercise it.


  "Use it or lose it." See. Mind at half speed. Handing him a straight line like that.


  Of late, he's made a habit of ignoring these opportunities. Leaving me to stew in my own humiliation.


  I did not mention Kip Prose before. Perhaps your undermind is engaged even while the rest lies fallow.


  It could happen. "If I run into him. If he's willing to come back." I reminded him, "He has been here before."


  Yes. And I may have missed something important.


  Oh, it pained him to confess. Especially when I observed, "Hubris."


  Close.


  He was irked with himself. He had gotten sloppy. Too full of himself, and sloppy.


  Garrett!


  Though you could not have pried it out of him with a giant's crowbar.


  I heard the front door open and shut. "Where is Singe going?"


  Miss Pular is on a mission.


  "And Penny Dreadful? I saw her hanging around out there."


  She had a report. And hoped I would have more work for her. Likewise, Joe Kerr and his countless siblings.


  Uh-oh. It's not good when he starts playing general and king spider tugging strings from the heart of his web. He has too much fun. And I get scared. And too soon penniless.


  Web-spinners are, generally, female. And the brewery is underwriting expenses.


  "There are limits, even for Max Weider. Who has a nose for financial bullshit better than Singe's for a track. What about Barate Algarda? Did you get anything out of him?"


  Embarrassed pause. No. I was unable to gain control. His protection was stronger than before.


  "That's kind of scary." I told him about seeing the pear-shaped boy asleep on the steps of the Cardonlos mansion.


  That is odd.


  "For a while I was thinking he might be on Relway's payroll. But that wouldn't make sense. If he was he wouldn't be out where people could see him. So I figure he didn't know where he was when he sat down."


  Dean appeared. He brought a fine meal. I know that because Dean cooked it. But I was too distracted to enjoy it. I don't recall what it was. He told me, "I've packed something for you to take along. Since you'll be out late. Your coat is almost dry."


  I suffered a fleeting inclination to visit my old-time haunts. Get a take on the pulse of the city today. Very fleeting. I ate. I listened to the Dead Man wax eloquent on the possibilities inherent in a rumor that Dean had stumbled over during a shopping run he hade made while I was off enjoying a lesson in humility.


  Glory Mooncalled may be back.


  That would have nothing to do with what we were into today. That was excitement from the past. Interesting to the fans of Glory Mooncalled, but, no way. "Anyone who claims he's Glory Mooncalled is an impostor."


  You think so? Is he really gone? He is a folk hero. A lovable rogue. The man who steals from everybody and gives to himself, but the poor and weak just see him thumbing his nose at the rich and powerful.


  "Dean's imagination is overwrought. I'll believe it when I see it. Whatever the story is. What does it have to do with what we're into?"


  Nothing. As you reflected, just a bit of news that might someday prove interesting to his many aficionados.


  Not just women but whole societies sometimes love the bad boys.
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  It was getting on toward evening. Despite the chill nothing was coming down, chunk-style or liquid. People were out enjoying themselves, without fear. I watched excited young people take turns ferociously racing three-wheels. Not once did I see one of those once common, sinister characters who had a stretch of his side of the street all to himself.


  The why was plain. Wherever you looked you saw a guy in blue, sporting a red flop hat. Where was Colonel Block getting the money to pay them? He poor-mouthed constantly whenever I saw him.


  When you thought about it, though, the Crown could use money it once spent making war. Were it so inclined. Cynical me, I couldn't see the Royal crowd giving a rat's ass. Excepting Prince Rupert.


  The prince is a special nut. A Deal Relway fan at the highest altitude.


  People followed me. Not so many as before. They had decided I wasn't going to do anything interesting. I hoped. I'd had about enough interesting times.


  I found Saucerhead in a state of excitement, roaming around the outside of the World. Some work had gotten done today. A brace of roofers were still on the job.


  Gilbey had taken my advice about offering discharges.


  Tharpe practically exploded. "Sekmat on a broomstick, Garrett! What the hell is wrong with this place?"


  "Excuse me?" And, "What the hell is that?"


  I did know what "that" was, not being blind. It was a flying thunder-lizard. There are a dozen species out in the wilds of Karenta. Here in town they're usually small and pick on pigeons. But we don't see them during the cold winter.


  The beast that had snatched a cat-size beetle off the unfinished roof had a ten-foot wingspan. The roofers saw that as God's way of telling them it was time to knock off for the day.


  Tharpe said, "That kinda shit's been going on all day. Along with ghosts roaming around inside, and weird music playing. Two of my toughest guys quit. Couldn't take it. The ones that stuck, none a' them will go inside no more. What did you get me into, Garrett?"


  "You wanted a job."


  "Yeah, but. . . ."


  "I don't know what's going on. Finding out and making it stop is why we're here. Here's a fact for you, though. Only one guy has gotten hurt so far. A drunk who passed out behind those pillars. The bugs got him."


  "Oh. That helps. When the carpenters say it's way spookier now than it was before they walked out."


  "What happened?"


  "Besides what I done told you?"


  "Yes. Besides the exciting stuff." A pair of flying thunder-lizards banked overhead.


  "Some guys—eight, altogether—showed up for work. Two tried inside. Four went up on the roof. One did some base coat painting by that far doorway. The last guy went around yelling at all the rest. Reminding me why I got a such hard time holding that kind a job. I keep thumping guys like him. Anyways, he said more guys will show up tomorrow. And he'd sincerely appreciate it if somebody would do something about the goddamn bugs."


  The flyers up top tipped over, one after the other. They streaked down at the roof of a nearby building. And climbed away with wiggling giant bugs in claw. "Looks like that problem could solve itself."


  "I find myself sympathetic to the foreman's viewpoint." Which wasn't something Saucerhead Tharpe would normally say.


  "Where did you hear that?"


  "What?"


  "What you just said."


  "About sympathy? This old-timer came by this afternoon. Bill something. Said he works for you, too. He said that about sympathy on account of, the foreman couldn't stop whining about the bugs."


  Bill, eh? What was he up to? Looking to profit from the situation, no doubt. Any red-blooded Karentine would. It's the nature of the beast.


  "Where's Winger? Old Bones has got a mission for her."


  Tharpe was suspicious immediately.


  "I was against it. He wouldn't listen. Just said there're some jobs for which Winger is ideal."


  "She's over yonder. Hanging out. Not getting too much underfoot. Since she ain't getting paid. The Remora's been bitching all afternoon. He's delicate. He don't like the cold. And he can't work on his new play if he's out here." Tharpe grinned yellow and green. A sight to behold. I can't figure out why his teeth haven't rotted down to the bone. He pinched the sleeve of my loaner coat. "I can see where you ain't never gonna be cold again."


  "Blame Tinnie. That way?"


  He grunted.


  "I'll be back."
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  I found Winger in an alcove fifty feet away, snuggled up with Jon Salvation, smoking a pipe. "Gods, woman! What are you incinerating in that thing?"


  She passed the pipe to her biographer. "What's up, G?"


  "Gee?"


  "Whatever. You're cool running. What's the beef?"


  Must have picked up a new dialect. "Looking for work? Old Bones has something for you. He wouldn't tell me what."


  A winged lizard whiffed overhead. Winger observed, "I hope them bastards never figure out how to shit on the fly. Get up, little man. I found us a job."


  The stuff in the pipe had worked its magic on Jon Salvation. He was limp. Winger hoisted him with one hand.


  "Whatever he has you do, try not to kill anybody. And don't do anything to make the brewery look bad."


  "Yeah. Yeah. I know the drill. Hey. You got some weird shit going on around here, Garrett. I been thinking about it."


  "There's a scary notion." Really. Winger gets to thinking, she comes up with ideas.


  "Smart-ass. Everybody that goes in there, they see ghosts. Right?"


  "Seems like. Sooner or later."


  "Sooner and sooner, the way them carpenters tell. Only two of them had the stones to go inside and work."


  "And? So?"


  "They seen stuff. But they didn't let it scare them."


  "Got a point?"


  "Yeah. Them two was breeds. But not very. They was brothers with maybe one half-breed grandparent between them. So I was thinking maybe some of the Other Races wouldn't react the same as people do."


  An interesting notion. The ratmen hadn't had much ghost trouble. I'd have to experiment. Exercising great caution. Because the human rights thugs would be all over me if I replaced a cowardly workforce with nonhumans.


  Winger said, "See you in the morning, sweetheart."


  I told Saucerhead, "I officially declare Winger only half as dumb as she acts."


  "How come?" Tharpe stared at the entrance to the World like a mouse watching a snake it hopes will overlook it.


  "She came up with what might be a useful idea. What're you watching for?"


  "Spooks."


  "Just remember that they're not real. Whatever you see, it's really all inside your head."


  "And I declare you officially batshit, Garrett. Officially a walking, talking blivit."


  "I've been in there. I've seen my own ghosts."


  "Yeah? Like who?"


  "Maya. You remember Maya."


  "Yeah. And that girl ain't dead. I seen her last week. Her an' her old man. That guy's even older than you. But she definitely married up, 'stead of down."


  Meaning me, of course. Maya used to insist she was going to marry me. "Good for her." Through clenched teeth.


  One problem for me had been our age difference. Maya was a decade younger. Physically. It was the other way round on the maturity scale.


  "Who else?" Tharpe asked.


  "Kayanne. Eleanor. And my brother Mikey."


  "All right. I'll cut you a cubit of slack. Your ghosts don't count much. Excepting your brother. Did they sing? I hear tell some a'them sing."


  "I'm grateful. No. No songs. Who did you see?"


  "Not gonna talk about that." Absolute. Final.


  Other people seemed to see ghosts connected with guilt. I never feel guilty. Much. Despite my mama's effort to raise me in the faith. Other people feel guilty about all kinds of crap, all the time.


  "I have the perfect experiment," I said. "You guys will be fine as long as you don't go inside."


  "It gets a lot hairier after dark, Garrett. And we don't got no place to get in out of the weather. Not to mention, no food."


  "It's not so bad out here."


  "You spend the night with us, then."


  "I'll get some kind of guard shack put up. Tomorrow. Look. I got to go. I need to see Morley."


  "Tell him we need some takeout. This is hungry work. And ain't none of us seen the color of no money yet."


  I was getting so trusting of the Civil Guard I actually had money in my pocket. I handed it over. "Sorry, brother. I should've thought about that." I made a mental note to let Gilbey know there was no place to get a meal anywhere near the World.


  Hold on.


  Did I know anybody in the restaurant racket? Somebody maybe having business difficulties but who was skilled at mingling with punters from all up and down the social scale?


  Sure I did.


  "Garrett, you got that starry look. You just figure things out?"


  "No. I just got a great idea. A new business opportunity."


  "I hope it's better than the ones Singe says you been coming up with."


  "Ha! What does she know?"


  "From what I hear, enough to keep you from going down for the third time, financially."


  "Humbug. I'd be rich if it wasn't for her, Dean, and the Dead Man spending all my money. Look. I'll get some food headed your way. I promise."


  I headed out without looking the World over any more closely. I nearly jogged.


  The Dead Man would be irritated.
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  There's a rule in heaven called Garrett's Law. It says things can't go simple and straightforward for me. If I decide to walk from the World to The Palms as night falls, the interesting times have got to be stirred up.


  I slowed down after a few eager blocks. Huffing and puffing. I really had to consider getting back into shape. Fat and slow aren't healthy in my line.


  That reminded me that a true survivor has to be engaged with his surroundings. All the time. I've suffered more than a few knocks because I got too busy thinking to notice somebody sneaking up.


  The thought surfaced at exactly the right moment. As interesting times were about to commence in the form of young folks that Director Relway had assured me would be no problem ever again.


  Stompers. A whole school of the little pustules. With the crying runt leading the way, pointing and yelling, "That's him! That's the one!"


  Not good. My future had fallen into the mitts of folks who had no interest in seeing me enjoy one.


  Where were the red tops when I needed them?


  I staked out a nice piece of wall and got my back to it. I readied my oaken headknocker. The Stompers spread out in the gloaming. I wished I'd gotten a tin whistle for my birthday.


  The little guy kept yelling, "That's him! That's the one!" Three bigger kids closed in. One carried a rusty kitchen knife maybe four inches long. Another had a piece of broken board. The third brandished a short sword that had spent at least a hundred years underground somewhere.


  A half dozen more kids hung back in reserve. The mob was awfully tentative for having so big an advantage.


  The kid with the antique sword worried me most. He was on my weak side. When he got where I wanted him I struck like lightning.


  Which lightning was a little short on grease. I didn't get close enough to touch him. But I did whack his sword hard enough to bend it.


  While he straightened his blade I worked on his companions. The one with the board took off. The kid with the knife took a couple bops on the noggin and folded up.


  I focused on the daring swordsman. As his blade broke right where it had bent. A judicious whack took him out of the game.


  "Ouch!" quoth I.


  The rest of the little bastards had begun throwing rocks. They weren't much good at it. Not one in a dozen missiles came close. I charged. They scattered. I headed for The Palms. They regrouped and kept pegging stones. Though there weren't a lot lying around loose.


  At this point I concluded that anyone shadowing me was not deeply invested in my continued good health. Proof was, no assistance of any sort had materialized.


  I engaged the Stompers in a running fight. Failing a rock to my head, they would break up as we neared The Palms. Morley's neighborhood isn't one where kid gangs are even a little welcome. The night could turn lethal if they got themselves noticed by Sarge or Puddle.


  Just to encourage other kids.


  Sound strategy, me fighting on the run. But life didn't roll on the way I'd calculated.


  It never does.


  I walked into an ambush. Eyes wide open. But I was looking back at the bad baby wolves who just couldn't figure out how to bring the huffing old stag to bay.


  The ambush wasn't meant for me.


  I did have the honor of being the Judas goat.


  The bushwhackers were Morley and his crew. A show tossed together, in haste, in hopes of laying hands on one Lurking Felhske.


  The Stompers enjoyed an opportunity to regret not waiting for their revenge to be served cold.


  I got a chance to be cursed vigorously for springing the trap with the wrong springees.


  I didn't care. Though I did spare a black look for Singe, whose fault the makeshift ambush was.


  "Too clever for your own good," I told Morley.


  "So it would seem. Or just not clever enough." We were approaching his place. His was the sourness he shows only when he owes money. "Felhske is out there lurking and smirking. Having slipped the noose again. It's becoming a challenge."


  I had an epiphany.


  Director Relway might not be interested so much in what Lurking Felhske knew as he was in showing off his power where he had had no effect before. It could be an ego thing.


  Power was more important to Relway than whatever good he might do with it. Though he would chant a mantra to himself about how he had to have the power before he could do the good.


  Belatedly, Morley asked, "You all right?"


  "They never laid a hand on me."


  "Looks like they got you with a rock or two, though."


  "I'll have a few bruises in the morning. Lucky me, they only hit me in the head."


  "You'll have to replace another coat, too."


  True. The loaner was in worse shape than the coat that had visited Morley's kitchen.


  We entered The Palms through the front door. I was surprised. The place was less than half-filled. No wonder Morley was sour. They used to line up outside and wait. If business was this bad, he didn't have to bet on the water spiders to be hurting.


  I said, "I had a couple reasons for coming up here. The main one was, I think I've found a chance for an experienced restaurant man to set himself up good." We settled at one of the empty tables, ignoring dark looks sent Singe's way. Things had gone so bad Morley didn't care if he offended the customers he did have.


  I explained. "And you wouldn't be walking on Weider's toes. He's only interested in moving more beer."


  "You might be on to something," Dotes conceded. "You just might."


  The clockwork inside his gourd clacked and clunked. It picked up speed and gathered momentum. My good pal broke out in a grin filled with sharp white teeth. "You really had an original idea, Garrett."


  Thank you very much. It does happen.


  Singe started to defend me. I stopped her. "Don't waste the emotion."


  Morley had discovered some implication in my idea that I'd overlooked. Nothing less would have him so excited.


  Morley Dotes doesn't get excited. Not obviously. Not where someone might see it.


  I might want to figure it out. In case it fell in on my head. "Don't forget. You've been appointed official caterer for Saucerhead's crew. Until they get sick of eggplant and acorns."


  "That's being dealt with."


  I turned to Singe. "What's this? How come you're out here with him?"


  "I went to visit John Stretch. I had had all the Dean and Dead Man I could take. But I caught a whiff of that strong personal odor on your back trail. So I came here. I suggested that Mr. Dotes establish an ambush along your most likely route from the World to The Palms. You being a creature of habit."


  Really? I had to work on that. "Why?"


  "No arrangements had been made to support Mr. Tharpe. You don't think of those things ahead of time. It was reasonable to assume that you would come here once you decided to feed them."


  I gave her the heavy-duty fish-eye. That was entirely too much reasoning for anyone of the rattish persuasion, even stipulating her relative genius.


  Morley observed, "Them Other Races is gettin' more uppity all the time." Then dropped the ignorant accent. "Next thing you know, humans will be obsolete."


  "Not likely. We've got one big advantage on you Lesser Races. We breed like rats."


  Singe managed a credible snicker.


  Morley contented himself with a gentle smile. "Eyes wide shut," he said. "Count on Garrett to step in it with both boots, then shove the entire pair into his mouth."


  The notion I'd offered wasn't original with me, though I hadn't repeated it intentionally. It hailed from a speech I'd heard at a human rights rally during a former adventure.


  Being almost as clever as a rat, I changed the subject. "How come you want Lurking Felhske so bad, Morley?"


  I know. I asked before. I was hoping he'd give me a straight answer this time.


  It could happen.


  "Because he has a fat bounty on his head. And I need money. Business is bad."


  "You couldn't stay away from the bug races?"


  "I'm staying away just fine. What I can't escape is the curse of family."


  "I'll bet that makes sense to a guy with the inside poop."


  "You know I've got obligations to family outside the city."


  "That arranged engagement. And your idiot nephew. Whatever happened to him?" A slow, cruel death if there was any justice. That psycho was responsible for me having had to suffer through a century-long affliction known as the Goddamn Parrot.


  "He's fine. And not the problem. The problem is the side of the family that thinks I ought to be getting married now."


  "A pressure not unknown at our house," Singe observed. With another rattish smirk.


  I asked, "The arranged marriage?" Country elfin folk betroth their offspring while the kids are still trying to figure out how to walk without holding on. Morley had one of those connections. He'd mentioned her name a couple times but I couldn't remember it. The family made noises occasionally—the boy wasn't getting any younger—but the dark elf maiden involved had no more interest than he did.


  "That one. Yes."


  "I thought nobody was really behind that. And wouldn't her family have to cover the costs? Or do you have some dumb custom like our nobility where you have to come up with a bride price?" The one thing the Venageti have right, to my way of thinking, is the dowry business. Where the bride's family, in essence, pays the groom to take her off their hands. Sort of.


  "Most of us weren't. Except for her people. Even so, it wasn't a real problem till she took an interest herself. Out of the blue. Evidently thinking I'm rich."


  "Joke's on her, eh? Here's what you do. Don't tell her till after the honeymoon."


  Morley made ugly, inarticulate noises. He turned red. His face puffed up.


  "Whoa!" I gaped. I'd never seen him like this.


  Sarge and Puddle closed in, looking anxious. If Morley suffered a massive fit of apoplexy and assumed room temperature, they'd have to start thinking for themselves. They were just marginally bright enough to recognize what a disaster that would be.


  Man by man, quick as an evil rumor, the rest of Morley's troops came from whatever they'd dropped, expecting their boss to implode or explode.


  Contrary as ever, Morley did neither.


  He grinned his wicked, hundred-sharp-teeth grin. "You almost got me. How about that?"


  "Almost, nothing. But getting you wasn't the game. I was just asking. Because I care."


  "Sure. I know."


  A little sarcasm? I wondered.


  I asked, "What's money got to do with it? Do you have to be rich when she shows up for the wedding?"


  "No. I need to buy my way out. Money is why she started pushing. She's pressing so I'll come up with more money to get out."


  That made sense. To someone raised in this place and time. "Call her bluff."


  "I could cut my own throat, too. But it isn't going to happen. I wish I knew where she got the idea that I'm rich. Whoever told her that would end up cursing his mother for not having gotten the abortion."


  Singe couldn't restrain her whickering snicker.


  Morley leaned back, shut his eyes, went to a happy place for a few seconds. He returned a changed man. "Garrett, I'm going to crawl out on a limb. I'm going to make a wild guess. You're not supposed to be here. The Dead Man is awake. And he's interested in what you're doing. Which means he's using you to find out what he needs to know before he figures it all out for you. Not so?"


  I confessed with a small nod.


  "So what should you be doing now? Instead of socializing?"
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  Singe and I went home. The Dead Man took a peek inside my skull. He had no comment. But his disappointment reeked like a psychic wet dog. I began to think it might be a good idea to move out if Tinnie and I set up housekeeping.


  It was still early by my standards. I went to bed anyway. After just one sweet sample of Weider Select. I might have had a touch of something.
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  "Iforgot to ask last night. Did Winger show up?"


  You were distracted. She did. She and her biographer are on the payroll. I offered each a challenge suited to his or her pride.


  What did that mean? "You split them up? How clever are you?"


  An appeal to pride and ego, presented with sufficient subtlety, ofttimes will do where even bribery is futile.


  "You did split them up." Word was, that hadn't happened for months. Even when Winger herself wished it would. It was why Jon Salvation was called the Remora by those who played his game. Those who just saw an obnoxious little geek still called him by his real name, Pilsuds Vilchik.


  Both were motivated at the time but that may not last.


  "What are they supposed to do?"


  Jon Salvation will execute the library search you were unable to complete, assisted by Penny Dreadful.


  "Definitely wouldn't want Winger along on that." That woman loose in a building full of rare books? She'd burn them to keep warm.


  Miss Winger will round up persons I wish to interview, inasmuch as you are unable to find time.


  Ouch! But he was right. "Oh, for those slower, lazier days of yesteryear." And, "But I'm up irrationally early today."


  I ate while we talked. Multitasking, Tinnie calls it. Didn't matter if I talked with my mouth full. Old Bones knew what I wanted to say before I said it.


  I wondered what Tinnie was up to. I hadn't seen her for hours and hours.


  Himself disdained the opportunity for a disparaging remark, offering instead an observation about my unnatural wakefulness. Which affords you the opportunity to pursue some basic work at and around the World.


  He filled my head with chores, the most immediate of which was to have the construction workers build a shack so Saucerhead and his troops could get in out of the weather without having to be haunted. He thought I ought to add a stove so they could keep warm, make tea, and cook a little something.


  "You expecting winter to last forever?" I was thinking, if I gave them someplace warm, then they wouldn't go out where it was cold.


  You will see. Then: Fuel. They will need fuel to heat the shack. You may have to go to the waterfront to arrange a delivery. Because all of TunFaire's fuels have to be barged in from up or down the river.


  Yet one more chore. And one I didn't know how to execute. That's Dean's area of expertise. We're profligate with fuels here. We're too prosperous. Except in the Dead Man's room, of course. Wood, coal, and charcoal all are delivered. At some expense. The delivery folk have to travel with armed guards.


  Not many villains will go for a load of firewood accompanied by guys with crossbows. That's a quick way for a dimwit to commit suicide. Though stupid is as plentiful as air.


  Make good use of the time available to you today.


  That sounded portentous.


  Tomorrow will be your turn at the shovels.


  "Oh, don't tell me!"


  It is about to come down. It could go on for days.


  A professional storyteller once clued me that the way to drag your audience along is to hit them with One Damned Thing After Another. And that's my life. The malevolent, sniggering, buggering toadlet gods tugging on the threads of my tale plot it by that very method.


  The older religions—we're afflicted with several hundred—generally assign three vindictive crones to work the warp and woof of individual destinies. But that all goes on in a side room. The main stage features a team of fifteen working Poor Garrett's Ever More Miserable Homespun.


  Singe says I overdramatize. Which only proves that she hasn't been paying attention.


  Do you suppose this might be a good time to roll out your equally absurd tendency toward equine hysterics?


  "What?" Then I got it. He was needling me.


  Horses.


  Because I have a rational, reasoned attitude toward those fiends.


  People mock me when I report anything about the innate wickedness of horses. Those monstrous beasts have most people so fooled that every damned idiot out there thinks they're man's best friend. Big old cute pals who carry civilization itself on their backs. But the truth is, the beasts just lie in the weeds, waiting for a kill shot they can score while leaving nobody the wiser.


  You don't want to be alone with a horse.


  Never, ever, under any circumstance, do you want to be alone with a whole bunch of horses.


  Amusement tainted the psychic atmosphere.


  There seemed to be a lot of that lately.


  But what does he know? Even when he was breathing and waddling around on his hind legs he couldn't have ridden anything smaller than a woolly mammoth.


  You know what needs doing today. And you have finished eating. I suggest you earn some of the buckets of money the Weider interest has thrown your way.


  Buckets? I hadn't asked Singe how much more money Gilbey had sent over. Old Bones made it sound like it would be worth finding out.


  Time to go, Garrett. It cannot be long before Miss Winger begins delivering persons of interest who may not wish to be seen by you.


  "Harsh." But what I was really thinking was, who could that possibly be? Which tossed up an "Uh-oh!" as I caught a whiff of something maybe called plausible deniability.


  He wanted me away from the house, stumbling around, making myself a fat, solid alibi.


  Time to go.


  I took care of personal business, pulled myself together, dressed for winter, and stepped outside. And ducked right back inside for a sock cap and muffler to add to what I had going already.


  The cold had hit me like a punch in the snoot. That meant Dean and Singe were keeping the house too damned hot. They were turning silver into smoke.
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  This wasn't my first time out before the sun hit the meridian. Mine is a life of sorrow and misfortune. More often than I like I've had to be out with the early worms. Back when I was one of the Universe's Elect, a Marine, I had to be up before the sun dragged its sorry ass over the horizon every freaking morning. So, though it was unnatural, I could take it.


  I didn't like the looks of the snow in Macunado Street. The slackers on the crew before mine wouldn't do anything but make a show. Tomorrow would be hell. As in the realms of the cruelly used dead in religions where the abode of the fallen is an icy waste and the souls there do hard labor for having been too milquetoast in life.


  I gave it all a second look, shrugged, sucked it up, and headed out.


  It was time for an off-season New Year's resolution. I spend too much time grumbling and anticipating all the ways that life will jump up and bite me. I should become more positive. And more active. I should drink less and get up earlier.


  I've told myself the same thing at least once a week for the last five years. Along with, I need to get more exercise and to shed ten pounds. Or maybe twenty, these days.


  So far it only takes for a few days at a time before the relapse sets in.


  "I ain't seen you out this early in years," Saucerhead told me.


  "A gross exaggeration, sir."


  "Possibly an exaggeration. But not gross. What's all this stuff? What's going on?"


  "I'm doing a two birder. These guys are going to build you a guardhouse. Complete with a charcoal stove and a garderobe. They'll do it fast and efficient, right here, in broad daylight, while Weider's contractors watch." My workmen were breeds who were eager to work. "How many showed up today?"


  "Almost all a' them, what Luther says. They're getting scared a' being outta work."


  "This ought to give them a little extra incentive, then."


  "Or start a riot."


  "I see four Relway tin whistles without even trying. Anything starts, there'll be a bunch of guys donating skilled labor to the Crown."


  Desultory work continues round the seasons on the Marcosca aqueduct. Someday—maybe even during my lifetime—it will improve dramatically the quality and quantity of water available to the city. The system is a long, slow project because the labor is almost entirely convict.


  Saucerhead watched the breeds unload carts and a lumber wagon. I suggested, "Show them where you want the shack put up. That one with the growth on his face is the top kick. Goes by Rockpile."


  There was a story behind that name but Saucerhead wouldn't care. A guy called Saucerhead all his life don't much care how somebody else got hung with an oddball nickname. Unless they hit it off and decided to go get drunk together.


  Tharpe had definite ideas about the optimum size for his guardhouse. He and Rockpile began jabbering.


  Bill appeared. So suddenly I jumped. "What the hell?"


  "You ought to keep one eye open."


  I'd started thinking about Tinnie and where my life was headed. "Maybe I ought to. What's on your mind?"


  "I spent part of the night here with your thugs, last night. Mr. Tharpe mention that?"


  "Not yet."


  "Well, whatever is down there is getting stronger. Putting an end to the damned bugs would probably turn that around. They weren't all the time chewing on it, it could go back to sleep. But they just keep hatching out."


  "And?"


  "Just saying. Do something about the bugs. The rest could follow."


  "We'll see some action on that today."


  My partner had plans afoot. Numerous plans. Some of them he'd let me in on. Plans were why he'd recruited so many messengers.


  "That's good. Me, I don't mind the bugs. But the music could drive me nuts."


  "Music?" I hadn't pursued that. I hadn't dismissed it, either. I'd heard something myself, though calling it music would be a stretch.


  "They're bad melodies," Bill said. "Very bad melodies. In several senses of bad. But mostly just awful as music."


  I waited. Bill was one of those guys who has to fill a silence. And had a gift for making himself understood.


  "This'll be hard to explain, Garrett." We were old pals now. Brothers of the sword. "You'll understand after you hear the music. Which you'll do for sure if you hang around here after dark."


  "All right." How would a thing buried down deep know when it was dark? "Give it a shot. Sometimes I can figure things out. Wow. Look at those guys go."


  Rockpile and his gang had a frame going up. Workers from the contract crew were watching. They didn't look happy.


  "All right. But I need to digress. When I got back from my five in the Cantard, the first job I got was working for my uncle. He was a specialty founder. A small operation. We made custom alloys, especially latten and electrum. Exotic stuff, but useful to people who can't afford solid gold and silver. And to some specialist operators on the Hill."


  "Latten? Electrum?"


  "Electrum doesn't matter here. Nor does latten, either, really. Except that I used to help make it. It's an alloy of nickel, copper, tin, and zinc that takes gilding well. It isn't easy to make. The zinc part is where I was headed with the metals and music notion."


  "You were moving too fast and light for me, Bill. You lost me way back."


  "Which explains why I live in a loft over top of a third-rate tavern. Lack of polish in my communications skills."


  "I'll buy you a jar of the finest. Do your best to make me understand now."


  "All right. Metals make music. They ring. Like wind chimes? You use strips or tubes of copper. Or silver, if you're too rich to be allowed to live."


  "Sure. I've seen them made out of glass and ceramics, too."


  "Good on you, boy. But let's stick to metal. Zinc. When you mix up latten you feed in small, flat strips of zinc, after your other metals have melted. Strips like you could use to make wind chimes. If you made one out of zinc, though, all you'd get is a lot of clink-clunk. Zinc don't sing."


  We were getting somewhere. On a long road winding up a tall hill. "Are we getting somewhere?"


  "Considering your slick-talking ways, it's a wonder you're still alive, let alone successful."


  "So I've heard. My social skills get the best of me sometimes. Zinc wind chimes."


  "Exactly. The music is like the sound of the world's biggest zinc wind chime."


  Really? I stood there trying to trap random snowflakes with my open mouth.


  "Let me take that back, Garrett. I thought of something it's more like than wind chime music. Only I don't know what you call it. One of those music things where you hit little pieces of metal, all different sizes, with little wooden hammers."


  "Chimes," I said.


  "That's the kind that hang off a rail. Yeah. But I mean the kind where they're laid out on a little table."


  I could picture what he meant. Only place I ever saw one was in the orchestra pit of one of the World's competitors. "I don't know, either. But I know what you mean."


  "Good. Because the music is like from a band of those, all with zinc chimes."


  "If the racket is that bad, how come you think it's music?"


  "You have to hear it to get it."


  "If I must, I must."
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  Saucerhead and Rockpile worked well together. The guardhouse went up quickly. Saucerhead's henchmen glowed with anticipation. I reminded Tharpe that the job was more than just hanging out in a warm place.


  His guys were on the job, though. Men called Sparrow and Figgie Joe Crabb brought in a prowler they said was up to no good around back of the World. He wasn't big. He wasn't well dressed. He stank. Not as much as Lurking Felhske, but enough to stand out in a city where most people are allergic to soap. He could've stood to eat a meal, too. His limbs were like spider legs. He needed to stand straighter, too. His hair was a tangled mess of greasy strings. He wouldn't look anyone in the eye. He knew who I was. He was hoping I wouldn't remember him.


  Life had been one disappointment after another. His luck wouldn't change today.


  "Snoots Gitto. It's been a while. Little out of your normal range, aren't you? What's your story?"


  Snoots mumbled something about he was looking for a job. That changed under the press of a battery of sneers. My companions didn't know Snoots but they knew the breed.


  Snoots then whined about trying to find something he could sell so he could buy something to eat. Snoots has a talent. He can mumble and whine at the same time.


  He might be telling the truth. If information was what he wanted to find.


  I told Saucerhead, "Let's don't start pounding him yet. Snoots is more than he seems."


  "Seems like a bum to me."


  "Exactly. But he's really a spy for Marengo North English and that crowd."


  Tharpe, Sparrow, Crabb, and a couple others considered Snoots. And didn't believe me.


  "Behold the master race," I told them. Then, "Snoots, you've stumbled into the gooey poo. Only one way out. You tell the truth."


  Snoots stared at the pavements and made whiny noises. They didn't add up to words.


  "What're you doing here? I'm listening. If you deal off the top of the deck, I won't give you to Rockpile, there. You do mess with me, I'll have these guys break stuff and pull bits off till you do convince me. Then I'll turn you over to Rockpile anyway. He can drag you over to the Al-Khar. Where, I'm pretty sure, your name is still on the list of people Director Relway wants to meet bad enough to pay a finder's fee for an introduction."


  Snoots became cooperation itself. If Cooperation were a goddess, Snoots would be a kitten purring in her lap and butter wouldn't melt in his mouth. He said, "There was a rumor that some nonhuman labor might be about to be used around here." He cast a worried glance at Rockpile.


  "A rumor? Who did you hear it from?"


  Snoots Gitto wasn't a complete craven. But he was a realist and a pragmatist. He knew he would give up everything. Given time. Time was of no value to him. So he wasn't principled enough to make us hurt him for a while before he accepted the inevitable.


  "Couple of the tradesmen on this project. We have a party place over yonder a couple blocks. They passed the word. Sounded like they were just pissed off at their foreman. But I wasn't doing nothing. So the sector chairman sent me to check it out. I was trying to find the snitches when these guys started hassling me."


  "And what snitches were you looking for?"


  Snoots dragged his feet a while. Naming names would make him unpopular.


  He figured six seconds was an honorable effort. "Myndra Merkel and Bambi Fardanse."


  "Bambi?" Saucerhead gasped. "Really? You're serious?"


  I beckoned. "Luther." The foreman had been hanging around, trying to catch the conversation. I told him, "Bambi Fardanse and Myndra Merkel. Tell them to pick up their tools and go home. They don't work here anymore."


  That set him off. "Who the fuck do you think you are? You don't fire people. They don't work for you. They work for— Yah!"


  The shriek started when Saucerhead laid hands on. Saucerhead has a knack for wringing inarticulate noises out of uncooperative people.


  "That should do it. I think we have his attention. Luther. Those men are gone. See to it. Snoots, tell your boss to mind his own business. Your bunch messed with Max Weider once before. He went easy because he had friends involved. That won't happen again. Understand? Considering the current political climate?"


  That weather was fickle but the people in charge, and, notably, the master of the secret police, enjoyed an antagonistic attitude toward the human rights movement. There were those—notably, the head of the secret police—who were overjoyed whenever evidence of rightsist misbehavior fell into their laps.


  Snoots bobbed his head. He made inarticulate, whining sounds. I spun him around, slapped him on the seat of the pants. "Off you go. And I hope I don't see you again in this life."


  "You maybe shouldn't've said that, Garrett," Tharpe opined a moment later. "Now you got him thinking about options he never saw before."


  "He won't think too hard. Look over there. A man Snoots is sure to recognize. And recall that we have a special relationship."


  Morley Dotes, Puddle, Sarge, and somebody I didn't know were ambling along the far side of the street. Paying the World no heed. Morley and the stranger were engaged in an animated conversation. Sarge and Puddle seemed bored.


  I muttered, "That son of a bitch is looking for a place to put a restaurant."


  "What?"


  "Huh? Oh. Just being startled by seeing somebody actually take my advice."


  "Is that unusual?"


  "It is in this case."


  Puddle noticing me staring. He said something. Morley looked over, waved, showed me a rack of needle teeth, then went on about his business.


  Nearer to hand, Rockpile's crew started roofing the guardhouse.
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  The thing below must have burped. Or something. We all felt the psychic wave. I gasped. Everyone made some kind of noise.


  Workmen poured out of the World like rats fleeing fire. A horde of a dozen, at least. Across the way, Morley and his crew stopped to watch.


  Flying lizards flapped up off the roof. They wobbled away clumsily, hurling indignant shrieks behind. Bugs burst out of hiding and raced off in every direction. There were only a few but they were all the biggest I'd seen yet.


  Saucerhead murmured, "Damn, I'm glad they didn't make no spiders! I hate spiders."


  I looked around nervously. When somebody says something like that it's certain I'll be up to my hips in tarantulas the size of sled dogs within minutes.


  No spiders materialized. Saucerhead Tharpe was at peace with the gods.


  They love some of us more than others. They are quite mad. And their favoritism is completely unreasonable.


  The psychic wave passed.


  Several workmen refused to go back inside. I told the foreman, "They don't go, Luther, it's a voluntary quit."


  I noted that those of Rockpile's crew who were most obviously breeds had shown the least reaction to the psychic shock. A few hadn't responded at all.


  Luther consulted his troops. They were sullen and rebellious. I joined the group. Saucerhead followed. Just in case. I said, "Before you guys make a decision that could shape the rest of your lives, answer me this. Have any of you gotten hurt by what's going on in there? You? You? You? No? And you don't know anyone who got hurt, either. Do you? So what it adds up to is, you're running away from your own imaginations. Your own guilty consciences. Eh?"


  Every word I spoke was true. Every man listening knew it.


  Fear squeezed them, even so.


  Part of the human pattern predisposes us to bend the knee to a supernatural power, however improbable. Or even ridiculous, to an outsider or atheist.


  "So what will it be? Go looking for work? Or suck it up and carry on? I'll be working on making the spooky stuff stop."


  It was easy to pick out the single guys. They were the ones who thought twice before clenching their jaws and heading back to work.
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  "Here comes Winger," Tharpe told me.


  Conditioned by an age of disappointments involving that woman, I turned, expecting a whole new set of problems.


  Well. . . .


  Winger had a family of dwarves in tow. Mom and Pop, adolescent son and prepubescent daughter. All readable only because they'd all gone native.


  In the normal scheme sexing a dwarf is something only a dwarf can manage without getting closer than I want to imagine. Male and female, they come with immense crops of hair, arsenals sure to include at least one huge ax and an amazing variety of supplemental cutlery, and a lot of attitude. In general, dress consists of a chain-mail shirt not tucked in, an iron hat, and a leather apron something like a kilt. The more pockets on the apron, the higher the status of the dwarf.


  Got to be a joke in there somewhere.


  The mom in this crew wore a paisley apron that started life as a carpet. Her helmet was a feminine little pillbox in blackened steel, without horns or other appurtenance. Dad wore a stylish pullover made from burlap bags, hiding most of his mail.


  The younger dwarves, almost human in apparel, seemed painfully embarrassed to be seen in the company of parents. Definitely a custom borrowed from humans.


  Winger boomed, "This here is Garrett. Runs things at this end. Garrett, this is Rindt Grinblatt."


  Papa Dwarf offered the slightest of bows. It was the kind dwarves deploy when confronted by lesser beings in superior numbers.


  "Good to meet you," I lied. And turned to Winger for an explanation.


  "The Dead Man hired them to poke around under that abandoned house. They have all the information they need."


  The little one whined, "Daddy made me go in the house with the creepy thing! It messed around inside my head."


  Rindt Grinblatt—a name either made up or adopted because it wasn't traditional dwarfish—admitted it. "I wasn't gonna go in dere wit' dat t'ing. I don't need my mind swept. Mindie don't got no secrets to give away."


  Fathers. You got to love them.


  Generally, dwarves are inscrutable. Mindie was not. Her expression said her father didn't have a clue what he was blathering about.


  Winger told me, "The Dead Man said to tell you he put a map of the underground into her head."


  Dwarves being folks who live in caves and tunnels in the wild, this bunch should have no trouble if the map they'd gotten was the one Old Bones based on my recollections of those cellars.


  "My partner told you what he wanted done?" Since this was all a surprise to me.


  "We got it," Rindt Grinblatt grumbled.


  "The Dead Man told me. I explained," Winger said. "In case Mindie gets distracted."


  Rindt grumbled, "You just show us where the house is."


  Grinblatt was not in a bad temper. He was being upbeat. For a dwarf. He had a paying job.


  I looked to Winger for further illumination. She told me, "You take them to the abandoned house. And turn them loose."


  "Follow me," I grumbled, cheerful as an employed dwarf. Snowflakes had begun to swirl. I wasn't looking forward to manning a shovel. I wondered if Max and Gilbey would notice the charge if I hired a stand-in shoveler.


  I led. Grinblatts followed, none with any enthusiasm. They were working only in response to the supreme motivator, hunger.


  Very upbeat. For dwarves.


  Winger brought up the rear.


  We hadn't gone half a block before a brace of flying thunder-lizards wheeled through the random snowflakes overhead, hitting something on the roof of the World. The lead flyer flapped back up with a pair of struggling beetles, one neatly mounted atop the other. The bottom bug fell. It crunched into the cobblestones a dozen yards away, the fall instantly fatal.


  The dwarves surrounded the beetle. Its limbs continued to twitch. Rindt Grinblatt said, "I didn't believe it. But dere it is. You cain't argue wit' dat."


  I explained, "They're big but not dangerous. They haven't—"


  "I know dat. We're supposed ta find out where dey're comin' from. An' git rid a' any a' dem we runs inta."


  Looking at those four, with all the mail and armament, I decided the Dead Man had been very clever indeed. Dwarves were perfect exterminators for these vermin. They were used to tight places, underground. And they were unlikely to be hurt by the bugs. The darkness, smells, and spells wouldn't bother them, either.


  I visited Dwarf Fort once, a long time ago, warrens where dwarves who won't acculturate live once they come to the big city. The perfume of countless never-washed dwarf bodies, in tight quarters, while potent enough to water the eyes of a maggot, go unremarked by the denizens of the place.


  "Here we are," I said when we arrived. The abandoned house looked bleaker than ever. "I can't tell you much. I went in there once myself but I didn't get very far. Be careful on the stairs."


  Grinblatt rumbled, "We'll let you know what we find." He and his tribe had gone native, but he wasn't going to let some mere human get too friendly.


  "I'll be back at the World when you want me."


  Clan Grinblatt unlimbered axes and tromped up the shaky steps. They vanished into the abandoned house.


  Winger and I headed for the theater. I observed, "Joyful bunch."


  She responded with a Grinblatt grunt, then asked, "You got any idea what Pilsuds is up to?"


  "Who?" It took a moment. "Oh. The Remora. I forgot that was his real name. No. I don't." I dared not tell her that the Dead Man was more interested in enlisting Jon Salvation than her.


  "Why can't you just call him by the name that he wants, Garrett?"


  "Because Jon Salvation is ridiculous. And you just called him Pilsuds."


  Winger is no addict of consistency. She ignored me. "Jon Salvation is gonna be famous. He already finished his second play. He read it to me. It's really good."


  Winger is no fan of the arts. Nor has ever been. Unless she can find someone willing to buy it, off the books.


  She said, "The little shit drives me nuts when he's around. He's so damned clingy. And needy. And horny. But now that he hasn't been underfoot for a few hours, I'm missing him."


  She'd be nervous about the constituents of the crowd who meant to perform Jon Salvation's plays. Alyx. Bobbi. Lindy. Cassie Doap, who had yet to show her primo self. Even Heather Soames. Every one definitely worth considering a threat.


  I was nervous about the redhead of the set. Though not that a wannabe playwright would carry her off. I was afraid that someday she'd go away because old Garrett couldn't help going right on being Garrett. There have been rare moments when I haven't been the most lovable guy roaming these mean streets.
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  A train of wagons had appeared outside the World. Saucerhead was directing traffic, moving them on to park farther along once they unloaded.


  Curious bystanders had begun to turn out. We had giant bugs, flying thunder-lizards, and now, ratpeople by the wagonload. That's entertainment.


  Morley and his crew continued working rentable buildings nearby.


  The wagons spilled ratmen and cages full of cranky rats. More than ever before. I spotted John Stretch. He must have been preparing for the callback for days. I headed his way. "Thought you'd had enough of this place."


  "I do not like it, Mr. Garrett. It is a bad place. But it could make me rich."


  "And me poor. The Dead Man hired you?"


  "Yes. He wants one more offensive against the bugs from down below."


  "They're so big now, your best rats may not be able to hold their own."


  "This could be the last time this approach is possible. Rats are not smart. They are cunning. But they do learn. And they pass their learning along. By the time today's game is played out, it may be impossible to gather any significant number of feral rats willing to be used here."


  "Ratpeople could take over."


  "You are mad."


  "It's completely safe. Hell, there's a family of dwarves down there poking around right now."


  "There are ghosts."


  "That only bother humans."


  "Till now."


  John Stretch was well on into an extended graphic description of what I could do with my idea about sending ratmen down when an unexpected visitor interrupted.


  "Rocky? Hey!" It was the midget troll who made deliveries for a living. "What're you up to?"


  Rocky is a blazing fast talker. For a troll. He's had too much exposure to human beings. It took him only ten seconds to get going on an answer. "It is my day off. Playmate told me you might could use some help. I could use a little extra money."


  "Playmate had a good idea." I sure could use Rocky. Nothing much will dent a troll, let alone do serious damage. Plus, Rocky was small enough to get around in the same kinds of places dwarves can go. While being a dozen times stronger.


  Hell, this was an idea so great it was embarrassing that it took a preacher man to think it up.


  There was a problem, though. Trolls and dwarves are not an inert mix. No way could I send Rocky down to help Rindt Grinblatt. The Grinblatts would, almost certainly, attempt to test to destruction Rocky's natural invulnerability.


  "Here's what you do to start. John Stretch!" I beckoned the ratman. "John Stretch, this is Rocky. He's going to go inside with you. He'll handle any physical challenges that come up." I told Rocky what we were up against and how he could protect the ratmen.


  He said, "I hope it's warmer inside there, Garrett. This cold really slows me down."


  "Warm won't be a problem." John Stretch's people were complaining about the heat. And ratfolk like it hot.


  Rocky went off with John Stretch.


  Luther planted himself in front of me. Before he started, I said, "Work around them."


  "There's ghosts already. They don't usually come out this early."


  "We're trying to deal with that. Remember, they're harmless. They just manipulate your emotions."


  "Yeah. I know. But knowing and believing are two whole different buckets of monkey piss."


  That was hard to argue. I'd seen it too often. Fear has its own logic. Too often, there isn't a dread of physical harm driving it. "All right. If you must, take breaks. That's all right. As long as I see everybody challenging their courage." I leaned in, whispered, "We don't want no ratmen making us look bad, do we?"


  During Snoots' visit I'd gotten the notion that Luther didn't disdain rightsist ideals.


  Luther was surprised. For an instant. Then puzzled. Then satisfied enough to smile. "Right. Got you." Which left me feeling unclean. But not a lot. That's management. Tell them what they need to hear to get them through the day. Tomorrow can take care of itself.


  I screwed up my courage, went inside to see how the ratfolk were doing. Wondering why Singe hadn't come to stick her nose in.


  The heat was amazing. I ordered every doorway propped open. Why hadn't anybody done that? And there were vents up top, there to let the heat out when the World filled up with playgoers. Those were shut, too.


  Might the thing down below be like a snake or thunder lizard? Or troll? Would a good chill slow it down?


  The ratmen were staying out of the way of the workmen. Who weren't being too unpleasant to them. John Stretch had set up down on the cellar level. That helped.


  Ghosts wandered everywhere. At least a dozen of them, all just milky shimmers. The ratmen saw them but weren't impressed. The tradesmen weren't bothered, either. None coalesced into anything anyone found frightening. Too many minds, too many ghosts, too many distractions.


  A lot of people doing a lot of stuff might just be the perfect workaround.


  Luther, making a circuit of his troops, paused to shoot me a thumbs-up.
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  Morley Dotes invited himself in to tour the monster destined to be the talk of high society. My first hint of his presence was him saying, "I'm impressed, Garrett."


  Startled, I stopped watching Rocky crunch bugs. The midget troll wasn't fast but didn't have to be. He'd found the hole that the biggest insects used to get into the cellar. He let them come to him. The rats had gone down by lesser ways and were driving the bugs toward him.


  Morley twitched as I turned. A ghost had bumped him from behind. He looked back, didn't see anything, but twitched again when the ghost touched him again.


  Interesting. I hadn't seen a ghost touch anyone before.


  "What the devil?" Morley said. "You have practical joke spells floating around in here?"


  "No joke." I explained. "You really don't see anything?"


  "No. But I feel it. It's like being touched by cold, wet hands." He twitched, turned quickly. Several times.


  "We need to get you out of here. You're drawing them like you might be good to eat." Six were in touching distance. The rest were drifting our way.


  The Dead Man should find that interesting.


  We ran into Belle Chimes at the door. He didn't recognize Morley. Nor Morley, him, either. I didn't bother with introductions. I told Bill my best friend seemed to attract ghosts but couldn't see them.


  "He might be psychic," Bill suggested. "Which would make him more obvious to them than the rest of you are."


  "Why can't he see them?"


  Bill shrugged. "Garrett, I'm just a guy who lives over top of a third-rate bar."


  "But. . . ."


  "Not my field of expertise. What's his problem?" He pointed.


  I looked.


  Morley hadn't stopped twitching just because we'd gone outside.


  "The spooks came out with him. A couple of them." By squinting, cocking my head, and looking slightly to one side, I could detect them. But they were fading. "Morley. Scoot your ass on across the street. See if they can stay with you."


  My best pal said unflattering things. He wasn't sure what was happening. He didn't like it. But he did what I said.


  "Try getting into shadows," I told him. "The spooks are easier to spot when they're not in the light."


  "They're gone." He'd moved only a few steps into the street.


  "You sure? How do you know?"


  "I know because there's nobody painting me with cold porridge fingers anymore." He came toward me, a step at a time. And defined the range of the spooks in seconds. "Three steps make all the difference." I wasn't happy. I'd just found out that the ghosts could come outside a good ten yards. Would their range increase again tomorrow?


  About the time Saucerhead was set to christen his sudden new guard shack, we discovered that Morley's escape marked a supernatural high water. The ghosts' range dwindled fast, afterward. Possibly because of the chill winter air flooding the World.


  John Stretch told me, "We do not like this cold. But the rats definitely like what it is doing to the bugs down under."


  "Good?"


  "Good. This time we may get them all."


  "You'll need to find their eggs," Belle Chimes told us. "Otherwise they'll just keep coming."


  "That's true," I said. And thought about the Grinblatts.


  I'd heard nothing from the dwarves.


  I worried. There should've been something, if only a "Screw you very much!"


  "Hey, Rocky. I've got a mission for you."


  "More fun than squashing bugs?" His outside was covered with insect insides.


  "I can't tell you a lie. No. It could even turn unpleasant. I've got some dwarves that might've got themselves into a tight spot."


  Troll faces aren't especially expressive. But Rocky managed to betray his thoughts without saying that tight spots are right where dwarves belong. The tighter the better. A pine box, eight feet down, being ideal. Or maybe farther than that, just to be sure they didn't claw their way out.


  "They love you, too. We'll make it a compromise. You go check, see if they're all right. That's all you got to do. Just come back and tell me. Anything that needs doing I'll take care of myself."


  Rocky glowered. Volcanic rumbles started up inside him. Digestive distress? I hoped.


  "And all this will pay exactly the same as having fun. Right?"


  "Exactly." I wasn't going to hand out a bonus because an employee did what he was told. "Come on."


  I took Rocky to the abandoned house. I explained again. Rocky grunted, muttered something about if a man wanted a job done he ought to have the stones—snicker—to get in there and do it his own self. He didn't understand. I was management. Management don't get its hands dirty. Management concentrates on making conflicting decisions and issuing orders with no obvious rationale behind them. I'd make a fine manager. I had the example of my partner to emulate.


  Rocky was gone long enough to get me worrying. But he did turn up eventually.


  "Your dwarves ain't lost. You're wasting your time worrying about them."


  "Why's that? And what took so long?"


  "It takes a troll time to sneak, Garrett. And I didn't want them to know I was listening."


  "Tell me." I sensed a disappointment coming on.


  "They were talking about how to fix things up after they move in. And how to clean out the mess. And where they could sell some of the stuff that's lying around down there."


  "What kind of stuff?" Evidently they'd had no trouble with the stuff that had frightened me. But, then, Kip and the kids had had plenty of time to change the whole lay of the underground land.


  "Glassware. All kinds. And funny tools. And stuff."


  I muttered. I grumbled. I groaned. That would be the Faction's laboratory stuff.


  Belle or Saucerhead or somebody had suggested, in passing, flooding the down below. I spent a few seconds wondering about how I could get the water.


  There would be difficulties. The neighbors would be disgruntled. And wouldn't be understanding. Unless they had unwanted big-ass bugs in their own secret basements.


  Reassured about the Grinblatts, I went back inside the World. Rocky filled me in on what he'd overheard as we walked.


  Rindt Grinblatt had talked himself into thinking that he'd stumbled across the pot at the end.


  Friend Rindt was due some disappointment.
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  I snapped, "I swear by all the gods that ever infested this damned city, you people just flat refuse to be satisfied."


  John Stretch's henchrats and Luther's workmen alike complained constantly about the cold. "Anybody see any ghosts?"


  Headshakes.


  "And there you go. Stop whining. Get back to work."


  Shivering, John Stretch told me, "We have seen no bugs for a while, either, Garrett."


  "Excellent! Wow! Look at me. Making good things happen." I turned slightly. "So what do you want?"


  Morley looked offended. He said, "I hope your bark is worse than your bite."


  "Sorry. Getting tired of people who whine all the time."


  He flashed a mocking smile. "I came to say we found a perfect venue. Thanks for the idea. When the new place is up, dinner is on the house. Whenever you want."


  "Wow." I smacked the crankiness down, tied it up wiggling and squealing in a mental bag that wouldn't hold it long. I pasted on a smile that probably looked like I'd borrowed it off a corpse. "Great. Good for you. Did you catch Lurking Felhske and turn him in for the reward?"


  "No." Puzzled.


  "Then how can you finance a new shop?" He'd been desperate as recently as yesterday.


  "I found an angel who likes the idea better than I do."


  Interesting. I tossed up an inquisitorial eyebrow.


  Which he ignored like a pregnant girlfriend.


  The question had to be answered sometime.


  John Stretch coughed. He wanted my attention back. He said, "The bugs are sluggish down there now."


  "You just told me—"


  "Meaning they are not attacking anymore. The rats tell of a steady wind bringing hot air up and pulling cold air in behind. They have found many kinds of grubs and pupae. The grubs have distracted them. They keep stopping to eat."


  "That's not bad. Let them get fat."


  "Trouble," Morley whispered, looking over my shoulder.


  I turned.


  Barate Algarda had invited himself into the World. And he'd brought a date. She was a pale wisp of a woman, five feet ten, thin as a starveling elf, going maybe a hundred pounds with gear and hair included. That hung to her waist in streamers and fanciful braids. It was blond, so pale that in the available light it looked white. Her eyes were implausibly large and blue.


  So heavily was she bundled that I feared she might be even more insubstantial than I first thought.


  Furious Tide of Light. Sorceress of the most dangerous sort.


  Had to be.


  But such a forlorn waif. . . .


  I couldn't take my eyes off her.


  I was not unique. Every man in the place felt it. Morley's breathing became labored, like he had run a long way to get here in time to embarrass himself.


  Despite the magnetism, at first I figured she couldn't be more than thirteen. She had no apparent figure. But she had a daughter older than that. I needed to remember that.


  I lost the color of her eyes as she considered the chaos inside the World. But I felt them. Like I'd felt the eyes of great, deadly snakes when I was in the islands. When I caught it again they seemed to be green. Saucerhead and several of his thugs materialized behind the couple. He gave me an inquiring look. I had no answer. I just shrugged.


  Algarda headed my way after a pause for effect. Arrogantly confident. His companion followed a step behind and one to his left, letting him shield her. Despite his breathing difficulties Morley managed to drift away so he could get a clear line of sight. Carefully, not knowing who these people were but recognizing what.


  Whatever their physical appearance, they have a distinctive smell, our Lords off the Hill.


  I gulped some air. Then glanced aside. That gave my mind an opportunity to reengage.


  I turned back. The frail frail had aged precipitously. Now she was a woman my age fighting a desperate rearguard action against conquering time. Her eyes were violet and my hunger wasn't any less wicked. There's a puzzle for the great minds. How come one woman can inspire ferocious, unreasoning desire while another, virtually identical. . . .


  Never mind. That's a mug's game. If, by some wild chance, the boffins did find an answer, women would change the question.


  The Dead Man would, no doubt, go on about unconscious cues presented by the personalities inside. Meaning that the same body, occupied by different souls, would conjure different responses.


  Furious Tide of Light absolutely reeked of "Come and get it like you've only ever imagined getting it before." She could fog the minds of those statues of forgotten Karentine heroes that infest the government part of town. She might even make Max Weider glad that he'd lived long enough to meet her.


  What caused an insecurity so deep that a girl needed to wrap herself up in an aura that powerful? Strategically positioned between the Windwalker and me, Algarda looked around. He learned what he wanted to know in an instant. He told me, "The Windwalker promised your partner she'd help undo the mischief Kevans loosed down here."


  "Really?" My recollection was, Kevans was behind the compliance device, not the robust bugs. With drool dripping as I tried to ignore the Windwalker.


  For once the gods were not cruel. Tinnie was somewhere else.


  A damned good thing there were witnesses. None of them more smitten than I.


  Not even my best pal.


  Furious Tide of Light had a characteristic I'd noted before in women who have that smack-in-the-chops impact. She didn't know what she was doing, which meant she didn't pay attention. I had a feeling she really didn't know much about the interplay between men and women. Maybe because she'd never had time for anything but what helped her become Furious Tide of Light.


  Tinnie might ask, if she was so damned naive, why did she dress like that? Pointing out that the woman was bundled against the weather would be a waste. The argument would become something about her using witchcraft to inspire the response she did. At which point I would meticulously fail to declare that the entire female subspecies practices that same black magic. Some just get blessed with a bigger ration. Some were maybe behind the door when it got passed out. Or didn't get in line. But it's there in most of them, making sure there'll be future generations.


  Which thinking didn't get on with finding out why the Dead Man had sent these people to join me. "Let's step aside so we can talk."


  The Windwalker appeared to be considering the World as though it was something she was dreaming. She reached out to touch a curious ghost.


  


  


  


  60


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Distracted, I'd let the spooks slide out of awareness. Now I noted that all the nearer shapeless glimmers were moving in on the Windwalker.


  Curious.


  The woman said something so softly I couldn't catch it. Barate Algarda didn't seem concerned. "Your partner being what he is, I'm sure you know the situation in our household. Try not to let your prejudices get in the way."


  What the hell did that mean? I started to ask. His expression stopped me. We weren't going to talk about it. Over my dead body, if necessary.


  I've had plenty of practice not judging my clients. The people I have to work with, or for! "I can do that."


  "Good. We understand that Kevans is involved in. . . ." He lost focus. A ghost had captured his attention. The Windwalker fixed on that same apparition. A pseudopod of shimmer reached toward her. The Windwalker looked up at Barate Algarda with a big, glowing smile. She eased over against him, slipped an arm around his waist, hugged. He responded in kind.


  They saw the same thing. And it made them happy.


  The Windwalker shed a decade, or more, becoming the adolescent I'd thought I saw when she showed up. She could give Belle Chimes lessons. She bounced with youthful excitement. Algarda grinned, pleased. She extended her hand to the ghost. Algarda reached out, too.


  For more than a minute father and daughter looked as content and happy as two human beings can be. Their happiness conjured its object ever more clearly. The ghost assumed a form that I could make out, a woman who looked a lot like the Windwalker.


  I struggled to disbelieve. I couldn't let them pull me into their fantasy.


  Work stopped. Everyone stared at the odd couple and their ghost, which had acquired substance. It joined hands with Algarda and his daughter. Those two acted like they had hold of something real. Talking to myself, I muttered something about it might just be possible that my own personal freelance necromancer ought to commence to begin to explain what the hell was going on. Unfortunately, Belle Chimes was too far away to hear me croak.


  Weirdness squared. The Algardas had themselves a happy ghost. Unlike all us morally upright twits who ran away from what our secret hearts conjured.


  All right. They'd called up his wife and her mother. For both it was a reunion so sweet they welcomed the world to join them.


  As their special ghost gained life and definition, the other shimmers faded.


  Their ghost began to lose color. In a single minute it diminished till it was just another misty shimmer. Neither Algarda nor his daughter seemed disappointed. The woman, in fact, had come to life. She was attentive and interested but had nothing to say.


  Algarda said, "That was intriguing. Kevans really was involved in raising these create-your-own-specter things?"


  "Presumably. If you visited my partner you should know as much as I do. Or more. He doesn't share his speculations with me."


  Algarda told me what they knew. That didn't include the compliance device.


  I explained what I was up to today. My goal being to get construction back on schedule. Said schedule having suffered ferociously because of the Faction.


  Unintended consequences.


  I didn't mention the compliance device, either. We had excitement enough.


  The Windwalker touched Algarda's arm. He bent so she could whisper. Was she crippled by shyness? That would make her unique. Hill people aren't bashful. Most have ego enough for a clutch of kings. I filed her timidity under "Be wary!"


  There would be a lot of power there. Otherwise, she'd never have been invited into the senior caste. I wasn't yet clear on what made a Windwalker special. I did know that what you don't know can kill you quicker than the devil you go to bed with every night.


  Algarda said, "Having unskilled people down there might be counterproductive."


  "Meaning?"


  "You sent dwarves down."


  "I did. To explore. Not to do anything else. Except get rid of any giant bugs they run into. Seemed like the sort of work dwarves are made for."


  "Underground? Indeed. But what damage are they likely to do? In their ignorance and arrogance."


  "We're all going to do some damage. In our ignorance. Because nobody knows what's down there. Which is why some people accustomed to living underground are doing the poking around."


  "My point, sir. We don't know. Best guess would be, the thing down there is just stirring in its sleep."


  "Sure." My sources all agreed.


  "So suppose you wake it all the way up? And it's as cranky as you are when they make you roll out before you're ready."


  Who had been poking around inside whose head, back at the house? "I'm open to suggestions. Remembering that my job is to get this place slapped together with as little trouble as I can manage."


  New trouble, however, had arrived already. In the form of that frail blonde. All work had stopped. The roofers had come inside to check her out. Most of the men didn't pretend to do anything but drool.


  "Hang on a minute." I moved over to Belle Chimes. Another stricken zombie. "Bill, wake up. Pull your eyes in. Pass this word. She's off the Hill. Out of the inner circle." I didn't know that but it sounded good. And it for sure got his attention. He got those eyes they say are big as saucers. "Goes by Furious Tide of Light." All making the point that she was someone you didn't want to irritate. Which Belle seemed to have gotten in spades. He flat-out turned scared.


  Interesting.


  The effect was salutary once Belle started whispering. Though the workmen did not deny themselves the occasional hungry look.


  Saucerhead proved himself smarter than he looked. "I got a fire going in the shack now, Garrett. You might take these folks out there. Be easier on everybody."
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  We decided that Barate Algarda and his daughter should follow the trail blazed by Rocky and the dwarves. They would go poke around the Faction clubhouse. They would evict the dwarves unless Rindt Grinblatt could show that he had done something especially useful.


  They headed for the abandoned house, needing no guide. I stood around enjoying the fact that the snowfall consisted of fat, random globs that were not accumulating. If this kept up I shouldn't have to do any shoveling.


  Most excellent.


  "You have no idea how lucky you are," Morley Dotes told me. As I considered Furious Tide of Light through the aforementioned random flakes.


  "Sir?"


  "If Tinnie saw you come out of that shack, with that woman, with that look on your face. . . ."


  "That woman, with her father right there?"


  "You honestly think that would make a difference?"


  "Maybe." If a brace of nuns had been in there, too. "She's growing up. We both are." Me whistling past the graveyard.


  He gazed the direction I did. "Pity I'm single. Pity you're not."


  He must not have gotten the word. "You know who she is?"


  "I'm sure you're going to scare me off by telling me."


  "She goes by Furious Tide of Light."


  It took a second. People off the Hill seldom cross his path as objects of amorous intent.


  Him turning off the interest was like a lantern damping down. "You had to tell me."


  "You're my bestest pal. I don't want to see you turned into a big old hairy-ass hoppy toad."


  "You had to tell me. So. Why is a Hill-type bundle of heat getting heads-together with you?"


  "She has a daughter. A teenager. One of the kids whose experiments blessed us with the giant bugs." There weren't any of those around right then. "She wants to make sure the kid is covered."


  "Typical." He frowned at something behind me. I heard the measured clop-clop of a team approaching, along with the rattle of iron rims on cobblestones.


  I turned mainly because Morley looked like he dearly hoped I wouldn't.


  I knew that big black coach. I'd ridden in it. I recognized the men up there on the driver's seat. I didn't know the footmen running at the corners but I knew their type. "Now, what would she be doing here?"


  "She," being Belinda Contague.


  Belinda was not a complication I needed. Ever, anymore.


  Belinda didn't necessarily share my attitude.


  It can be tough to argue with Miss Contague.


  Morley isn't often at a loss for words. He made an exception now. He stumbled around, hunting for a plausible answer. Failed. Decided to try the truth. "She's my angel. She's providing my financing."


  "You know what you're doing?" Getting involved with the Contagues wouldn't bolster his reputation. His places have always been neutral territory. Whoever you are, whatever your associations or alliances, you don't have to worry about your back. Morley will watch it.


  "I hope so, Garrett. It's supposed to be a straight-up deal. Front money for forty percent of the net. If word doesn't get around I can keep it the way it's always been."


  He wasn't convinced, though. He could see what I saw. Right here, right now, there were nine people who knew something was up. I could trust me not to speculate with my friends. But how about those footmen and the guys up on the coach? What about the dark lady herself?


  How many times had Belinda tried to make it look like I'd sold out and was on the Outfit's payroll?


  Only plus I could see was, Belinda had no reason to cut Morley down. She saw a chance to get a piece of a lucrative business.


  Hell, I could see a whole row of small businesses popping up if the World itself took off.


  If, maybe, Heather Soames came up with some stage talent that wasn't all amateur wannabe.


  No point me going on at Morley about it. He'd still be busy debating with himself.


  I couldn't fathom his reasoning. Unless he was in truly bad odor with his debts everywhere else. He'd explain. Someday. Maybe.


  Belinda Contague descended from the coach. She was beautiful, her skin pale as death, her lips painted scarlet, her hair uncovered, black and glossy as a raven's wing. The rest couldn't be cataloged because she was in winter dress. But, believe me, it was outstanding. I'd seen it all. And still regretted my weakness.


  It gave her the idea she had a claim.


  She beckoned.


  I looked around to see who might watch me talking to the daughter of death.


  Morley said, "You don't have to tag along."


  "That summons included both of us. I'm on thin ice with her already. I'm not going to set her off. If she's in one of her moods."


  Belinda is crazy. Psycho killer crazy. Masking it with intelligence and beauty. In a rational world they'd keep her in a cage without a door. Instead, she's the overlord of the syndicate that manages organized crime. She has at her disposal any tool needful to indulge any whim her madness tosses up.


  "What have I told you about avoiding women crazier than you are?"


  "Hard to remember in the heat of the moment, sometimes."


  "But you're unafraid. Fearless Garrett, champion of the disenfranchised and downtrodden."


  "That's me. Absolutely. Lately having developed enough bruises to suspect there's no need to push for another unnecessary round of hurt." When it only takes a touch of manners to avoid the pain.


  Morley gave me a look that told me I was so full of it my baby blues had just turned brown. But he didn't pursue it. For now. We were too near the dire woman.


  He was out in the wild and woolly himself, setting himself up to grab what might be the stinky end of a deal with the Outfit.


  Belinda smiled. There might even have been some warmth behind the surface pretense. She's always had a feeling for me. I've saved her from herself several times. Unfortunately, she isn't the sort to let sentiment get in the way at throat-cutting time.


  That's part of what makes the woman scary. The fact that the machinery inside her noggin doesn't work like anybody else's. You never know what might set her off.


  She uses that, of course. Like a sledgehammer.


  And she has a few fears of her own. Especially Deal Relway. The Outfit has traditionally shaped law enforcement with carrot and stick. An incorruptible like the Director is one man. He could be removed if he became too obnoxious.


  But Relway won't let that happen.


  Several dim candle baddies have gotten the Director stuck in their craws already. They all choked on him when they tried to swallow.


  They overlooked the fact that he has a bigger gang and is as ruthless as any of them.


  Civil and conversational, I asked, "What brings you to the wicked part of town?"


  "Bad boys. You know how I love them." She sneered at my queasy look. "Not to worry. You're not on the spot. I came to look at my new investment." She touched my arm in an intimate way. I managed not to flinch. "I'm looking for legitimate ventures." Big smile. "This will be my first."


  I didn't disagree. But the Combine does have interests in a lot of legitimate businesses. They force their way into some. On the other hand, whatever he pretends to the world at large, Morley is not entirely legit. He wouldn't keep the company he does if he were.


  Belinda made me sweat with her too-friendly gestures on a public street. While Morley pointed out the place he had chosen and explained why it was perfect for serving the theater crowd. Then Belinda let me off the hook. "Just messing with you, sweetheart. I know Tinnie won the race."


  "Uh. . . ." All right. That would work. For now.


  "I couldn't live with myself if it turned out to be my fault all that planning went to waste."


  "Huh?" Conscience? Didn't know she knew the word. Decided not to ask if she knew its meaning.


  "Not to worry, buddy. All you have to do is show up, on time, sober enough to stand, without a date."


  My best pal looked at me like I'd sprouted a facial toadstool. A psychedelic toadstool, from the magnitude of his double take.


  The beautiful woman unacquainted with mercy laughed. She headed for the place Morley had indicated. I retreated to the theater side of the street. Where I found Puddle and Morley's other man considering their boss nervously. Puddle said, "I don't like dis, Garrett. I don' like it a'tall."


  "Got me a little less than excited, too, Puddle. Makes me wonder what's happening inside his head." But that wasn't my problem. The World was. I needed to concentrate on that. I was making some headway. At last.
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  I didn't get back in out of the snow. Pular Singe materialized, breathless. "I know where he is! I know how to catch him!"


  "Great! Good for you, girl. Go! What're you talking about? What're you doing down here?" Since she hadn't had anything to do with her brother's latest efforts.


  "Oh. I had some stuff I needed to do. But I finished. I can help you here now. Oh. There's Mr. Dotes. I'd better tell him right away."


  "Tell him what?"


  But she was gone. And Puddle was looking at me like he was trying to figure something out. He asked, "Dis ain't gonna turn rotten on us, is it, Garrett?"


  Uncertain what his "this" might be, I went for reassurance. "I don't think so. Though I don't really know what Morley is thinking, any more than you do. Nothing to do with me, I'm pretty sure."


  That part seemed to be what Puddle wanted to hear. Better his boss was hobnobbing with the queen of crime than getting into something with that Garrett guy.


  I'm never quite sure what the problem is for those people. Like women, they think I ought to know without being told.


  I went inside.


  Despite the open doorways it was much warmer in there than out front.


  John Stretch spotted me, beckoned. He looked smugly pleased. I went to find out why.


  The lord of the ratmen indicated the under-stage pit. It was filthy with bug scraps. The Rocker himself had returned to his station. He no longer had anything to do.


  "All right. It's a mess. But that isn't it. Is it?"


  "No. It is that there are no more bugs coming. The rats are finding very few down below now, too. Just grubs. The burned-out rats come up carrying them. Carrying food back to the nest."


  "Good. That's good."


  "It is an instinct thing."


  "That's good."


  "I have enough of them back out now to get a feel for the way it is down there. I am going to examine them."


  "By all means. That's excellent." Then, fearing he might think I was being patronizing, "Maybe that'll give us enough to get this part wrapped up."


  So, then, the ghosts. Once the spooks were settled my job would be done.


  I could hope. I could pray. Knowing prayer would set them to howling in the heavenly jakes. Nothing could work out that well. Hell, this had been going on for days. I hadn't gotten my head kicked in once—though the Stompers did have that on their agenda. I'd received no death threats meant to scare me off. I'd run into no villainy that couldn't be explained by simple stupidity. There'd been a corpse, or two—one barely qualifying as negligent homicide.


  I did my damnedest not to invite recompense for hubris.


  Pular Singe scooted in, all flustered, whiskers flaring, ears folded back. "You have to stop them!"


  All right. Maybe I could do that. Given something to go on.


  Singe took a moment out of her excitement to greet her brother, who waved vaguely because he was communing with some of his unmodified cousins.


  Sort of ironic. The sorcerous by-blow of a prior century trying to exterminate those of the present.


  Singe reclaimed the frenzy. "I am afraid one of them will do something neither will be able to take back."


  I thought I got that. "Ease up, girl. Who? What? Where? Basic stuff like that."


  "Oh. Yes. That. All right. Mr. Dotes. Miss Contague. They are having a huge fight. It started after I told Mr. Dotes that the stinking man is out there watching and I think I know how to catch him."


  One eyebrow up and the other eye squinting because she isn't usually so formal, I wondered, "Why would they argue? Does Lurking Felhske work for Belinda?"


  "Oh. No. Mr. Dotes decided he would not need Miss Contague's financial assistance after all. Since he was about to come into a large sum by selling the stinking man."


  "And, naturally, he didn't have Lurking Felhske in the bag when he decided that."


  "Correct."


  Counting chickens. I couldn't do anything but shake my head. That was so unlike Morley, the born-again pragmatic realist. Had he caught something from Winger? Or maybe a Saucerhead with a hangover having an especially feeble-minded morning after one of his periodic breakups? No way. Not the count of cool, Morley Dotes.


  "Stay with John Stretch. See if he reports anything we can use right now." I headed out fast, worried that I had made a lethal mistake by not staying with Morley and Belinda. How could Morley have abandoned basic common sense? Nobody gets into a pissing contest with Belinda Contague. She'll whack your pisser off and make you feed it to the hogs.


  Puddle and the unnamed henchman were still shuffling around in the cold out front, feeling much put upon by their captain. Puddle had the look of a lost four-year-old. As I passed them I said, "Come on. Sounds like Morley has done something stupid. We might have to bail him out."


  Right. If it came to knuckles and head-bashing, Belinda only had her big, healthy six to our seriously-out-of-shape three.


  Belinda's bunch were standing around sharing hot tea and bullshit with Saucerhead's crew like they were old pals. Which they might be. It's a big city but guys in similar rackets tend to know each other.


  I slowed to what I hoped would appear to be a disinterested pace as I went by. I exchanged good-natured insults with Belinda's chief driver, who hated me for the luck I'd had. The four footmen didn't bother to check me out. But the final villain, probably officially Belinda's bodyguard, tried fixing me with the hard stare. I considered giving it right back. But that's an invitation to butt heads until somebody can't crawl away. I didn't find him scary, unlike some who had gone before him. Who were no longer above ambient temperature. Or ground.


  I winked and got on with tracking Morley.


  "That one guy is coming after us, Mr. Garrett," unnamed henchman reported nervously.


  "All right. If it gets exciting, you and Puddle sit on him while I crack some heads."


  The storm had passed. Though they still eyed one another sullenly, Morley and Belinda had not come to blows. They were talking business.


  Belinda snapped, "What the hell are you doing here?"


  "Came over to protect my investment."


  "Investment? In what? You aren't part of this."


  "In friendship. There was a rumor that you two were behaving badly. Thought I'd make sure nobody did anything stupid."


  Miss Contague glowered. She manages that with a furious impact. It's the blood. You look at her and forget the cold beauty. You just remember that she's Chodo Contague's daughter, old Death on the Hoof himself. You recall times when she made her pop look like a pansy dance instructor.


  She said nothing now. Nor did Morley. "Have you worked it out? Morley? You letting a deal float on your skill at predicting the outcome of a water spider race?" I tried giving him a meaningful look. No doubt he thought I was constipated.


  Puddle, Unnamed, and Belinda's bodyguard hung out around the doorway, bewildered.


  Morley told me, "I've got it under control. Just had a minute when wishful thinking got the upper hand on common sense."


  Deadly calm, Belinda said, "He thought he could do business the way he plays at romance. He found me less pliable than his preferred women."


  "Kind of the way the rumor ran, too, best buddy. Don't go betting to a pair in the bush that you haven't even seen yet. When you've already agreed to play a different hand."


  "Your metaphors are as feeble as ever, Garrett. But you are sniffing the right trail. I did let reality get away for a second. It's slippery, some days. I got a little overheated. Being an adult, I recognized the futility and got it under control. The tempest is over. You had palpitations for nothing."


  He glanced at the group by the door. The boggled boys. Who really had no part in things. Useless.


  Belinda nodded. Agreeing with Morley and, likely, with what I was thinking. For a moment I got lost in those incredible blue eyes. Then managed to mutter, "Gods damn! It's hard to be a grown-up."


  Morley looked disappointed. But I'd gotten the point of his odd little speech. All was not as well as he was saying.


  What more could I do? He'd made his bed. I'd made sure the sheets weren't bloody.


  "All right. If all is well, I'm going back to work. But you two better behave. I don't want my best friends quarreling like street urchins."


  That fooled nobody. Except maybe the witnesses by the door. But it let Belinda know where I stood. And my opinion, for some reason, does carry weight with her.


  That had been explained to me, including by the man at risk here, but I still don't, down in my liver, completely understand. But I found out long since that understanding isn't nearly as important as acceptance with some things.


  Morley said, "I'll come over after I finish showing Belinda what we're going to do here. Ask Singe to wait for me."


  It was the kind of straight line Morley doesn't give up often. But I let it go. More of that belated growing up, I guess. Why go for a joke that belittles one friend in order to score a point on another?


  Puddle and the others followed me. Puddle said, "Hey, Garrett. All dat mean evert'ing is gonna be all right?"


  "I hope so, Puddle. I for sure never want to get on the wrong side of that woman."


  "You said it. Anybody be dat damn foolish oughta get whatever he gets."


  "Yeah." His remark brought back unpleasant memories. "Hang in."
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  I went back to the World. Losing my cadence for half a step, en route, when the breeze hit me with a whiff of incredible body odor. From someone I couldn't see.


  The day, I noted, was getting on. Time flies, fun, like that, I guess. I spied Rindt Grinblatt and pack in the distance, headed my way. Brother Grinblatt looked to be in a foul mood. Though how you tell with a dwarf is subject to debate.


  I went inside and found Singe. And hardly anybody else. A whole herd, excepting ratfolk, had skipped. "Darling, when you all do catch the stinking man, ask him why he's interested in me. Or the World."


  "I can do that. Though maybe the Dead Man already knows. He had hold of the stinking man for a while. I think. But not for very long if he did."


  "I'll ask." And Old Bones would withhold the answer, most likely. He'd tell me I needed to figure these things out for myself. Or the like.


  I went to look into the basement. "Hey, Rocky. I'm going to need your backup in a minute. Come on up." Saucerhead and his thugs are good at what they do, but some jobs just howl out for a specialist.


  Singe needs to get reconnected with her own culture. She has become too human. She was suspicious.


  "What are you up to, Garrett?"


  "Nothing. But in about a minute a mightily pissed off dwarf is going to stomp in here. I'd like somebody handy who isn't intimidated by all those axes and chopping swords and maces. Somebody with a natural-born knack for making hairy folk stand still and listen to reason."


  Good old Rindt, I suspected, had talked himself into thinking he'd established squatter's rights over yonder just by virtue of his presence. The sort of magical thinking that makes us think we "deserve," and "have a right to," something we didn't earn, just because we're breathing and happen to be passing through life. It's a plague on all intelligent species. I was born. Therefore, I have the right to pick your pocket so I can buy the bottle of rotgut red I want to curl up with tonight.


  Lately, I've been seeing a new species of graffiti. Traditional Karentine graffiti is human rightsist crap. Or kid gang crap. Or "Ferdie Pins wants to get into Minnie Tong's cootch" crap. But the new stuff rides the premise that being required to produce, to work, if one would rather not, amounts to an egregious social injustice, inhumane involuntary servitude, and economic terrorism.


  Really.


  You got to wonder about the magnitude of the brass ones on a guy who could come out in public and, with a straight face, say that. I'd be inclined to give the man what he wants. But not feed him. Loaf on, brother! We'll dump you in a skinny little grave.


  That from a guy who is almost allergic to work himself. A guy with a moral imperative to avoid work as much as possible. But a guy who accepts the consequences of his inactions.


  Well. There went a parenthetical diversion from the everyday.


  Rocky stamped up, providing the closing ellipsis. "What's up, Garrett? Better not take long. I'm gonna gotta get out of here in another hour."


  "Those dwarves I had you check on earlier? They're going to be here in a minute. On account of getting evicted from under that empty house. Property owners can be such pricks. And dwarves can be so presumptuous." Rocky would grasp that better than a detailed explanation. "I need you to stand around looking like you're thinking about dwarf goulash for supper."


  Rocky grinned. "I can do that."


  Where were the Grinblatts, anyway? Dwarves aren't famous for getting in a rush but Rindt and family should have arrived by now.


  And here they came.


  I'd just started wondering if cold weather effected dwarves the way it does trolls. But that was silly. The hairy folk hail from wild mountains where it's chilly during the summer and there are recorded instances of snow falling during Midsummer's Night.


  If this crew got slowed down it was because their hob-nailed boots couldn't get much purchase on icy cobblestones. And it was, for sure, cooling down out there. The slush had begun to firm up.


  The Grinblatts entered, all hair, clatter, and attitude. Which began to change after one look at Rocky. Rindt shed surly with every step. Had he had a few miles to warm up he might have mustered a passable diplomatic smile.


  "We kind of got distracted over there, boss. Sorry." He was awash in remorse. But Rindt Grinblatt just being aware of the concept was more proof that he had gone native. "Some people showed up and run us out."


  "Those would be the owners," I exaggerated. "You weren't rude to them, were you? They're off the Hill. The skinny one is Prime Circle, though you'd never guess to look at her."


  Dwarves can't manage the color changes we see in the paler breeds of human. Otherwise, Rindt Grinblatt and his lady would have gone white as death.


  There was an event somewhere deep in dwarfish history that marked them with a dread of sorcerers that had gotten into the blood itself.


  "Rindt, they aren't looking for trouble. They just want to know what's been going on behind their backs."


  "You knew that when you sent us down there?"


  "I did not. No. They turned up. They asked questions. I answered. That's how it's done." He knew. He'd gone native. "Now. Your job was to go down under and scout around. So tell me what you found."


  I noted several people sliding our way, meaning to eavesdrop.


  Then came Morley. Through the front door, looking like he'd barely survived a heavy date with a vampire.


  Rindt Grinblatt was calm enough to earn his pay now. He began a detailed report. His family felt free to jump in wherever a point needed clarification.


  It took a while. As I'd suspected, Kip and his friends had done a good deal of housekeeping.


  Before the Grinblatts wrapped it up Belinda wandered in, curious. At which point I noted that I was now the only other one hundred percent pure member of the master race in the whole damned place. Most everyone else had gone off without saying good night. "Singe, you want to take Rindt back to the house so you can pay him?"


  "Sorry, Garrett." She had been muttering with my best pal. "Previous obligation."


  "Damn! Rindt, you go on back out to my house, my man Dean will see that you get what you've got coming. Damn! Poor choice of words, that." They were accurate but that lineup usually rolls out only where vengeance is about to be done.


  Grinblatt was distinctly unhappy. He had a few things to say about my ancestry, incestry, and sexual proclivities. But Rocky was standing by. And Rindt was hungry. He went. Leading his family gang and grumbling all the way.


  I hoped the Dead Man drained him dry.


  Belinda screamed.
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  I'd forgotten the ghosts. They hadn't been much of a nuisance since the dwarves showed up. They'd faded, maybe because they were kind of used up. Or maybe the cold getting down under had begun to have an impact.


  But now they were back and there were only two human targets, one already immunized by knowledge.


  Belinda screamed. Her behavior baffled the nonhumans.


  The shade troubling her was, to me, an indistinct, pus-colored shimmer.


  She screamed again. Why didn't she just run away? That would solve it. Though the racket sounded more horrified than terrified. A distinction sometimes difficult to see. Stipulated.


  I shed my marvelous loaner coat, stepped over, wrapped Belinda's head so she couldn't see. I don't know where that came from. Maybe from having seen a tinker do it to his cart dog when the mutt had a seizure.


  It worked.


  The shimmer faded right away. It tried to assume several familiar shapes. I showed it my back and hung on to Belinda till she stopped struggling.


  Saucerhead appeared in the doorway. "Hey, Garrett. The drivers are here to get your ratpeople."


  I turned to look for John Stretch. The ratman nodded my way. He'd heard. He went to gather his henchrats.


  Belinda let me know she was ready to come out. I turned her loose.


  "Wash that damned thing, Garrett. It's ripe." She looked around nervously.


  "What did you see?"


  Her honesty surprised me. "My mother. Looking exactly the way she did when I found her the day she died." Her voice turned chill. Her mother had been murdered. By her father, Chodo, the world assumed. For fooling around. A sport in which Chodo himself had indulged, regularly. Belinda asked, "What happened? And will it happen again?"


  I tried to explain. Without being sure myself. "I don't know why people see what they see. Most get something bad. But I've seen my mother, my brother, and a couple people who aren't dead yet. You saw your mother. Some Hill types who were here earlier shared one ghost and brought it into focus so good that I'd recognize the woman in the street."


  Aside, I said, "Good night, Rocky. Thanks for helping."


  Morley and Singe had vanished.


  Belinda maneuvered to keep the ghost behind her.


  Did it mean anything that there was only one, now? Why not one for me?


  There had been a platoon of the damned things before the Windwalker and her dad showed up. John Stretch's people moved out. Soon I'd be alone with Belinda. Not an eventuality to which I aspired. "Where did your thugs get to?"


  It was absodamnlutely guaranteed that if she maneuvered me into any position where temptation could be laid on, I'd be drowning in furious redheads before the smoke cleared away.


  Belinda mused, "I hadn't thought about that. Yet. It's a question I'll need to explore."


  Really. She should have had six guys all over her the second she screamed.


  She was herself again. "I'd better go. We don't want Tinnie frosted about us being alone together with only twenty ratpeople and a few thousand rats for chaperones."


  "You surprise me sometimes."


  "I surprise myself. I have these impulsive moments when I turn human."


  She was a sociopath fully aware of her psychosis.


  I meet sociopaths in my line. Most know their heads don't work like regular people's. None of them consider that a handicap.


  We went outside. Belinda's men were gathered around the new guard shack, trying to keep their bits and pieces warm. To a man, supported by Tharpe's crew, they hadn't heard anything from inside the World. Curious.


  I saw Belinda off, then John Stretch and the last of his mob, with their harvest of succulent grubs. It was twilight, the sky now cloudless, the night coming up indigo. Shivering flying lizards perched high above, disappointed by the absence of game.


  "Don't got much use for them things," Saucerhead said. "Though their skin makes a damned good bootlace. But they help keep down the vermin."


  "Really? How so?"


  "How many pigeons you see?" Tharpe isn't fond of pigeons. Something to do with a strategically placed load at a critical juncture during a pickup game of outdoor passion at some point in the past. He won't talk about it.


  "There is that."


  "Silver linings, brother. Silver linings."
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  I went back inside. It was lonely in there. A couple of ghosts floated aimlessly. They weren't interested in me. They were too feeble to be scary.


  I shut down most of the lamps. Thoughtful Garrett, trying to save the boss a bit of silver.


  It was freezing in there now. I closed vents and exits that I couldn't watch directly. Saucerhead and his guys were good, if they bothered, but there are some slick operators in this burg. I didn't want any of those faced with too much temptation.


  I had no real plan. My hanging around belonged to the category "Seemed like a good idea at the time."


  I settled against a wall not far from the main entrance and thought about clunky music. I dozed.


  Somebody called, "Garrett? You in here?" Then, in a softer voice, "You're sure he didn't go home, Tharpe?"


  "No, sir, Mr. Gilbey. No, sir. He never would've gone off and left the doors unlocked."


  "Over here." I went to work getting my feet under me. It was hard. I'd stiffened up. "I fell asleep."


  Hand on the wall, I looked around. I saw three ghosts, little stronger than heat shimmers, uninterested in the new-comers. The air was warmer now.


  Gilbey and his niece stood just inside the main entrance. A nervous Saucerhead Tharpe filled the doorway behind, reluctant to come any farther. Gilbey said, "I stopped by to see what headway you made today. Looks like some work did get done."


  "There'll be a full crew tomorrow. They don't show, they lose their jobs to the breeds who tossed up that guard shack out front."


  "We had a complaint about you pushing the workmen around."


  "And?"


  "I see some work got done today."


  I took time out to be smug.


  Gilbey asked, "What about the other problems? I see some things that might be ghosts."


  I explained that we did seem to have dealt with the giant bugs. "For now. I'll be amazed if more don't hatch out. You know how hard it is to get rid of roaches."


  "And the ghosts?"


  I talked about that, too.


  "Interesting. Answer me this. How do we make it so cold down there that we don't hear from this thing anymore?"


  Heather Soames drifted off in pursuit of a shimmer that appeared to prefer to avoid her.


  "I think we just need to keep the bugs off. It's been content to hibernate for the gods know how long. I figure, keep the bugs away and the cold run down, it'll fall asleep for another thousand years."


  "No idea what it is yet?"


  "My partner took over that research. I had a couple Hill types in here earlier. They weren't excited so it can't be something sorcerers whisper about or shop for behind our backs."


  Heather caught up with a ghost. She poked it with a silver hat pin.


  I swear, vague, pus-colored shimmer that it was, it began to sweat. Fine drops rained down on the floor planking, speckling briefly before evaporating. The ghost fled.


  Then the music started. The zinc orchestral maneuvers. Bill had done a good job describing that clunky sound. What he had failed to capture was the ferocious volume.


  It was loud! this time. The building shook. Despite the fact that the World was so new that it was still only half-finished, dust and dirt drifted down from overhead.


  Saucerhead called from the doorway, "What's up, Garrett?"


  "I think it's under control." I had to yell.


  Meantime, Gilbey caught Heather and told her, "Maybe you shouldn't do that."


  "You think?" Though she was stalking a second ghost at the time.


  The music changed. A children's game song became pounding jungle rhythm. And got louder.


  Its mood I could not discern.


  I'd started to sweat. The place was heating up.


  I got busy opening things up again.


  Outside temperatures had plunged since sundown. The barking wind was bitter.


  The music did not falter.


  Finished opening up, I rejoined Gilbey and his niece. Beautiful woman, Heather Soames. Bright. But solidly equipped with a taste for self-destruction.


  Saucerhead remained in the doorway. He wouldn't come inside but he wanted to keep track. He had his hands over his ears. For what good that did.


  Then he moved, pushed aside. Barate Algarda and Furious Tide of Light had returned.
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  Algarda looked drained. The Windwalker could not have gotten paler without going albino. There was no guessing her mental state. She moved like she was ready to collapse.


  The beat of the music picked up. I'm not a religious sort, except maybe in the trenches, but I spun off a poorly remembered childhood singsong prayer. By the time I finished Algarda and daughter were up close. Algarda made a megaphone of his hands. "What happened?"


  I explained. He scowled at Heather but didn't put much power behind it. Beautiful women always get that extra edge.


  The Windwalker poked him exactly the way Tinnie would have poked me.


  There are a hundred thousand stories in the city. Most of them will boggle or baffle the shit out of you. That one boggled me. I saw what I saw but rejected it after a moment's reflection. Some things you just don't want to believe.


  Algarda shouted, "Let's move outside!"


  "Sure couldn't hurt."


  Everybody headed toward Saucerhead, still standing in for the angel with the sword blocking the gateway to heaven.


  Several ghosts wanted to stay close to Furious Tide of Light. But they couldn't get past her big ugly protector.


  It was cooler outside. Also less noisy.


  The music remained, hammering away without a touch of silver to it. Yet with my new advantage against loud I was able to pick out a few nuances and chords.


  It really was music, from a genius whose natural instrument was rocks.


  Xylophone. That was the thing Belle Chimes and I hadn't been able to remember. A lot of that racket did sound like a big old clunky pot metal xylophone.


  Barate Algarda said, "We can hear ourselves think now."


  "But do we have to?" I asked. Twenty minutes ago I was planning to spend the night in order to live the whole experience.


  My weariness was not unique. Exhaustion had a hold on everyone. Algarda and the Windwalker in particular, since they had started already worn out.


  "Possibly not, in your case. However, I rather enjoy my thoughts."


  "So. What did you learn from your adventure today?"


  The Windwalker startled me, her voice strong for someone so slight. This wasn't the squeaky little girl voice from before. "We learned that nearly adult children require closer supervision than we thought." I hoisted an inquiring eyebrow.


  Algarda said, "They were up to all kinds of mischief down there." He shrugged. "When I was that age girls were the only experiments that interested me."


  "And he hasn't changed much since. Which is why he's a running footman instead of a Man of Standing." Which was someone considered an insider by the community of sorcerers.


  Algarda looked like he'd bitten into an alum-crusted lemon. This would be an old argument being dealt up fresh.


  He swallowed. And let it go. "The oversize insects are a product of their experiments. There may have been other experiments potentially as embarrassing. We may have to twist their arms. They've done a lot to clean up and cover up."


  The Windwalker said, "I blame the Prose boy. He's filled their heads with crazy ideas."


  Kip wasn't my kid but I defended him. Obliquely. "To understand the Faction you need to consult my associate. He discovered some interesting facts about those kids."


  The Windwalker didn't listen. She was too tired. Algarda would have to carry her home if they stayed much longer.


  He told me, "We wore ourselves out over there, making sure their experiments don't create any more trouble. Tomorrow, we'll come help with the thing they wakened."


  The clunky music shifted tempo, coincidentally but disconcertingly.


  "Are they likely to go back down there?"


  "They might," he said. "It's perfect. It's a good place for young people to get together."


  "You want to keep them out? I could bring back Rindt Grinblatt."


  "There's no need to banish them. So long as they aren't doing things that they shouldn't."


  The Windwalker nodded emphatic agreement. Her eyes, I noted, were an intimidating shade of steel gray.


  Algarda added, "No. We'll do some research in the morning. She can maybe consult a few of her. . . ."


  He stopped. He'd been about to take a bite of the same sour apple his daughter had chomped a moment ago. "I doubt that it's some forgotten god who dozed off a thousand years ago and got buried in the mud when the river changed course." That was more sniping, but subtler.


  The Windwalker may have presented that hypothesis.


  Gilbey liked the notion. "It couldn't be a human god. The river wandered, back when, but its course hasn't run through here in human history."


  In recent centuries TunFairens have taken care to keep the big muddy confined to the same channel. It'll flood a couple times a century, but. . . .


  Furious Tide of Light collapsed. It wasn't a faint for effect, as practiced by some young ladies of spoiled and self-centered status. Algarda caught her before she hit the planks.


  Heather Soames said, "I'm about to pass out myself, Manvil." She sounded puzzled, though. Like she thought she shouldn't be so tired.


  I suggested, "Let's all get some shut-eye." Which clever turn of phrase earned me several vaguely worried looks. But nobody had the energy to comment.


  Saucerhead took hold and steered me toward his guard shack. He should've been more worn out than anybody, having been awake a lot longer. But he hadn't spent much time inside the World.


  New problem rising, then, maybe.


  A theater that naturally puts people to sleep. Not so good for people in the entertainment racket.


  Not so good at all.
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  In the Corps they told us you can get used to anything. Which they proceeded to prove by sending us to the islands, where everything, from bugs no bigger than a pin-prick to forty-foot crocodiles, and the snakes who ate the crocs, had people on the menu. While we hunted and were hunted by the Venageti who sometimes had the same taste. So a little remote midnight mood music from down in the ground didn't keep me awake longer than about eight seconds.


  I had some remarkable dreams. I remember that. But I don't recall what they were. Not even the Dead Man could winkle them out later. Which he found more irksome than troubling.


  Sunshine was sneaking through cracks in the guard shack's wall when Saucerhead shook me awake. Bent-nose types snored around me. The place was crowded. But that wasn't keeping Figgie Joe from cooking breakfast. "How you like your eggs, Mr. Garrett?"


  "Just scramble them up. It's iron rations time. Something up, Saucerhead?"


  "Me. The sun. And now you. You got work to do. I figured you might ought to get on it."


  I listened. I heard hammering, sawing, cussing, and a lot more hammering. What I didn't hear was any indignant heavy metal music from way down deep in the ground. "I take it the whole crew showed up today."


  Saucerhead grunted. He sipped from a mug of tea so potent I could smell it over the stinks of cooking and sleeping thugs. "You got your bluff in on them, Garrett."


  I asked, "You guys have any dreams?"


  "Everybody has dreams," Figgie Joe said as he splatted my eggs onto a tin plate. "You're gonna wanna eat fast. We only got four plates and four mugs."


  "I mean really weird dreams. I had some classics but I can't remember them now."


  "I get them kind all the time."


  "Me too," Tharpe said. "But I'd say, it feels like last night they was more potent than usual."


  I ate scrambled eggs that hadn't come out half bad. "You got a new girlfriend, Head?"


  "When would I have found time for that?"


  "Graziella, then?" Wasn't that the name that Singe mentioned? Something like that? "Somebody's been civilizing you. Figgie Joe. Decent job on the eggs, brother."


  "My short hitch I was a cook. Division headquarters."


  I raised an eyebrow. Figgie Joe didn't look like a lifer. And wasn't, of course. Not old enough.


  The "short hitch" was your first voluntary re-up after you survived your obligated five. It lasted two more years. You gained all kinds of perks on account of you were there by choice now. It was a mutual tryout. If you completed your short hitch and still favored the soldier's life, then you re-upped for the long hitch. Twenty years. For the rest of your life, in effect. Troopers who survived the long hitch are only slightly more common than frog fur coats.


  I never figured it out but definitely don't recall any shortage of lifer noncoms during my five. Of course, all the stupid and stubborn guys got weeded out by the Invincible early on. After that it was plain dumb bad luck that ended an individual story. That or getting too close to, or caring too much about, the new fish in your keeping.


  I asked, "How'd you get into this racket?"


  "You take work where you find it, slick. Ain't a lot of jobs for mess cooks."


  Ain't a lot of jobs. Period. It will take years for the Karentine economy to adjust to the sudden outbreak of peace.


  The Venageti, having lost the war, have it worse than we do here. The battles that settled it all gobbled up most of their nobles and sorcerers. The peace dividend down there has produced a crop of "flayers," unemployed soldiers who survive by plunder and rapine practiced on their own people.


  I told Figgie Joe, "You surprised me. You like cooking?" He went all shifty-eyed.


  "I'll take that as a yes."


  He didn't think his pals would consider cooking fit work for a manly man. I told him, "I know a restaurant guy who'll be looking for cooks pretty soon. I'll drop your name. Hey, Head. Are you on a mission for Dean Creech or my athletically challenged sidekick?"


  "I don't follow."


  "It's awful early to drag me out."


  "Tough. I told you. There's work to do. Sooner you get on it, the sooner it gets done. And the sooner I got me a spot for one of my night guys to lie down."


  I began to retail some routine protest. He cut me off. "Don't matter if you are the guy what handles the payroll. There's stuff that's got to be done. Sharing my guard shack with management ain't one of them. It's just a courtesy."


  I started to hand my plate and utensils back to brother Figgie Joe. He gave me a hard look. "There's a couple barrels outside. The one with the yellow paint splash is for washing. Don't use the other one. That's for drinking."


  Being management didn't get me a whole lot from these guys.


  They were my kind. But maybe I wasn't theirs anymore.
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  "You all right?" Luther the foreman asked. "You look all blurry-eyed. Like you got the hay fever, or something."


  "It's this place. You think it's bad when you're here working, try staying overnight."


  He composed himself, conveying the unspoken idea that he wasn't interested in my whining. He had troubles of his own. He did stipulate, "It's quiet today. The ghosts ain't been taking shape. It's like they ain't got the oomph. Not one of these superstitious shits has gone bug-fuck and run out."


  "Good to hear. Lets me know I'm doing my job. Remind everybody that those spooks haven't actually hurt anybody."


  "Not yet. Not physically."


  Luther would find a way to contradict you, whatever you said. I hoped he was a better carpenter and foreman than he was a conversationalist.


  "Yeah. There's always hope. Isn't there?"


  Luther developed a puzzled look that turned suspicious immediately. He'd been mocked before.


  My tone must have given me away.


  I spent the next five hours prowling the World and its environs, attracting unfriendly looks and unflattering compliments on my choice of outerwear. I hoped Mr. Jan's loaner coat wasn't some priceless sartorial treasure handed down from antiquity. Because I was going to have to buy it. There wasn't much left but rags.


  Around the five-hour mark I noted that the dirty looks and unkind fashion reviews had become less frequent. And the men were working slower.


  I felt a lassitude myself.


  Curious.


  Something was going on. But what?


  One damned thing after another. One way of telling a story. And pretty much the plot for my life. I call it the barroom method. Starts out, "So there I was . . ." and you get on with it by inflating the facts geometrically. A trip across town turns into a high quest through the heart of darkness to put paid to the foul schemes of the Wicked Witch.


  "What the hell are you doing, Malsquando?"


  A principal subspecies of odtaa is, somebody busts through the doorway swinging a blade, screaming someone else's name. Or, as in this instance, just heating the place up because of natural-born talent.


  "She had gams that ran from here to there, all the way to the floor, and a voice like juniper smoke. She was the kind of gal that could get a dead bishop to kick the lid off his coffin." That kind of thing.


  But this redhead was only the forerunner of an invasion. They were all there. Alyx with the glint in her eye. Bobbi, breathing heavy. Lindy Zhang, in a cloud of smoke. Heather Soames, just exactly the wrong lady to be den mother. Then, tagging along behind, not attached, but looking every bit like she ought to be part of the wrecking crew, Furious Tide of Light. Looking especially delectable outside the shade cast by Barate Algarda.


  "Hallucinating, apparently. Because I can't have died and gone to heaven," I grumbled.


  "No kidding?" the redhead asked.


  "Because they ain't gonna let your crew in there."


  "I'm thinking of converting."


  "Uhn?" said the quick-witted detective type.


  "I could get on as one of the seventy-two renewable virgins."


  The survival instincts that got me through the war had kick enough left to stop me making any noise. I gave Tinnie a one-armed hug and a pat on the fanny, then slid forward to express my undying devotion to Furious Tide of Light.


  Alyx blocked my path. "I have to admit you're finally getting something done here, Garrett."


  "I've got the tradesmen doing their ever-lovin' best just for sweet little ol' you, Alyx." I eased around her to get at the Windwalker. Which whapped Miss Tate right on the knob of her jealousy bone.


  Quick calculation. Did I dare ignore the Windwalker while I tried to hammer information through Tinnie's default stubborn disbelief? How long before Furious Tide of Light slapped me for the slight?


  Inspiration!


  It was my lucky day.


  "Ma'am. Windwalker. Welcome back. Might I introduce my fiancée, Tinnie Tate, of the manufacturing Tates? Tinnie, the Windwalker, Furious Tide of Light."


  That left the fair Miss Tate with her mouth agape.


  It didn't stop the gasps and giggles of her henchwomen. The Windwalker never focused on us. She murmured, "Pleased to meet you," vaguely, and drifted toward where the floor planking was being installed. The workmen tried hard not to pay attention. Right now she wasn't firing their animal instincts. But they definitely remembered her from before.


  Miss Tate remained tongue-tied.


  The unexpected complication now coming through the main doorway might have explained that. Furious Tide of Light had not come alone. I'd just gotten fixed on her having shown up without Barate Algarda to hover menacingly.


  A representative selection of our most dread, dire, Hill-dwelling types had followed the pitiful waif. A half dozen alert, glowering, ready-for-anything secret masters. I recognized a couple. The interior of the World went quiet as the workmen recognized some of them, too.


  That whole mob belonged to a class that no rational person wants to offend, whatever the circumstances. The refugee-looking hot thing was traveling with some of Karenta's more dread names.


  Why? What could possibly interest them here?


  Did it mean anything? Anything at all?


  An amazing thing happened. A thing wilder than seeing people walk through the sky or seeing actual gods getting on about their venal sacred business. Both of which I have done.


  Miss Tinnie Tate deferred to another woman after that other woman had dared show an interest in Mama Garrett's ever-lovin' blue-eyed baby boy.


  Furious Tide of Light planted herself in front of me. Because she was slight she seemed younger than she was. But there was steel in that wisp of a frame.


  This apparent child was nothing of the sort. She could be a lot more harsh than could the quiet little girl who traveled with Barate Algarda.


  Big blue eyes locked on mine. "Tell me everything. From the beginning." The Hill folk began to form a circle around me, laying to rest the concept of Mr. Garrett hastily relocating somewhere more congenial. Not even totally self-focused Alyx Weider managed a word of comment.


  No need to be difficult with these people. That could only cause me unnecessary encounters with pain. I did exactly what Furious Tide of Light said. Kind of.


  From the beginning. Editing cautiously. Just enough to shield a few most precious souls. Especially my favorite. Me.


  John Stretch wouldn't end up having to explain his connection with ordinary rats, nor his control of the rattish horde that had, effectively and efficiently, finally gotten rid of the giant bugs.


  I found it intriguing, having these folks on hand. In their presence the ever-opinionated Miss Tate actually held her tongue. Likewise, all her pack. But it was plain that the Tate woman couldn't hold off forever. Tinnie had something on her mind. It took everything she had to hold it while I dealt with the Windwalker. But it would come. Not even the end of the world would stop that.


  I was comfortable enough with the sorceress. She was an attractive woman smack in the middle of my favorite age range: alive. And those amber eyes to die for. . . . I let manly appreciation override the nerves that come when I have to deal with Hill types who have no doubts that they're living demigods. Breathe a little heavy and those lethal attributes just sort of fade away.


  Despite the volcanic potential on the Tate horizon, I leaned into the little bit with the delicious green eyes. "Who are those people?"


  "People worried about their children." She didn't name names or offer to make introductions. Just as well, say I.


  I gulped air. I eyed those people. Those were the parents of the Faction? No wonder Kip's friends were screaming freaks. Just standing downwind of some of these grotesques was enough to turn you strange. I murmured, "I'm wondering who goes with who but I'll save that till later."


  The weird people mumbled amongst themselves. Tinnie overheard something uncomfortable. She turned pale and started oozing away. That clued her whole crew that this might be a most excellent time not to be noticed.


  She told me later that she had recognized a couple of names when they were mentioned.


  Me, I recognized faces.


  Some of the Windwalker's companions had crossed my path before, in little ways. I hoped they wouldn't remember me as a serious annoyance.


  There was nowhere to run.


  They began to pepper me with questions. At a glacial pace, with long, thoughtful silences between queries. I answered so honestly it hurt.


  One was an old guy who looked like somebody had shrunk a big brown giant down to five feet tall without taking away any of the skin or subcutaneous fat. He asked an elliptical maze of a question I gave up trying to follow. Behind him, the main entrance stood open to the weather. Everybody would've been bitching about the cold breeze had it not been for the sorcerers. Then Belle Chimes popped in, looking his youngest, boldly headed for the visiting firewomen. He was four steps in and still under full sail when he recognized the situation. He made a strong U-turn without missing a beat and stepped out briskly, headed for parts anywhere but here.


  A lump of indeterminate sex and execrable fashion sense, built along the lines of Rocky the midget troll, somehow left my besiegers and became an immovable fixture in the doorway before Bill got there. Bill halted, heaved an audible sigh, slumped. The nemesis lump wheezed, "Look what Dierber found, Avery."


  Dierber? Link Dierber? Firebringer? Frontrunner in the pack competing for the title of foulest of all the wickednesses infesting the Hill? Not good. Not good at all. Rumor said nobody knew what Link Dierber looked like. And he kept it that way.


  Avery, then, would be Schnook Avery. Dierber's companion. His partner in life and evil. His accomplice. Said to delight in torture.


  How could they be the parents of a Faction child?


  I glared at the Windwalker, silently demanding, "What hast thou wrought?" Because this situation had become fraught with scriptural foreboding in a scant few seconds.


  A tall, black-clad, pallid thing resembling the oversize praying mantises of yesterday already tainted with the nostalgia of blissful ignorance, husked out, "O Frubious Serendipity! Years and years spent in the hunt, then we just go and stub our toes on him. Ring-a-ding-ding Hello, Bellman. Doesn't look like you're dead, after all." He used "Bellman" as a title, like Stormwarden, Windwalker, or his own Night Whisperer.


  Belle Chimes said, "I blame you for this, Garrett. It wouldn't have come to this if you hadn't surrounded yourself with irresistible women."


  A sentiment I've heard from the Dead Man, Dean, and others.


  Would that it were true.


  "Get to work!" I hollered at the tradesmen. "You aren't getting paid to gawk at this freak show."


  Tinnie, behind Furious Tide of Light, shook her head like she could not believe I'd just said that.


  Kind of like the cat that just fell out of the tree I put on my best "I meant to do that!" expression. And told my sweet, violet-eyed Windwalker, "My turn. What're you doing? I've got a theater to build. And we're way behind already."


  "We all want to know what our children have been doing." She seemed indifferent to the drama unfolding between Belle, Dierber, and Avery. "Tell me more about the Felhske person. I find his interest troubling." Her eyes were a businesslike steel gray.


  I told her what I knew. It was close to a compulsion to give her whatever she wanted. It was necessary to please her. She might give something back.


  And Tinnie wasn't there to thump on me, to keep me focused. Then I exploded, "Oh, damn it!"


  Behind Furious Tide of Light, behind Tinnie, behind the rest of the women, Heather Soames had become distracted by another opportunity to do something self-destructive. She was stalking a ghostly shimmer with her silver hat pin.


  "Heather! Stop that!"


  Too late.
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  The sound was like the low of the great mother cow in the origin myths of several primitive religions, complaining because she needed milking. Then the zinc wind chimes started. New ghosts formed all round. I saw bland shimmering pillars but, obviously, they presented intimate detail to everyone else. One Hill type murmured, "Oh, excellent!"


  The music grew loud enough to rattle skulls. As more ghosts materialized.


  And the place began heating up.


  All of which thrilled the Hill pack.


  Belle Chimes made a swift departure while Link Dierber and Schnook Avery were distracted. Quick as he went, though, he came close to getting trampled by Luther and his crew. Not to mention Bobbi, Lindy, and Alyx.


  I made hand gestures advising Tinnie to keep up with her friends. She replied, "You don't get shut of me that easily, Malsquando." She glared at my hazel-eyed friend. She was shaking all over but she meant to stand her ground.


  Sometimes the girl doesn't have sense enough to add up to a penny.


  Heather kept stalking ghosts.


  That great planetary bray sounded again as she skewered another apparition. The zinc xylophone hammered out an even louder, more energetic tune. There was a tremor in the earth.


  Dust and dirt fell again. There must be an infinite supply. Maybe there's universal continuous creation when it comes to dirt and dust.


  The wonder folk from the Hill commenced to begin to fix to get ready to start considering the possibility that they ought to get the hell out because none of them had a clue about how to stop the racket. Several, like Schnook Avery and his good buddy, definitely decided that the wisest sorcerer would contemplate future events from outside the World.


  Where they got distracted by a row over who had lost track of the Bellman.


  Then there were just four of us left inside. Me, Furious Tide of Light, loony Heather, and Tinnie Tate. Tinnie was not going to leave me unchaperoned, be the final trumps of doom themselves a-braying. Which she paid for in good old-fashioned wet-your-pants terror.


  I was having no courage crisis. I was too damned dim to be scared.


  Furious Tide of Light snapped, "Stop that woman!" Meaning Heather. Her eyes rolled up. She went away somewhere, the way her sort sometimes do.


  "Tinnie. Help me get Heather out of here."


  Green eyes big, freckles standing out against skin gone dead white, Tinnie got herself going. My gal. Never panics. She had enough clever still engaged to get in Heather's way while I sneaked up behind. I held on tight and managed not to lose focus because of the hottie wiggling. Tinnie pried the hat pin loose, flung it through the doorway. All the while snarling, "What in the hell were you doing, telling these people that I'm your fiancée?"


  Uh-oh.


  Did I do that?


  "I don't remem. . . ."


  My survival instincts kicked in.


  I was caught in a cleft stick. Nothing I said would be the right answer. And silence would be a loser, too. Again.


  "Ow!" I let go of Manvil's favorite niece. "She stomped on my foot!"


  "Which is what you're supposed to do when a bad guy grabs you, Malsquando." She stayed put.


  To do anything, stupid or otherwise, Heather had to go through Tinnie first.


  Oh, I'm so clever! Oh, I'm so smart! That saved me having to answer for minutes and minutes.


  Heather was in no mood to be moved. Or subdued.


  The two of us had just enough push to get the job done.


  I helped herd Heather through the doorway, gave Tinnie an encouraging swat on the behind, then went back to give the Windwalker a hand.


  Not quite the same hand. Though it was a cruel strain, keeping my favorite pair to myself. With her magic engaged that beanpole radiated sexual compulsion more potently than the wildest elfin girl. And elf girls are the lodestars of sex. They define the irresistible, compulsive attraction. In fact, the Windwalker so resembled an elfin woman that I was sure elf sap ran in her family tree. Not far back, either.


  The ghosts were all over her now, tight as a gang of constrictors. And that didn't bother her.


  I guess she knew they weren't dangerous.


  To her.


  Curious.


  Furious Tide of Light had no guilt. Or understood the ghosts so well that she wasn't vulnerable.


  I fought an urge to throw her down and make her squeal. I did go grab hold and begin tugging her toward the exit. Gently.


  The ghosts felt the same attraction, I suppose. And they didn't need to show any self-control.


  "Whoa! Hey!"


  The Windwalker had begun making little noises. Suspiciously sensual sounding. While the zinc racket took on an urgent rhythm.


  Then silence as we reached the doorway.


  The Windwalker collapsed.


  Outside, in a voice loud enough to be heard for blocks, Tinnie said, "You still got some explaining to do, Malsquando!"
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  Next thing I heard was "Mom? Are you all right? What happened?"


  And, right there, right in front of me, closer than the stormy-browed pyrotechnical redhead, were most of my least favorite teenagers. The backbone of the Faction, including Kevans and Kip Prose. I couldn't tell immediately which of the others were connected with the visitors.


  Excitement across the street told me that the escape of the Bellman rated beside the end of the world with Link Dierber, who showed no interest in the kids at all. Schnook Avery, on the other hand, wasn't much invested. He was talking to the kid they called Slump.


  Somebody mentioned Felhske in conjunction with a failure to locate the Bellman. But that sounded like something that had happened years ago.


  Odd juxtapositions arise because people with special skills are so uncommon. I needed an under the table necromancer? How many were there likely to be? Why would he be in hiding? Given his calling, Belle's reason would be a desire not to be found by someone off the Hill. So this would be a less fierce coincidence than it appeared at first glance.


  I wondered what Belle had done to make Link Dierber go all bubbly when they ran into one another again.


  What would Deal Relway think? Might be interesting to find that out, too.


  Relway was likely to know the real story.


  "Young Mr. Prose. So not good to see you. Your timing is impeccably awful. See the freaks squabbling over there? You do? You know them? Kevans' mom brought them. To see what the Faction accomplished here."


  Kip Prose had been through a previous quarrel with smack-you-in-the-mouth reality, as a more central player. He had one set of toes stained by a dip into the real world. He knew he wasn't invulnerable, immortal, or immune from the humors of beasts like Link Dierber, Schnook Avery, and whoever the rest of those people were.


  Meanwhile, Kevans whined because somebody had gotten into their clubhouse and wrecked it. She had no idea of the real situation. None of the youngsters understood the impact they had had because of what they had been doing. They were playing around. The world saw the foundations of civilization shifting.


  And everybody exaggerated.


  "Kip, go inside, cut through, go out one of the back doors, then haul ass to my house. Take your friends. Stay there till the grown-ups sort things out."


  "I can't. . . . I have a date with Kyra to go three-wheeling."


  "Kip! Kid. You aren't listening. Look over there. With Slump. Those two doing all the fussing. The stubby one is Link Dierber. Even you have to know that name. The long, tall mortician is Schnook Avery." That pair were famous for their devotion to torture, to cruelty as personal amusement. They used their real names and didn't care if everyone knew them. They considered themselves their own law. Director Relway would have them on a special list.


  "The fat woman must be Shadowslinger. She kills people, eats them, and enslaves their spirits. The only one of this whole mob likely to give a rat's ass about you is Kevans' mom. And I wouldn't bet a wooden Venageti denario on her."


  "Uh . . . you're wrong, Mr. Garrett. I know all of them. I've been to all of their houses. They aren't any different than my mom."


  "Just go, will you?"


  "But—"


  "Kip! Shadowslinger is checking us out. Getting interested."


  And still he didn't want to listen.


  His friends were even less inclined. They hadn't listened at all. They saw no need to be afraid. Furious Tide of Light backed me up. "Kevans, Kip, do what the man says, please." Over the youngsters, to me, she said, "It could be that I miscalculated when I brought the other parents. But I couldn't know that we'd run into that man, could I? Kevans. Sweetheart. Seriously. Do go, just so I feel more comfortable."


  And still the girl wanted to argue. Of course.


  And yet, so many do survive to become disgruntled old farts like me.


  I had, for sure, begun to understand Medford Shale, my crabby antique of an only living relative.


  Scary.


  Life was turning around on me, big time.


  Shadowslinger started toward the World.


  "Get your ass moving now!" I told Kip. Adding a hearty slap upside the head.


  You do have to get their attention.


  I asked the Windwalker, "Who comes with this one?"


  "Hard to imagine her as a parent?"


  "Yes."


  "She's actually the grandmother. Of Strake Welco. The kids call him Smokeman. And she isn't a tenth as bad as the stories claim. I'm pretty sure she's never actually eaten anyone."


  "Smokeman? I haven't run into that one."


  From a little bit of over yonder a disgruntled Miss Tate watched me and my hazel-eyed friend. I felt her nurturing her need to have Malsquando do some explaining.


  Furious Tide of Light said, "This is the last time I'm going to tell you, Kevans." In the tone that tells a kid there ain't gonna be no more slack cut. Doom is a-comin' to town.


  Kip and Kevans banged into each other getting through the doorway into the World. Two others—Teddy and Mutter—decided to keep up. They were embarrassed instead of afraid. I got no chance to work out which freakish adults were embarrassing them.


  Shadowslinger kept gathering speed. I asked the Windwalker, "How did those people get down here? Two of them can hardly move."


  "Coaches. In her case, a purpose-built wagon with the body low-slung between the wheel sets."


  "Are you all right now?" I'd been amazed how light she was.


  "I'm recovered. I had a dizzy spell." She didn't want to rehash. She picked up the silver hat pin Tinnie had taken away from Heather. "This might be useful." As an afterthought, she said, "Thank you for not leaving me."


  "You're welcome."


  The owner-operator of the hat pin was being harried into the coach that Alyx used, twenty yards east of where Dierber and Avery were burning out on blame-gaming the Bellman's escape.


  The workmen who had fled had collected in two locations, each about a hundred feet from the door. The inside guys were with Luther, to the west. The outside guys were to the east, out beyond the Weider coach. They missed no opportunity to get some joy out of that.


  Tinnie, especially, suffered a plague of eye tracks, top to bottom, and lingering. She definitely didn't want to leave while I was stuck back by the door, within snatching range of an intriguing, exotic woman. She stopped fifteen feet from Alyx's coach and glared my way till Miss Weider herself dismounted, came, grabbed a handful of red curls, started marching.


  Such caterwauling!


  Shadowslinger had covered half the distance from there to here and was still gaining speed. She bulled through Saucerhead's crew, indifferent to their presence. I had to admire her self-confidence.


  The Windwalker kept making "Not to worry" noises.


  Saucerhead appealed for guidance, by gesture. Though, plainly, he didn't want to be noticed by the Hill bunch. He knew what they were but would act if he was told to. He had taken my money.


  In a manner of speaking.


  We hadn't had an actual payday yet.


  Tinnie vanished into the Weider coach.


  A couple more Hill types got a notion to come chat with me and my new pal. Or maybe they just got caught in Shadowslinger's wake and pulled along.


  I signaled Tharpe to let it play.


  I wondered what Director Relway would think when he heard.


  As always, his Runners and red tops would be watching.


  Most likely he'd have me dragged in for a few intimate moments.


  Furious Tide of Light suggested, "Let's go inside where it's warm."


  "Yeah. And where we can enjoy the romantic music."


  That got me a look. Not quite "What's this I stepped in?" More like "What language is this cretin speaking?"


  "I can't help myself sometimes. Lead on."


  Shadowslinger and the rest formed a scattered parade coming after.
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  We were near the edge of the installed floor planking. I considered Rocky's mess, down below. "Need to get that cleaned up."


  The Windwalker told me, "This is a good spot. Keep me between you and the old witch until we find out where you stand. And remember, none of us are as bad as our reputations make out."


  I had reservations.


  Ghosts drifted our way, drawn by Furious Tide of Light.


  I couldn't quite get my mind around the differences between this woman and the Windwalker who tagged along after Barate Algarda. "You aren't twins, are you?" Her eyes had remained a steely shade for several minutes now.


  "No. I'm a role player. Like these ghosts. Only I try to be what the beholder does want to see."


  Did that mean I was in need of a kick-ass blonde who looked like a starved teenage elf girl in ferocious heat?


  Clammy fingers brushed the back of my neck. The very sensation Morley had reported. Meanwhile, that creepy thing called Shadowslinger made an ugly silhouette coming through the doorway. Outside, unseen but heard, Link and Schnook argued genially about what news of the Bellman they ought to squeeze out of me first. Once they laid hands on, of course.


  I decided never to forgive Morley for having sent me to the Busted Dick.


  Furious Tide of Light giggled. She started breathing heavy.


  Hopefully a reaction unique to her, here, and only when Barate Algarda wasn't around. There'd been no panting or sighing when she visited with him.


  What else might she do when her old man wasn't there to kibitz?


  The clammy tentacle-touches kept delivering the creepy chills. Those ghosts loved me today.


  In truth, they touched me only because I was between them and Furious Tide of Light.


  What a woman. Even the dead wanted to make her groan.


  The dead? Well, not really. Something else. If these were actual shades, Shadowslinger would be the one making happy noises.


  I wasn't sure Short, Broad, and Hideous saw the spooks. She just kept coming, muttering something about her granddaughter. The Windwalker said something in one of the gobbledygook dead languages her class use to impress the marks. Shadowslinger barked something back.


  Commenced a bit of back and forth, the old and wide sounding like a granny reprimanding people pups whose behavior failed to meet her exacting but ever-shifting standards. The Windwalker not only didn't back down; she showed no evidence of being intimidated.


  I was.


  The Windwalker was, however, unhappy. In an aside, she told me, "She's my father's mother. Berbach and Berbain are her grandchildren, too. She just can't understand why we won't do things her way all the time, whatever she says." Her eyes were an angry green.


  "I thought she was the grandmother of—"


  "Teddy lives with her. Teddy is Kevans' second cousin. She's Kevans' grandmother, too." And that was all the time she had to explain which of the Faction were related to who, and how, because the rest of the parents' club began to form up between us and the doorway. Link Dierber continued evaluating ways of getting me to tell him all about Belle Chimes.


  Furious Tide of Light growled, "Knock that crap off, Link. We aren't here because of something that happened between you and the Bellman fifteen years ago. Which, from what the rest of the family says, was your fault, anyway."


  That little lump actually shut up. The others did, too. Amazing. Some of the ugliest pustules on the body politic ever. Walking nightmares to us down on the mundane streets. Apparently mostly related and all just worried parents.


  Dierber sputtered suddenly, unable to control something that had to get out. The gist being that the disrespect shown him by the Bellman had been so egregious that the only possible response had to be orchestrated atrocities.


  Schnook Avery tried to calm him down.


  So Dierber had asked for trouble, had gotten it, had gotten the worst of it, and had carried a murderous grudge ever since. He wasn't the sort to sleep in a bed of his own making without complaining.


  His spite had been such that the Bellman faked his own death and went underground.


  I asked the Windwalker, "Who is Belle Chimes?"


  "Link's brother. Half brother, actually. Link hates him because their mother always favored Belle. Link's father didn't ask permission before he got her with child."


  More family nutso stuff. I'd fallen into the weirdest dream ever.


  I was premature when I concluded that the ghosts weren't interested in Shadowslinger. It just took them a while to find her and connect with her secret self.


  A phantom laid hands on. It took plain form once it did. Not a human form, but close. It had a face like an ape, but less dark. Its eyes rolled up in ecstasy.


  Link Dierber shut up. Aghast. He stared at the creature enjoying Shadowslinger. Which changed slightly, I presume to resemble what he thought his father looked like.


  I tried to ask Furious Tide of Light.


  She made a whimpering noise. A couple of ghosts were snuggling her up again. Shadowslinger suddenly cackled like she was auditioning for wicked witch.


  Furious Tide of Light reclaimed her self-control. She shoved one of her ectoplasmic suitors away. She had that spook so blue-balled it didn't care who it mated. It clamped on to Shadowslinger, too. The witch loosed a startled, long groan filled with undertones of abiding amazement.


  Schnook Avery, beset by ghosts of his own and definitely not in an erotic zone, began to ooze around Shadowslinger's left flank. I don't know what he thought he saw but he had blood in his eye. He didn't have family matters on his mind. He looked like he expected to have a whole lot of fun playing games in which the Windwalker or I would do a lot of screaming.


  "Not good. The monster has taken over." Furious Tide of Light startled me by wrapping her right arm firmly around my waist. Then she skewered her remaining randy specter with Heather Soames's silver hat pin.


  That got results. Loud results. The rattle and volume were overwhelming. The ghosts on Shadowslinger didn't fade, though. They didn't stop. They didn't give up. And they didn't run away.


  Distracted by that horror show, I didn't notice that I was dancing on air until I realized that I was looking down at a troop of panicking sorcerers.


  "Stop wiggling," the Windwalker told me. "You don't want to fall."


  No. I for sure didn't want to do that.


  "Don't tense up, either. Just relax."


  Easy for her to say. This was what she did.


  "If you don't relax it's harder for me to lift you."


  We reached the high balcony used for managing the upper vents. The Windwalker released a long sigh. "That was hard work. You're big."


  She didn't turn loose right away.


  Me being me, I didn't get it till after the fact. Till after we'd both had a good look at what was happening forty-some feet below, where everybody but us was getting a great big "Love you long time." To thunderous, chaotic metal music.


  The show changed. It became the horror fest I would expect to see with people like those down there. With Furious Tide of Light off the floor the ghosts lost interest in love play. Shadowslinger howled in the clutches of things that filled her with terror. Blood and gobbets of flesh flew but didn't discolor the floor or pile up the way Rocky's bug scraps had. Nor did any real damage accrue to the ugly people inside the scarlet whirlwind.


  The sorcerers fought back. Against creatures of their own consciences. They danced with their nightmares. More or less.


  To do the wicked things they do, Hill folk have to have their consciences and souls pretty well tamed. Furious Tide of Light whispered, "Can you climb through this window?" Her eyes were a warm, inviting brown.


  Two or three of her could do so at the same time. Easily.


  "Yeah. But why?"


  "We're making our getaway." With eyes gone an amused, very pale blue. "Schnook has lost it. You're an outsider. You don't want to be where he can see you for the next several minutes."


  I became aware of how crowded we were. And of the effect she was having on me. Which was too reminiscent of her impact on everyone else who got close to her, living or ghost.


  Her green eyes offered an invitation. For after we were safe.


  No cold bath being handy, I practiced my multiplication tables. Eight times seven is what? I can't ever remember. What's seven times eight?


  I swear, that chit could read my mind. "I don't get many chances to be on my own."


  Danger! Danger, Garrett! Deadly danger!


  Disappointment. Abiding disappointment. I got no chance to test my ability to resist a temptation so fierce.


  "Damn!" she swore, as I was worming my way out onto the roof. "How did he get done so fast?"


  I didn't spot Barate Algarda right away. I was busy surviving a barrage of furious looks from my special redhead, who had escaped the custody of the honey pack and had returned.


  "Some other time," the Windwalker told me. With promise like a forest fire.


  "Yeah. Like you said. Damn!"


  And thus I saved me the fury of a Furious Tide of Light scorned.


  Still, she gave me a look that would haunt me.


  And said, "Stand up. We're going to jump."


  I didn't want to stand up. The World was shaking like it was warming up to star in an earthquake. And the roof slates were slick. But I did as I was told. Ever pliable me.


  The Windwalker wrapped an arm around me. "This would be easier if I wrapped everything around you." We floated off the roof, began a slow descent. "Think about the possibilities in that."


  That would haunt me, too.


  I've got a pretty good imagination.


  How come I got to grow up?
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  "You got a guilty look on you, Malsquando."


  "Because you're determined to make me feel guilty about something. Including getting away from bad people."


  "I saw the way she was hanging on to you."


  "Because I'd fall like a rock if she didn't. And I don't have the spring in my legs that I did when I was a Marine." Then, for no reason that I can recall, I added, "She's left-handed."


  "Well, of course she is. Her kind always are." Tinnie didn't expand on that.


  Elsewhere, though nothing but the music had happened, the human population had gotten thin. The workmen were gone. Saucerhead's team had decided they'd better keep an eye on the workmen. Tharpe hadn't gone along. But he wanted to. Badly.


  Barate Algarda was having a discussion with the Windwalker much like mine with Tinnie. But less intense, and, like Tinnie, reserving all the suspicion for me.


  Furious Tide of Light had turned into the deathly shy wallflower. She kept trying to change the subject to the Bellman and bad behavior by cousin Link, and Schnook Avery getting "taken over by the beast."


  It didn't take her long to get Algarda focused on business.


  "Tinnie, godsdamnit, enough! This shit isn't about you!"


  Miss Tate looked like some zombie horror had just come prancing out of an awful night. And he was me. And I felt like one. Almost.


  The redhead is nothing if not flexible. She adapted quick as a snap, with an absolute unspoken reservation. If Garrett was blowing smoke. . . !


  The racket from inside the World took on a sudden new, darker note. Everything capable of flying took sudden wing, getting the flock out of the neighborhood. I was amazed by how many sparrows there were.


  Panic even flushed a brace of giant beetles. They should've stayed hunkered down. They didn't make thirty yards horizontally before they enjoyed a fatal encounter with the cobblestones.


  "And that's that," I said. "I hope."


  The chaos inside tumbled into public. In the form of half a dozen high and mighties clearly stunned stupid and humbled, and all the worse for wear. Even from where I stood, poised to set a record in the quarter-mile dash to safety, it was clear that Shadowslinger had been bitten off by something that hadn't seen her as more than it could chew. She was all torn up, at least on the outside.


  Link Dierber owed his pal Schnook a big kiss in a special place for having dragged his wicked ass outside. Schnook was sane again.


  The rest crawled and dragged one another into the weather, not a one grinning over a prank well played. What the hell? They had suffered a serious, collective ass-kicking. How? "I can't claim those ghosts never hurt anybody anymore."


  After half a minute of silence the zinc melody pounded out a few bars of a sinister-sounding march that faded into dark echoes.


  What appeared to be a young ghost, defined to the point where warts, freckles, and zits were individually obvious, leaped out of the World. It lugged a six-foot length of floor planking, six inches wide and two inches thick. It applied that to Link Dierber, then went after Schnook Avery—while bashing any of the others who got in its way. It stayed only a matter of seconds, then abandoned the board and fled into the World.


  Odd behavior for one of those ghosts. Who seemed vaguely familiar, on reflection. But it all happened so fast. . . .


  Total silence. No talk. No music. The concert had ended. The fat lady had nothing more to say. Shadowslinger kept trying to get to her feet, kept falling back down. She had taken a truly hearty whack because she'd shown the bad judgment to be between the ghost and Schnook Avery.


  Those of us stupidly still in range just plain refused to believe our eyes. This couldn't be real. This couldn't have happened. Those people were among the most dreadful of the dire, drear potentates of the Hill. Of all Karenta. Of the whole damned world. They were people who, collectively, the gods ought to fear. But Dierber was down, Avery was on his hands and knees and bleeding, and Shadowslinger looked like she might have lost the use of one arm.


  "Oh, Malsquando!" Tinnie gasped. "This just turned into some serious shit." She doesn't use that kind of language often. "We'll never get the World finished now!"


  That had begun to worry me, too. Max was going to be pissed off. He'd be in no mood to be confused by facts if Hill types started getting themselves dead on his property. That's never good for business.


  Tin whistles tooted. Red tops came out of the woodwork. A few went chasing into the theater but the rest just rolled up, stopped, and stared at the battered sorcerers, unable to believe their own eyes. Not a one had any idea what to do now.


  Not good.


  They were likely to start hitting and breaking if they couldn't think of anything more practical.


  Barate Algarda and I suffered the same mad impulse at the same moment. We shoved through the crowd, Furious Tide of Light moving in his wake.


  For me, the sensible thing would've been to stand back, lean on a handy wall, and hope I wouldn't be noticed. Then maybe drift off somewhere, take an hour to enjoy some artificial courage. Instead, I just had to charge in there to try saving lives. Knowing the fallen, the injured, and the just plain confused, all deserved to be put down like mad dogs. And knowing Mrs. Garrett's boy would get blamed no matter what.


  So here are Garrett, Algarda, and the Windwalker, trying to restore breath to the kind of people I always hoped the lightning would slip loose from heaven and find.


  A couple of red tops got into the act, too.


  It took only a moment to see that Link Dierber was beyond mundane help. The rest were all breathing. The uninjured three stood around drooling like the smarts bandit had picked their brains clean.


  That old black magic.


  Schnook Avery would need some repairs but he would live. He needed something for the pain and swelling, plus a few dozen stitches. No bones poked through his skin. Nothing was obviously broken. He offered no work for the bone setters or cast makers.


  Shadowslinger still hadn't been able to get onto her feet. She might be hurt worse than I first thought.


  Algarda said, "We need a healer. Fast." He grabbed a red cap. "You. Take this—"


  Furious Tide of Light interrupted. "I'll go. I'll be faster."


  Father considered daughter. "Are you sure?"


  "I can do it."


  "All right. Be careful."


  "I promise."


  She floated up. Her soles cleared our heads. She drifted eastward, rising, gathering speed. Her legs worked, taking giant strides. She vanished in half a minute.


  I'd seen something similar before. But I remained as slack-jawed as everyone else.


  Algarda muttered, "Where did she find the nerve?" Then he looked at me, oddly. "She's been acting strange all day."


  Tinnie pushed through the crowd. She had an odd expression of her own. But she wasn't watching the Windwalker. Or me. She was fixed on the bloody two-by-six, lying between Shadowslinger and what was left of Link Dierber. The watermills of her mind were turning.


  I began shivering. The excitement had worn off. And a breeze had come up. It swirled and shifted, playing among the buildings. It brought a whiff of potent body odor. As always, I saw nothing when I looked for the source.


  Barate Algarda observed, "Let's not move anybody before the healer gets here. We might do more damage. Schnook. That means you should stay in one place and don't move."


  Poor kid Slump. He was the only member of the Faction who hadn't run for it. He couldn't make up his mind what to do now. Hang with Avery? Cry over Dierber? Schnook made up his mind by grabbing hold and not letting him get near Dierber.


  Dierber was alive, after all. But he wasn't going to last.


  I nodded, told Algarda, "Good thinking." I'd seen that often enough during the war. "Where did you do your five?"
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  Furious Tide of Light returned in less than fifteen minutes. Like a proper witch, riding a broomstick.


  But I was wrong about the broomstick. It was a coat tree. She had somebody behind her, a Hill type big on visual drama. This one loved black, starting with a vast hooded cloak that fluttered and flapped as the Windwalker hurtled toward us. Inside the hood was a bleached-bone mask holed for eyes, nose, and mouth.


  What did it take to bring someone like this out, with complete kit? Black bags dangled from the foot of the coat tree.


  The newcomer dismounted stylishly. He, or she, took the black bags off the coat tree. Furious Tide of Light settled to the pavements, dismounted, set the coat tree upright. It wobbled on uneven cobblestones. The newcomer considered the injured. Triage with non-medical judgments included. Who got helped first would be whoever had offended the healer least.


  The Windwalker floated over to her father. She studied our surroundings intensely. She was looking for someone.


  Tinnie slipped in under my right arm. She was shaking. After a moment to just snuggle she began nudging me out of the press.


  I thought that might be because she'd noticed Colonel Block among the onlookers. Block seemed only vaguely interested in me. Like it was only to be expected that Garrett would be part of the furniture at a particularly grotesque crime scene.


  Satisfied that she could do so without being overheard, Tinnie whispered, "Garrett, it wasn't a ghost that did that. What happened out here. I don't know about what happened inside."


  "I don't follow."


  "It wasn't the thing under the theater that attacked those people."


  "I'm listening." She had an interesting theory. And I had nothing.


  "It was that man you brought around. The one with the hots for Lindy."


  "Bill? Belle Chimes?"


  "Whatever. Somebody called him the Bellman, too."


  "You have my interest, Miss Tate. On more than the usual level."


  "That's refreshing. Finding out you can be something more than my boy toy."


  "Can't have you getting distracted from that, though."


  She wasn't in the mood for banter. I wasn't, myself, except as a distraction from disaster.


  She said, "I'll bet everybody saw the same ghost come out after those people. What did you see?"


  I described it. And recalled thinking the ghost looked familiar.


  "Same here," she said. "That was Chimes. If he was twenty."


  "Damn! Sweetheart, you are on to something. Dierber and Avery were out to get him. He turned the tables."


  Maybe Belle Chimes wasn't the feeble bush necromancer he pretended. Maybe, when he was really stressed, he could regress his apparent age by decades, long enough to smash heads, crack bones, and get gone before anyone reacted.


  I replayed events in my head. They didn't come together seamlessly but I convinced myself that Tinnie was right.


  Could we prove it?


  Should we care? Or even bother?


  Belle's squabble with the Hill was a private matter.


  I had troubles of my own.


  I had to do some stuff, fast. Before Max and Gilbey decided that employing me created more problems than it cured.


  I took my case to Colonel Block.


  The good colonel grunted, with admirable timing. He was both curious and sympathetic. Until I finished. Then he asked, "And you expect me to care, why?"


  "What?" Startled. "That's what you do."


  "It's hard for me to get excited about helping you do your job when you're always determined to complicate mine."


  Tinnie chuckled. "You know what they say about paybacks."


  Ever-maturing me, I stifled a query as to whether she might not be a payback herself. I told Block, "I thought you'd be interested. Hill folk are involved."


  "I'm disinterested on account of those folk. They're all the time telling me to stay out of their business. This looks like an opportunity to give them what they want."


  "Did I mention characters called the Bellman and Lurking Felhske?" I had, of course. "The Director hauled me in the other day because he thought I might tell him something about Felhske." Just a little fib, for effect.


  "Deal has his own priorities."


  Block was having fun. A twinkle in the corner of one eye betrayed him.


  Or maybe that twinkle was about him having gotten a good look at Furious Tide of Light. Who was sparking a few speculative twinkles, despite the situation.


  I told him, "If you sniff the breeze you can catch an occasional Felhske whiff."


  While Block mused, "I've heard so much about her. First time I've seen her. Looks just like her mother."


  Um, a little charge of nostalgia? Was there a history?


  Could be. Barate Algarda had a hard face on him all of a sudden and he was looking our way.


  Tinnie turned on some heat. Just enough to get Block's attention. He knew what was going on but he couldn't help himself. None of us can.


  It's sorcery. It's the blackest black magic.


  My gal. She's got the magic in spades but doesn't want to rule the world. Lucky world. She's content to cloud men's minds one mewling sack of sludge at a time.


  The good colonel seemed fascinated by Miss Tate's hypothesis. The very hypothesis that I'd put forward just moments before.


  Tinnie closed with a fetching pout. Block set tin whistle to lips and tootled.


  Red caps came out of the brickwork. They sprang out of the ground. They dropped from the sky. Westman Block allowed himself a smirk of satisfaction over my discombobulation.


  A few quick instructions and the Watchmen scattered. Except for the handful directly working the matter of the fallen and strewn sorcerers.


  I suggested, "You might want them to know that the Bellman can change his apparent age."


  "Timely, Garrett. Very timely."


  "Huh? What's that mean?"


  "I didn't stammer, stutter, or speak in tongues. As is your habit, you sat on a critical point till it was well past ripe."


  Man, you hold out the teensiest bit on behalf of a client, once way back in the dawn of time, they hammer you about it till the sun goes cold. "Tit for tat, my old friend. I've got the scars and bruises to back my argument, too."


  More than once the good folks at the Al-Khar had just plunked me into the deep soup to see how the broth flew.


  "As you say, old buddy. That was then. This is now." Block worked his whistle magic again, using a different musical phrase. He was a bit more talented than the thing down under.


  Red caps materialized.


  Ah. Most were the same ones as before. So Block hadn't thrown the entire herd into the stampede. After a few quick words the troops got busy pushing the neighborhood rubberneckers back.
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  I beckoned Saucerhead. And told one of Block's thugs, "Let him through. He's my chief security guy. Head. Round up your troops. You need to lock the place down before somebody gets a bright idea and tries to sneak in the back door."


  Some of TunFaire's bad boys are fast on the uptake, swift to seize the day, and stupid enough to go for a quick hit on a Weider property.


  Some did beat Tharpe into the World. Where, unfortunately, they ran into angry ghosts. Or the Bellman making his getaway.


  Three freelance socialists were scattered over a quarter acre of floor, physically undamaged. Two were hard at work babbling, one in tongues and the other talking to his dead mama. The third was in a coma. But there was no evidence of any big fight between the sorcerers and the ghosts.


  The thing down underground seemed content. I saw only a few indeterminate shimmers, uninterested in us. Saucerhead hadn't minded coming inside.


  "Garrett. Hey. You got to see this." Saucerhead pointed into the cellar.


  "What?"


  "Couple guys who must have been in a blind rush to get away."


  I joined him. Colonel Block joined us. The lighting was feeble down there. Most of the lamps had burned out. But I could make out two men who did appear to have fallen, possibly while running blindly.


  One had hit down where Rocky's leavings were piled. He still twitched. He cut loose a long moan that might have been a cry for help.


  Furious Tide of Light joined us. Barate Algarda was close behind. She used her timid little voice to ask us to get the inside lamps burning again.


  "Good idea," I said. Wondering where the hell the lamp oil was hidden. I hadn't seen any during my prowls. "There's got to be a better way to light a place this size." Then I jumped, startled.


  A glowering Tinnie Tate had turned up. Evidently, I'd had some sort of glint in my eye while talking to the Windwalker.


  I was too distracted to appreciate either lady. I'd been stricken by a fit of genius.


  Need a better way to light a place as big as the World? I had the answer.


  Go tell Kip Prose he needed to figure out how to do it. That kid can figure out how to do anything. If you hand him the challenge in the right way.


  "You're getting a look on you that I don't like, Malsquando."


  All because I had my eyes pointed at a skinny little blonde while my genius was perking. I wasn't seeing the Windwalker, let alone appreciating the view. I was trying to recall Kip's comments about something we'd discussed in the once upon a time, long ago, while we were getting in a few minutes of time killing, hiding from some bad guys.


  It wouldn't come. But I knew it was there. All I had to do was take it up with Kip, next time our paths crossed.


  Where the hell was the boy now? Had he paid attention when I'd told him to go see the Dead Man?


  "If he didn't, I'll go see his mother," I muttered. Reviewing some fond memories.


  "Whose mother? What are you—"


  "Tinnie. Darling. Sweetheart. Light of my heaven whom I love more than life itself. If you don't stop this shit. . . . Do I come around, sticking my oar in and getting underfoot when you're trying to work?"


  That woman is a multiple personality. Ninety percent of the time she is the absolute center of her own universe. But once in a while, if you crack her between the eyes with a big enough stick, she'll step back from all-about-Tinnie long enough to look at something differently. Plus, I got to admit, the personality she shows me is one I pretty much handcrafted for myself.


  "I got it, Garrett," she said. "I'm pretty sure."


  "Pretty, anyway." She might have a clue, after all. She sounded serious. And she didn't call me Malsquando. "So, thank you, Light of My Life. Now let me get on with my work."


  A core problem was, despite her having known me for ages, from days when my chosen profession pulled both of us into far harsher, deadlier, and spiritually more dangerous places, Tinnie can't see what I do as real work.


  She doesn't need to know, but I feel the same way, sometimes.


  I do what I do mostly because it's better than working for somebody else.


  "Hey! Saucerhead."


  Tharpe gave up looking into the pit. He came alongside, courageously inserting himself between me and the redhead, apparently under the misapprehension that I needed help. "What you got, Garrett?"


  "What I got is, I'm thinking I want to bail on this whole adventure for today. I want to head on home, talk it over with my motion-challenged sidekick, then get myself twelve hours in a real bed. Not to mention some of Dean's home cooking."


  "I could go for some a' all that my own self. But my boss is a prick. Ain't no way I can get loose long enough to get some a' that for me."


  I disdained any reply. I couldn't win.


  He was laying the groundwork for some kind of extortion.


  "Attitude, Garrett," Colonel Block said from behind me. "Everything depends on how people respond to a man's attitude."


  Everybody I know, given the ghost of a chance, piles it on, higher and deeper. Fanatically determined to make the world's ills all my fault.


  Sometimes you just have to walk away.


  That's what I told me as I headed west, leaving the World and its miserable environs to stew.


  No one else walked away—excepting Tinnie, who stuck tight. The rest all kept on keeping on, doing what needed to be done.


  I was going to hear it from the Dead Man. I was going to hear it from Max Weider and Manvil Gilbey, too. I might hear it from Alyx and her smoking crew. I might hear a little something from Colonel Westman Block and Director Relway, later. I might get the random admonitions from Dean, Tinnie, Tinnie's niece Kyra, and even lovable, quiet Kip Prose. Hell, I might even hear it from my great-uncle Medford Shale before the final word got spoken. My acquaintances are a chatty bunch.


  Let them bark. I had to step outside of events for a while. I had to have some time out to see if I couldn't get something to add up.


  The appearance of the freaky families of the Faction might have put a new spin on everything.
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  Singe opened the front door as I was about to let myself in. I told her, "Look what followed me home. You think I should keep her?"


  Tinnie shoved the back of her left hand under Singe's nose like she expected the ratgirl to kiss it.


  An air of abiding amusement suffused the house.


  So did voices.


  "Do we have company?" Feeling stupid the instant I asked.


  "Yes. Mostly to do with business." Getting in a dig, "You just missed Penny Dreadful."


  No doubt because Old Bones told her I was coming. What had he had her doing now?


  Tinnie observed, "You've really put the fear of Garrett into that little girl, Malsquando."


  "I can't help entertaining a mild suspicion that Tate women are somewhere behind that."


  Speaking of: A semihysterical peel of laughter came from the Dead Man's room. That couldn't be anybody but Kyra, Tinnie's apprentice in the arts and sciences of heart-breaking. What was she doing here?


  I asked, "What?"


  Singe told me, "Go on in. I'll let Dean know you're home."


  The big, wicked grin Tinnie had worn while showing Singe the landscape of the back of her hand vanished. Dread replaced it. She was worried about her niece.


  My Miss Tate was scared walleyed that the other Miss Tate might be just like her favorite auntie.


  "Ha-ha-ha," I said, softly. "What goes around." I stepped into the Dead Man's room.


  My arrival sparked a marked lack of hosannas.


  I stopped so suddenly that my sweetie plowed into me from behind.


  I was right. The airhead noises, still bubbling, came from Kyra Tate. Who had such a hold on Kip Prose that it looked like he'd never get away. Also on hand were Winger and the Remora. They seemed to be having a good time, too. There was a taint of beer in the air and an empty pitcher near every couple. And Winger was letting her little man be himself.


  Usually it's like she has her hand up his behind, using him for a sock puppet. I mumbled, "Must be the wonderful compliance device at work."


  Not so. These people are just happy. Good things have been happening while you were away.


  "Good to know not everything will head for hell in a handbasket if I'm not there to manage it."


  Old Bones sent, You have not had a good past few days.


  "There's the understatement of the decade, Chuckles. Take a peek in here and see how they went."


  He helped himself to a big dollop of Brother Garrett's days of misery, sorting bits for processing in various minds. The man is becoming melodramatic as he approaches his elder years. Garrett, these past few days have been interesting but do not qualify for a place in your worst one hundred.


  Melodramatic? Me?


  Meantime, Tinnie worked the crowd, making sure everybody got a good look at the backside of her left hand. I snapped, "What the hell are you doing, Red?"


  Dean forestalled her by bustling in with a huge tray way overloaded with finger food. Singe was right behind with a teapot and a pitcher of beer. My mouth watered. I forgot Tinnie's strange behavior.


  My right hand was headed for my mouth, loaded with something made of meat and cheese tangled up around a sliver of sour pickle. Miss Tate managed a left-handed interception. I growled, "Hey! I'm trying to eat here. I'm starving."


  "What is it that you don't see?"


  "Huh?"


  That aura of psychic—or psychotic—amusement spread through the house again. Sour old Dean managed a full-bodied chuckle.


  "My hand, Malsquando. Right there in your face. What is it that you don't see?"


  I felt the abyss opening under my feet but I couldn't help myself. I said, "I don't see why you keep waving it in everybody's face."


  The girl has a little more tolerance for my density than I usually admit. She took a couple of deep breaths and counted to ten thousand before she told me, "That's because there's something missing, dear heart."


  I grunted. That seemed safe enough.


  "There's this man who's going around telling people I'm his fiancée. But here I am, totally naked of any of the paraphernalia. Not to mention, he never bothered to ask my opinion on the subject."


  The abyss has no bottom. It goes right on down, all the way, right out of this world into others where men blissfully shove their feet down their throats. Would I run into some blind fool falling the other way? I would've expected a little more moral support from my dependents. They do depend on me to keep a roof over their heads.


  I began to shake.


  The full flavor had begun to take hold.


  "Look out, there!" Jon Salvation said. "He's going to have a seizure. Or maybe he's going into cardiac arrest."


  Winger said, "He's gonna try to skate out on a bad health excuse."


  I met Tinnie's eyes. I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. I tried. Hard. Though I don't know what I wanted to say.


  Anything coherent would have been useful.


  She was merciful. She pushed my hand on toward my mouth. Food entered the gaping maw. "Chew, Malsquando. Chew. We'll talk when we don't have an idiot's gallery kibitzing."


  It took only a little of Tinnie having her own neck stuck out for her to back off. Some. For a while.


  A reckoning was coming.
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  Now that the entertainment portion of the evening has ended, suppose we consider business?


  I hadn't come home to do anything but stuff my face, brood about getting snakebit, and hit the sack. But, yeah, oh yeah, now. Anything to distract me from "Where would we live?" and "What about babies?" and "Just how much responsibility does a man have to endure?" Not to mention "Why did you bail on everybody down there just when they were beginning to pick up the pieces?"


  There was a chance that these things were somehow related.


  A picture is coming together. Thanks to Miss Winger, Mr. . . . Salvation, Barate Algarda, and Garrett's observations. With invaluable contributions from Miss Penny Dreadful.


  "What? Come on, Chuckles. That street kid can't have anything to do with this."


  In fact, she can. As an indefatigable foot soldier in the campaign to collect information. That she was not there beside you, flashing ax in hand, when the World came apart around you, does not lessen her contribution. Nor does that lessen the contributions of Miss Winger and Mr. Salvation, both of whom have done yeoman work.


  "Mrs.," I said without thinking. "She's a Mrs." Winger had kids and a husband somewhere, just not in TunFaire.


  Refrain from retailing trivia. And it is too late for regrets about having walked away when there was still much to be done and seen.


  He had me there. Even trudging home, with Tinnie getting burned because of my sullen silence, I'd felt increasingly guilty about shoving off in the middle of everything. And that just after I'd begun worrying about what Max and Gilbey would do.


  "I had to catch my breath." Feeble, of course.


  Amusement. Perhaps. About Miss Dreadful. She is a reservoir of little-known myth and legend. Which I will share if you will relax. What is done is done. And there is nothing you can do about the other thing, either. Let us move on.


  I grunted. And considered my company. Was Kyra under the influence of something besides the Weider elixer? Why was Kip's hair such a mess?


  The compliance device does not appear to be operating. I can only suppose that the younger Miss Tate shares a genetic flaw with her aunt.


  A shot. "That's lovely." I shuffled in place. I had to do something. I had nerves so bad sparks should've been crackling off me. Tinnie just sitting there. . . .


  Singe chimed in with a total non sequitur. "Garrett, there was a message from a Mr. Jan. He says you need to come in for a fitting."


  "Ha!" A grand new distraction. I'd focus on worrying about how the old tailor would react to what had become of his loaner coat.


  It didn't work.


  Miss Dreadful had no direct—or indirect—knowledge of the entity beneath the theater. But she has suggested a possible legendary creature that fits the body of data that we have developed.


  "Which would be what?" He was playing to the full gallery, setting himself up for plaudits.


  Startled, I realized that I'd only thought that question. The scary elder Miss Tate, looking rattled herself, had offered the verbal version.


  Inspiration. "Keep an eye on Kyra, sweetheart. She's doing her damnedest to lead that boy into temptation." The kid was too young to get caught in the kind of cleft stick that had me squeezed.


  Tinnie puffed up like a big old toadie-frog, turned red—then exhaled. What Kyra was doing to Kip was hard to defend even employing the most acrobatic, convoluted female logic. If there was malice. Though I promise you, the boy wasn't going to complain, either way.


  Of course, he might be working a little magic of his own.


  No, Garrett. I told you. The compliance device is silent. And the girl is not deliberately teasing. Both are acting their age. Can we get to business? Please?


  "Go. Talk to us. Legendary creatures." I got to work on food and beer. Concentrating on the latter.


  We may have found a dragon.


  I sprayed pig-in-a-blanket. Dean barked at me. I ignored him. "No! You're shitting me."


  Not necessarily a dragon of legend. Not necessarily one of the absolute, lord of the scaly ones, slippery monsters of story. But an entity that fits the traditions, unseen.


  When I think dragon I picture a big-ass flying thunder-lizard tearing stuff up and starting fires. Big fires. Kind of like an oversize, reptilian Marine.


  Not probable.


  "There ain't no dragons," Winger kicked in, supporting her boggled old campaigning buddy, Garrett.


  "They're whatcha-macallums, arch types. Symbols for thoughts. Externalized."


  Jon Salvation beamed.


  Damned if the runt wasn't having an influence.


  I said I do not necessarily mean dragon in the literal, mythic, fire-breathing sense. That creature almost certainly never existed. Put storybook dragons out of your mind.


  Consider the concept of the deathmaiden instead.


  "Now you're getting way out there in the tall weeds, Old Bones," I said around a gobbet of soft white cheese. Pungent stuff. "What's a deathmaiden?"


  Also called a cairnmaiden. A custom your peoples have abandoned in recent centuries. To the joy of young girls everywhere.


  "Cairnmaiden. Rings a bell, sort of. But it's so far off I can barely hear the tinkle."


  Some of your more remote ancestors thought it was a good idea to murder girl children and bury them under the gates to graveyards, or at the corners, or in the entranceways to burial mounds, or on top of a treasure that someone wanted left undisturbed. The theory being that the spirit of the deathmaiden would be so traumatized and outraged that she would stay around and savage anyone who disturbed her grave. The reasoning may be elusive to us today, but the fact is, everyone involved, including the murdered children, credited the concept absolutely.


  The fad today is to bury a vampire on top of your treasure.


  "Kind of a waste," I observed. "Inasmuch as, traditionally, little girls grow up to be big girls. Why not use mothers-in-law? You'd get more attitude, you'd conserve a valuable resource, and you'd perform a public service."


  Tinnie poked me. She was too busy eating to fight. But she wanted to remind me that she had a mother. If this relationship was going to go anywhere, we needed that finger turned into a deathmaiden.


  Winger asked, "What're you snickering about, Garrett? This's some grim shit."


  "Lady fingers," I said. "And that wasn't no lady, that was my wife."


  Winger told the Remora, "He's lost it. It's having that thing get inside his head all the time that done it."


  Having that thing get inside his head all the time is what keeps him as sane as he is. Garrett. Set aside your panic over potential nuptials. The Weider establishment is paying us a fortune. We have to deliver.


  A fierce glower came over my true love's face. But she had a full mouth and couldn't comment. I pulled down a long draft of Weider's finest. Which did little to ease my nerves. "Could you share the reasoning that brought you to such an unsettling conclusion? About the dragon, I mean."


  Attitude for attitude. I do enjoy a challenge.


  He had no trouble making himself clear. Where he fell down was, because he was so proud of having pulled it all together, he insisted on identifying every little connective detail that only he had been in a position to jiggle into place.


  Bottom line was, according to him, in a time immemorial, before humanity wandered into this region, possibly before here was here at all—indeed, perhaps even before the arrival of the elder races—somebody buried something valuable way down deep in the silt, then plopped a sleeping guardian on top. More silt piled up. Everything remained undisturbed till the Faction started building bigger, badder, hungrier bugs that found their way down to it. The ghosts were the dragon's sleepy thought projections, tools it used to frighten threats away.


  Bugs don't worry about ghosts. Their frights are more basic, animated by two drives. To eat. To reproduce.


  I kept an eye on Kip while the Dead Man patted himself on the back.


  The kid ate the story up. All Kyra's mystic powers weren't enough to extinguish his intellect completely. You've got to admire a kid who can keep his head, even a little, under pressure from a female Tate. He said, "There's a hole in your reasoning. The ghosts only bother humans."


  The Dead Man had an answer. He usually does. Humans are the only sentient species to have gotten down deep enough for the dragon to reach and unravel the secrets of their minds.


  Nobody argued. Chances are, nobody understood. Singe snorted. I was sure she'd say something about all the rats that John Stretch had sent down. Then His Nibs would come back with something to the effect that he had said "Sentient."


  "I'll get it," Singe said.


  What?


  I said, "Kip, I need to talk to you about a better way to light a place the size of the World."


  But he was preoccupied. No way could he remain focused long.


  I remember days like that. Some of them not that long ago.
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  We had company. More company. Only Singe had heard the knock.


  Barate Algarda and his marvelous daughter, both with hair gone wilder than Kip's, added themselves to the mix. Which meant that they had to be brought up to date. And that they had to fill me in on whatever had happened after I'd left the World. I suggested, "You guys go first. Anything you tell us won't be half as hard to swallow as what's being served up here."


  Algarda did their talking. "Link couldn't be saved. Slump and Schnook are distraught. Schnook will be out of action a long time. Broken bones and internal injuries. Shadowslinger has a broken arm and a crop of bruises, too. The rest suffered minor injuries. Belle caught them preoccupied with getting Schnook's beast under control. He led with a combo of stun and panic spells. Only what happened to Link was deliberate. The rest was collateral damage. Link has been after Belle for a long time. Belle must've had enough fear. Finally. It took forever but, like Schnook, the beast came out."


  I glanced at the Windwalker. She seemed almost a zombie, interested only in scratching her head. She showed no expression and had nothing to say. Nor did she radiate any sensuality.


  I asked, "Did Kevans get home all right?" Of the room in general. Since she wasn't present. But Kip's attention was elsewhere.


  Algarda responded. "We hope so. We haven't been home yet. It'll be a while, too. I have to check on my mother, then make the rounds of the parents who couldn't get down there today. That tragedy needn't have happened. But Link had to start something. And now he's dead. Belle is going to wind up dead. The Guard are after him hard. He'll overreact again when they close in. And they will because they won't have Schnook sabotaging the search the way Link did."


  He didn't sound happy. Who would in the circumstances? But he didn't sound like he blamed me for anything. And that was the most important thing. Right?


  "He wasn't using Lurking Felhske? Link, I mean."


  Algarda went thoughtful. He scratched his head. "He did try that, years ago. It didn't do him any good. I think Schnook bribed him to fail. Why?"


  "Because we've had a Lurking Felhske in the shadows since my first visit to the ruin where the kids had their clubhouse. He was watching them."


  "Curious. That would've been before we realized the kids were doing something dangerous. Felhske costs. None of us would have taken on the expense before we knew there was a crisis." Algarda went after his scalp like he had a toad in there instead of a flea.


  Why was my sidekick leaving the talking to me, never so much as suggesting a line of attack?


  "So. Parents wouldn't be running Felhske."


  "It doesn't seem likely."


  "The twins. Berbach and Berbain. They left the group. Possibly to market something the Faction developed." I glanced at Kip, expecting a comment. I could go right on expecting. He hadn't heard a word.


  "I know there was a parting. It wasn't explained. With kids that usually means bad behavior. If they did create something with potential, Felhske could have to do with that. People on the twins' side of the Hill are a little strange and shifty."


  He said that with a straight face. Then he grimaced.


  His toads were getting frisky.


  "Could Felhske have been hired to watch for a chance for the twins to get into the clubhouse and swipe secrets?"


  "No. They could come and go. If they wanted. The other kids weren't down there most of the time. The twins knew the code spells to get past the wards. We gave Kevans a lot of room but she didn't go out much. Her friends hung out at our house more than anywhere else. Somebody was always underfoot."


  Was that irritation? "Then somebody else who wanted to know how to make giant bugs?"


  "Possibly. Though I think you're feeding your suspicions off your prejudice against our class. Even the sociopaths among us don't want another disaster like the rat and thunder-lizard experiments that blessed us with the ratpeople. That kind of research is banned. No adult with a sound knowledge of that period would plunge into that abyss again. It was a close-run thing. But kids might. Their knowledge of history runs all the way back to breakfast. And then they don't care."


  Another peep into the Algarda family dynamic?


  I wanted to pursue his remark about thunder-lizard experiments. The Dead Man proved he was with us by nudging me away. He passed me his recollections of an era he had witnessed firsthand.


  The Hill folk of the time had done an ingenious job covering up something far more horrible than their ratman experiments, despite a rash of nasty deaths. Letting the ratmen survive had been part of the cover-up, somehow.


  I said, "I'll catch Felhske and ask why he's lurking. If I need to know. Look. We've been kicking something around. About what the kids stirred up."


  I retailed the dragon hypothesis.


  Amazing. During our entire exchange there hadn't been one interruption. Kip and Kyra, Winger and the Remora, Tinnie and Singe, the Windwalker and Dean when he appeared with fresh supplies, nobody said a word. Nor even moved much, except to scratch.


  I had an idea who to blame for that.


  Algarda opined, "I find it plausible. In fact, it ricochets off a theory I proposed in this very room, less than ten hours ago. And got put down."


  He'd visited earlier? And nobody bothered to tell me?


  It was but a rudiment of a notion at the time, unsupported by evidence. It had to be developed. It had to be researched.


  Ah. Defensive. After only an oblique challenge.


  It did tell me what he had had Penny Dreadful doing today.


  "Add this," Algarda said. "I talked with the family on the way to the theater today. We have a collective memory that goes back several centuries. They recalled two similar occurrences, neither inside the Karentine sphere."


  Wow! My problem at the World had turned geopolitical. And historical.


  "I discovered four incidents," Jon Salvation said, with that snotty tone always adopted by the guy who corrects whatever you've just offered.


  Winger knocked some of the brass off. "You and the girl. Penny."


  "Yes. Well. Everything is in the Proceedings. If you can access them." Smugness aimed my way. The Proceedings must be something they kept at the library. "Though the most dramatic incident may be apocryphal."


  I asked Winger, "You going to let him use language like that?"


  Algarda considered a suite of responses. He settled on not letting his ego get in the way. "The two I know of happened in Oatman Hwy in 1434 and in Florissant about a century before that. Date uncertain. Florissant isn't a principality blessed with an excess of literacy even today."


  I couldn't say. I'm not possessed of an excess familiarity with exotic geography.


  The Remora preened. "The other incidents happened inside Venageta. The Venageti tried to cover them up. Both were huge disasters. The more recent happened on the boundary between their part of the Cantard and ours about two hundred years ago. This is the one that might be apocryphal. Local tribesmen were supposed to have caused it."


  I grumbled something about Pilsuds Vilchik being worse than the Dead Man at inflating a story in order to focus attention on himself.


  I'd later find out that he'd gotten into the library by confessing to be a playwright to Lindalee's boss. That harpy was addicted to historical dramas. Salvation promised her a complementary first-class seat the night his play opened.


  He sneered. "You heard of the Great Roll-Up, Garrett?"


  "Of course. It brought all that silver to the surface. Where it could be fought over for most of two hundred years."


  "That was the dragon."


  I confessed, "That would explain some things about how the war got started." Better than any of the propaganda. But only marginally.


  Algarda agreed. "That could be true." He joined me in awarding Jon Salvation an abiding look of suspicion, though.


  I'm always suspicious when some dimwit shows off knowledge he has no business having. Or demonstrates skills at charming people that don't fit my prejudices.


  What happened to the dragon? Or dragons?


  Do not push it, Garrett. The little man is possessed of several illusions that make him more useful deluded than ever he could be if exposed.


  That was a private message. An explanation would have to wait. I asked, "So, what's really down there?" The Venageti had blamed "the Great Roll-Up" on ferocious earthquakes. I'd never doubted them. "We don't want something busting out in the middle of the city."


  "Dragons," Jon Salvation said.


  "Dragons," Barate Algarda agreed.


  Furious Tide of Light, positioned so neither Tinnie nor her father could see, nodded—then smoked off a violet-eyed promissory wink before snapping back into gray-eyed zombiedom, dully picking at her scalp.


  "Come on! Dragons?" I glared at the Remora. "I don't buy it. It's a dragon, how has it stayed alive? How come it hasn't starved?"


  "There are dragons and dragons, Garrett. Stop thinking big green scaly mean things with breath so bad it's flammable. There's no evidence that anything like that exists. But there must be a reason for the legends. And we see living proof of other legends every day. Hell, your place here is infested with living legends."


  You might say, since I have a dead Loghyr, a ratgirl, a murder of pixies (pleasantly unobtrusive of late), and a natural-born redhead in inventory. Not to mention the world's greatest detective.


  "So this thing down under isn't really a dragon. It just looks like a dragon, smells like a dragon, acts like a dragon, and thinks like a dragon. And might be what made people come up with the idea of the dragon."


  "Exactly. Right first go. Darling, you haven't been giving Garrett nearly enough credit."


  And they wonder why regular folk look askance at intellectuals.


  Winger showed him a clenched fist. "I've got something I'm gonna give you. And it's a long way from what you want."


  Children!


  "Yeah," I chimed in. Despite both beer and exhaustion I was wide awake now. One sneaky wink from the Windwalker. That woman would never need a compliance device. "So. Not a dragon. But a dragon. One that doesn't need to eat for ten thousand years. Wow. Mystery solved."


  Everybody stared. Even Old Bones, in his unique way.


  "I'm fishing for suggestions on how to lay the ghosts to rest," I said. "I'm not the supergenius everybody thinks."


  Those who had known me more than a week succeeded in restraining an impulse to disagree. So did the other two.


  No other response, either. "All right. It's a dragon. How do we talk to it?"


  The Windwalker startled us by asking, "Why make it more aware of us by trying to communicate? If the historical awakenings were all worse than any natural disaster?"


  Did anybody mention that? I never heard that. Except by implication.


  People still knew things they hadn't told me.


  Something passed between the Windwalker and her father. A silent argument, the bottom line of which was that she was not going to be quiet.


  Another bizarre angle to that relationship. Silent communication.


  Not the same as us. They are just close. And, after a reflective pause, But a gap seems to be opening. I caution you, urgently, not to yield to temptation.


  I glanced at Tinnie. "I don't think you need to worry."


  I must. I am at the mercy of human nature. Of which you demonstrate an abundant excess.


  Algarda got right back on his horse. "She has a point. The best thing that could happen would be for this dragon to go back to sleep. It would seem that they do sleep for geological ages."


  Tinnie said, "Maybe they're waiting for something. Maybe they have a whole different sense of time and ten thousand years is like a few hours to us. Or maybe they're booby traps. Like for gods, or something. But once in a while some idiot finds a way to trip into their trigger line."


  That's my gal. Escalating the whole damned thing into the realm of the divine. Me, being me, I wound up to spout something about the immorality of us passing our troubles to generations not yet born.


  A dozen staring eyes brought the urge under control.


  Me making the argument would be weak, anyway. The great philosophical thread tying my life together is, put off till tomorrow whatever doesn't absolutely have to be done today.


  The best course, indeed, based on the evidence available. Assuming we want to return to the situation that obtained a month ago. So we must do what we have been doing. Only more effectively. Mr. Prose.


  The formal address tumbled off into limbo.


  Kip!


  The boy yelped. And flinched away from Kyra. Betraying a guilty conscience simply by thinking he needed to open some space. "What?" In a breathless panic.


  You do understand that primary responsibility for events in the theater and its environs lies with the Faction? That it was your ill-considered experimentation that caused this dragon to stir?


  Being a teen, Kip was inclined to argue. But the pressure of the eyes was too much for him, too. "Yeah. I guess." He scratched his noggin.


  Then you and the Faction are obligated to make sure nothing you may have left lying around, or, more particularly, anything you might have sneaked out and squirreled away, in any way exacerbates the situation.


  When you're dead and don't have to pause for breath, you can reel off sentences like that.


  Do I make myself plain? Do you understand?


  That is what the gallery overheard. I was sure there was more communication on a private level.


  Kip's surrender was meek and complete. I half expected the ancient formula "It shall be done."


  Excellent. Going forward from this moment Miss Winger and her associate will accompany you everywhere. For your protection.


  Winger received instructions on a private level.


  Kevans is partially responsible for this problem, too.


  I grumbled, "We already established that we can blame everything on the Faction."


  Barate Algarda responded on behalf of Family Algarda. "Kevans will cooperate. Cypres. I believe Zardoz is the one who'll have to make this all right."


  "Yes, sir. Zardoz and Teddy. And Mutter. And Slump and Heck and Spiffy."


  I said, "We might see if John Stretch can find a few more rats to put down there. Just to ferret out any dead-ender bugs. Or any recent hatchlings."


  You might consider speaking more carefully in this company, Garrett. Miss Winger being no less dangerous than the Algardas.


  I might, indeed. I'd been focused on what John Stretch had said about the rats likely being unwilling to go down under again. I should have been thinking about guarding his secret. Winger has a huge mouth. And no telling what Hill types would try if they got control of somebody who can master rats.


  


  


  


  78


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  They were all gone, including Tinnie, who insisted she couldn't trust Winger and the Remora to properly chaperone two reekingly hormonal teens. Which made sense. The part about not trusting Winger.


  I didn't remind her that she hadn't been much older than Kyra when we'd met. Of course, nothing more than a bad case of bugged eyes on my part came of that. Tinnie Tate was my good buddy Denny's tasty young cousin. Practically family. She and his sister Rose were both off-limits. At the time.


  Times changed. Tinnie and Rose grew up. Rose turned wicked. Denny got himself killed, accidentally. Tinnie and I locked horns during the cleanup and got something going that neither of us has shaken since. No matter what distractions turned up.


  I drew me a pitcher of Weider's most potent dark and retreated to the solitude of my little office. Which I share with the memory of one of my most potent distractions, Eleanor.


  I filled my mug. I turned my chair. I stared at the magical painting. "What do you think, sweetheart? Is it time Tinnie and I go to the next page?"


  The artist who painted Eleanor was an insane genius, slave to a powerful inner sorcery. All his work had been charged to crackling with magic. His portrait of Eleanor fleeing the horror of her past was his ultimate masterpiece. He poured bottomless love and hatred on top of everything else that made his works objects of such power and dread.


  He's long gone. The magic in his work began to bleed away the night of his murder. But its connection to the soul of long-lost Eleanor will never fade to nil.


  The painting is never quite the same when I come to it.


  Eleanor is my moral and emotional coach, crutch, and mirror. More so than the big lump in the other room. Who had troubles of his own tonight.


  He'd had almost no luck picking brains. The most interesting people all had the split personality thing going. What he could read made no sense. The heads that were open contained nothing of interest. So now he was sulking and trying to work out what had happened.


  Everybody, including my self-proclaimed demigod of a partner, insists that Eleanor doesn't exist outside my imagination. I'm content with that. It's even true, in its way.


  Their truth or mine, Eleanor does exist. We communicate.


  Reflection set some thoughts in motion. Like some multiple-minded Loghyr I fiddled with those while Eleanor helped me weigh the pros and cons of what looked likely to be Garrett's next big adventure. I asked, "How come I always turn melancholy when we get together?"


  She made me understand that melancholy was the price I paid, here, because the only person I could share my inner truths with comfortably was on the other shore.


  I couldn't argue with that. Everybody on this side has the power to judge and down-thumbs me. Even Singe, who comes near being as comfortable as Eleanor.


  Note that with me outside his little fiefdom the Dead Man didn't horn in. Not once. Might not even be eavesdropping.


  Probably wasn't.


  Almost certainly wasn't.


  I've known Old Bones longer than Tinnie and almost as long as Morley. I live with him. I drown in him, sometimes. Yet I know him less well than my best friend or the light of my life.


  Somebody came pounding on the door. I didn't respond. Singe and Dean had gone to bed. After a while the Dead Man paused in his ruminations long enough to send Our would-be visitor was Colonel Block. He had business reasons for being here, but his principal motive was a need for contact with persons not one hundred percent vile. A lonely man, the colonel.


  I had no wiseass response. In my mood of the moment I could only empathize with Westman Block, a good man doing his best in dreadful circumstances. "So what business reason did he have for an excuse?" He'd as much as admitted having rifled the good man's mind.


  No doubt Block had expected that.


  The colonel foresees another twist. A further complication, from a direction we haven't considered.


  "And that would be? Details, please."


  None available. It is an idea he developed during a meeting with Director Relway where today's events were the topic of discussion. Evidently those Hill folk who were disinclined to have anyone poke around where their children were playing have taken a ninety-degree turn and now insist that the Civil Guard deal with Belle Chimes. Whose real name would be Belle Dierber. They also want Lurking Felhske found. Felhske is not involved with any of them. They want to know who set him on their children. And, of course, why.


  "The compliance device. Somebody wants it."


  Forget the compliance device. It is a red herring. I am certain. The secret of creating giant bugs would be far more valuable.


  "What's got you so cranky?"


  This explosion in the population of people whose minds I cannot access. All of whom, even Kip now, seem to have multiple personalities. None of which give up anything of interest.


  I could see where that would irk him. He was used to having his way with anybody who came in range. Now his confidence was threatened.


  I cannot get a handle on what is happening.


  I glanced at my painting. Eleanor seemed more amused than I was.


  Old Bones had no humor in him at all. He betrayed the depth of his emotional despond with his suggestion that I take my painting down to the World and let the dragon build me a new Eleanor. Then I could. . . .


  There'd been a time, not that long ago, when I would've considered it, off the wall as it was. Eleanor had been a strong distraction indeed. But now, not so much. Not that much.


  Time to back off. I'd never known him to be so juvenile.


  The moment passed. He apologized. And reminded me that Block thought we were headed for a surprise.


  I hoped it would be revelatory rather than deadly.


  Old Bones went away, his despair gently lightened.


  After a while longer with Eleanor, because I didn't want to face the night alone, I did drag me upstairs and put me to bed. Alone.


  I tossed and turned and worried about a world in which the landscape of Tinnie's left hand had changed.
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  I don't know why. The world seemed remade in the morning. Maybe because I had slept ten hours. I felt totally positive. This would be a good day. There'd be no more problems at the World. Max would be thrilled. He'd give me a bonus instead of firing me.


  I should've had a hangover. I should've been worried about the fallout from the carnage yesterday. I should've been uncomfortable about the Algardas, worried about Kip, worried about the Faction cleaning up after themselves. I should've been worried about demons named Deal Relway, Belle Chimes, and Lurking Felhske. Most of all, I should've lost control of my functions because of the complications developing with Tinnie.


  But I wore a smile when I joined Dean in the kitchen.


  The doom and gloom were haunting him. Starting the sausages, he said, "I need some reassurance, Mr. Garrett."


  He had a problem for sure if he was going to be polite. "I'll do what I can, Mr. Creech."


  "Give me an honest assessment of our current case. I've caught snippets, naturally, but no context. Only enough to scare me. And you know fright tends to fatten up on ignorance."


  This was out of character. He worries about whether or not I'll give the job enough attention, with enough ambition, to get myself paid.


  I told the story to date, not in detail. "And you don't share that with anybody outside the house. Understand?"


  "That's not nearly as bad as I thought."


  "Good. I refuse to look on the dark side today."


  "I'll do my part."


  "Thanks." Puzzled. That didn't fit, either. He keeps house, cooks, handles most of the shopping. He isn't involved in operations, even in his own mind. He'll behave like a father, a mother, even a wife, sometimes, but never like a business associate.


  I shrugged it off. So the Hill made him nervous. It does that. I was positive. First thing out, I'd see Mr. Jan. I'd have my fitting and make my peace in the matter of the crippled loaner coat. Then I'd get on back to the theater. "Is Singe with us this morning?"


  "Very much so. I took her a bowl of stewed apples before you came down. She's working on our accounts. And finding no joy in them."


  I headed up to see her, armed with a big mug of honeyed black tea. "I hear you're unhappy about something."


  Instead of having acquired a normal writing desk Singe had brought in a six-foot-wide wooden easel. It was set at an angle halfway between vertical and horizontal. She had paperwork pinned all over it. Two chests of drawers the height of a normal table stood at either end. Those were piled with stuff, too. Important stuff, I'm sure. That's all I pile on my desk.


  "Look at this place. Already. What's it going to be like in a year?"


  "By then I'll be organized."


  "Right." As the words "rat's nest" came to mind.


  "I have been studying shareholder statements from the manufactory. I am not the best accountant. I'm still learning the sorcery of numbers. But most of the partners, us among them, are getting screwed."


  "What? That doesn't make sense. By who? And where's the point? We don't have a big cut to begin."


  "If I steal a fraction of a point from every shareholder, I could siphon off a big chunk of money that none of the individuals would miss." She rattled numbers. She convinced me.


  "I see it."


  "I didn't want to worry you. You have all that stuff about the World on your mind already. Forget that Miss Tinnie is part of that management team."


  Right. We'll do that. She's just the person in charge of fiddling the company numbers. Which was why her name had been mentioned.


  Singe said, "Tell Mr. Weider next time you see him. Even the managing partners are getting shorted."


  Not good. This could come down on Tinnie. "You scare the shit out of me when you talk like that."


  "There are dishonest people everywhere, Garrett. If there weren't you would have to get a job."


  "I'll pass it along." One more thing to brighten Max's week. "You saw John Stretch?"


  "He can come up with a few rats. Dozens instead of hundreds, but some."


  "How much do we owe him? How much do we have in the kitty? I want to pay Saucerhead and his crew."


  "We owe John Stretch nothing. I allowed no arrears to develop." Looking smug. "We have no past due debts. We do owe Playmate for the coaches. He has not come for the money. I have it set aside. The Weiders were extremely generous with our advances. I have taken pains to record and annotate every expense on their behalf."


  Absolutely terrifying, Singe is.


  I lost track then because somebody hammered on the front door.


  Ignore that. We cannot afford further intrusions on our time.


  So I didn't go. Old Bones would let me know if it mattered.


  Singe might not have heard anything. She kept on talking numbers.


  I had to get moving. "I need to go to work. Singe. You didn't tell me if we have cash enough to ease the pain for Saucerhead and his guys."


  Singe did not want to discuss our cash reserves.


  Miss Pular, provide specie sufficient to mollify Mr. Tharpe and his crew.


  Which she did, making sure I didn't get a look inside the cash box. Probably scared that if I knew how much was in there I'd run out and buy something shiny. Me. The only one around here who doesn't throw money away.


  The girl came from a harsh environment. You couldn't blame her for making sure she didn't have to go back.


  Move it!


  "All right! I'm going. Hey! The other day Singe said she thought you'd gotten hold of Lurking Felhske. Did you?"


  She erred. It was Barate Algarda. Someone who might have been Felhske has come within touching range twice. I could not take advantage. He was much too well shielded.


  "Why would a Lurking Felhske be protected from you? This is a one-Loghyr town and almost nobody knows that. In general, why are we running into so many protected minds?" Kip, Algarda, Felhske, the Windwalker. Maybe even the whole Faction and Hill crew.


  Thinking that triggered what seemed an unrelated conjunction down in the deeps of my mind. "The compliance device. It might not be the red herring you thought."


  He watched the gears mesh. His own clunked and ground, sparking a burst of anger, of embarrassment, of temptation to claim he had known all along and was just waiting for me to find the truth on my own.


  So, even I fail to see what I do not expect or would find repulsive. Incest. The clues were all there.


  "I'd say they don't try to hide it."


  The incest still does not make the compliance device central. But it becomes more interesting.


  Whether or not Furious Tide of Light tried to hide Kevans' sex, for whatever motive, we knew that Barate knew the truth. We heard him say so. We also heard that Shadowslinger was grandmother to both the Windwalker and Kevans. Could've happened more than one way but only one seemed likely. Which was not big in this family, apparently.


  The Windwalker being the exception. Who would not want her daughter following after her.


  "Here's a kicker for your don't-see-what-you-don't-expect file. The Windwalker might be more jealous than protective."


  He pulled the relevant incidents from my recollections. You could be right. A pause of a half minute for some heavy-duty multiple-mind cogitation.


  Kevans would be the one repelled by the idea. No doubt having had direct experience. Which would explain her initial interest in creating what would turn into the compliance device. She wanted a way to know when her father was interested. To give her time to get out of his way.


  "Then all for one and one for all, and the kids all hung out at her house."


  Indeed. Young Mr. Prose did tell us that the object of the Faction is mutual support. Assuming Kevans had the strength to ask for their help. . . .


  "That little shit lied to us. He came up with the compliance device. For her. All that stuff about trying to find a way to avoid social mistakes. . . . Smoke screen. Pure bullshit. The little asshole has been leading us around by our prejudices!" I got as wound up as the Dead Man had been a minute earlier.


  I had no trouble imagining Kip and Kevans down in their bunker snickering over how they had snookered us. And their own old folks besides.


  If he comes up with any ambition at all, that kid will wind up king of the world.


  This would be a side trail we can take up, on our own behalf, after we have made the World safe for play production. Our wounds are grievous deep but not fatal. We have a dragon to slay and ghosts to lay.


  True. The kitty had to be fed first.


  But I was so stung I figured I'd be seeing Kip's mom by the end of the week. Tinnie willing.


  You really must get going, Garrett.


  "All right. All right. I'm on it." But, of course, I had one more thing to do before I could plunge into the cold.


  I visited Dean, turned him into a temporary operative by giving him instructions involving Joe Kerr, Playmate, John Stretch, Saucerhead's wages, and Playmate's fees.


  I stopped off and gave Eleanor a big wink before I hit the street.
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  I opened the front door. An arctic breeze handed me a full body swat, shoved me back. "There's a freaking blizzard going on out there!" I heaved the door shut before the abominable snowmen invaded.


  Time to layer up.


  Dean was at the far end of the hall, wearing a smirk. He'd come out to watch. Likewise, Singe, right there almost within smacking distance. Looking less smug because she hadn't yet mastered that human trick.


  "Funny people. Somebody could've warned me. Came on kind of sudden, didn't it?"


  Not really.


  He was right. The signs had been there. I'd had other things on my mind. Still did, in fact. I wondered what other things was doing right now. Showing her hand at home?


  I did layer up, best I could. Then I went out into that mess, operating on the theory that I couldn't get lost in a city where I'd lived all my life, and driven by a need to show somebody something. Who knows what.


  It ought to be a good day to get stuff done. Shouldn't be many people underfoot. I didn't notice anyone watching. I didn't smell anyone, either.
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  Mr. Jan was not distraught about his loaner coat. "No need to worry, Mr. Garrett. No need. It was crap, though I made it myself. I kept it because the man who ordered it never picked it up." This while he was fitting my new coat. Which I just plain loved. "You satisfy his marker and I'll say nothing."


  "How much?"


  He named a figure that disabused me of any suspicion that he might be a nice, honest, fair little old tailor. I protested. He told me, "I'm sorry you feel that way. Very well. I'll put it back on the peg. Jokes may redeem it yet."


  Can't be many people who go by Jokes. There's only one Saucerhead Tharpe. Probably only one Lurking Felhske. And couldn't be more than one Jokes Leastor. Who expired of a surfeit of blood loss a couple years ago, after someone he didn't know as well as he thought objected to one of his pranks. Jokes Leastor was exactly the guy who would've had that clown coat made.


  "I'd better have mercy on you, Mr. Jan. Jokes won't be coming back. Or, if he does, he won't be needing a coat. Quite the opposite."


  "Has something happened to him?"


  "He played one joke too many. He ended up room temperature. A while back, now."


  "I feared as much. He was slow but he did always get around to paying."


  Face saved all round, we finished the fitting, I gave him his blood money, donned the remnants of Jokes' sartorial declaration, then pointed my nose toward the big cold.


  Mr. Jan said, "This should be done in two to three days. I'll have a courier take it round to your place. Unless I need you to come back for some final measurements."


  "Excellent."


  I returned to the white reflecting on the fact that in just days an old tailor had managed to find out where I lived.


  I made a big mistake. I headed for The Palms. It was the nearest place where I could both get warm and be welcome. I should've headed for Playmate's stable instead. That was almost as close. But Playmate is all boring and honest. Morley Dotes is crooked as a dog's hind leg. And he's involved in stuff that keeps me barking with curiosity.


  


  


  


  81


  
    « ^ »
  


  


  


  Abominable men came out of the snowstorm, summoned by the dread melodies of silver whistles. They wore neither blue shirts nor red flop hats. And, as noted, their whistles weren't made of tin.


  So I never made it to The Palms, where my best pal could've told me all about his hopes and plans and schemes.


  Nobody said a word. We all knew our roles. Somebody at the Al-Khar wanted to see me. Somebody at the Al-Khar knew how to find me in the middle of a snowstorm. So I was going to put my life on hold till I'd enjoyed a chat with that somebody.


  One particular somebody was more likely than any other. He didn't have his runners declare themselves with their headgear.


  The runaround at the Al-Khar was abbreviated. That minikin Linton Suggs got me to Director Relway in jig time.


  The Director was waiting. He wasn't alone.


  Colonel Block was there to assist. I didn't know the third man. The deference he received suggested that he was Prince Rupert. The law and order fanatic in the royal household. He had a definite Relway-like gleam in his hard gray eyes.


  Prince Rupert was just two failed hearts away from Karenta's throne. And he might get there. Which might be good for the kingdom. He had strength. Karenta needs a strong ruler.


  In this pecking order the low man was Deal Relway. Barring lower-than-gravel Garrett, of course, and the gawkers wandering past.


  Relway started by asking questions obviously not his own.


  He was no more happy than I, at the moment.


  He is the most absolute realist I've ever met. He knows reality more intimately than he knows his own suite of perversions. He knows he can get anything he wants, and more, if he's just patient and pliable when the right people are around. He knows that most people who matter agree with the Director of the Unpublished Committee for the Security of the Crown, whatever they offer for public consumption.


  Deal Relway is what he needs to be. Patient. Clever. Deadly. Unacquainted with pity, conscience, or remorse. He may be TunFaire's future. Nine of ten of the king's subjects will be thrilled with the future Deal Relway wants to create.


  And there I was. Before much got said, bemoaning—in all privacy, of course—the tyranny sure to come. The tyranny certain to make life more safe, secure, and comfortable for the nine of ten.


  Inarguably, in a TunFaire run by Deal Relway, the only frightened people should be crooks. But the crook class would include anybody who didn't like the way Deal Relway operated.


  Relway stopped after a half hour of random questions, all of which I answered honestly. And which, frankly, left me puzzled because they didn't have that much to do with what was going on. Then he and the prince became observers. Along with the ever-changing gallery. Colonel Block said, "You put us in a tight place this time, Garrett."


  "I'm gonna confess right up front, Colonel. I haven't got any idea what you're talking about."


  "Some Hill people got hurt bad at your place yesterday. Two dead, on scene. Another died right after. Two more could still go."


  "That's bullshit. Link Dierber died. Shadowslinger and Schnook Avery had some broken bones. The other three maybe got a couple bruises apiece. You want me to be honest with you, you maybe oughta not bullshit me."


  "You—"


  "Hold on. You guys want to run the world a whole new way. You want to make everybody responsible for their own behavior. Well, get your heads around that this time. Furious Tide of Light brought those people to the World. They were all family of the kids who created the bugs. I had nothing to do with them showing up. Neither did the ownership. If I'd known they were coming I would've tried to keep them away. They were sure to interfere with work. And they did. With all the tact their kind usually show. There was bad blood between one of them and one of my consultants. They were half brothers. They had an old feud none of those people would explain. I don't think it matters, really. The feud caught fire. If I was you slugs I'd worry about Schnook Avery instead of harassing that harmless old fuzz ball, Garrett. Who had nothing to do with any of it."


  Block responded, "Fact is, we can harass you as much as we want. Nobody will care. Hill folk, on the other hand. . . ."


  "I'll care. A lot. One or two others might, too."


  Prince Rupert made a calming gesture. Saying nothing. He was kind of a goofy-looking guy, tall and lean. Block nodded. "No point in getting in a pissing contest because the man rubs me the wrong way." That for the benefit of his audience. "Particularly since he's connected with TunFaire's top financiers, magnates, industrial doyens, and criminal masterminds."


  Block made the point gently and obliquely but in a way that wouldn't be misunderstood. Ma Garrett's boy is tight with some major players. Who might take mortal offense for no reason a true blue blood would understand.


  Senior folk at the social poles, like Relway and the prince, have to nurture the happiness of the stinking-rich merchant classes. They don't like it. But they have to honor the power of the money. Another face of the future.


  I gained respect for Prince Rupert during the prolonged consultation. He said little. He listened. And he heard. When he did speak he avoided stupid with disarming ease, though he never had much to say. I found myself hoping he would have the misfortune to ascend the ladder of succession. Karentine monarchs are ephemeral, crowned and often murdered before we get used to seeing their profiles on the coinage. I didn't know anyone I'd rather see cursed with the Crown.


  Eventually, I asked, "Can you tell me the point to all this?" I gestured at the red top parade. "Why do those guys need to come gawk at me?"


  Prince Rupert was interested in my coat. The fifth time he asked about it, I said, "I'd give it to you if I had anything else to wear." I sang the sad song of the demise of my own coat, thanks to the good Director. I added several verses about Mr. Jan taking forever to finish the replacement, thanks to the good Director.


  The good Director ground his teeth.


  Colonel Block took me to the exit personally. "You did good in there, Garrett. You didn't let us rattle you. You even almost convinced me that you were telling the truth."


  I had a creepy feeling that I'd survived some kind of test.


  "I was. There's no reason to hide anything. Especially since the Hill people got involved." There had been mention of those folks, off and on, but I'd gotten the impression that the prince didn't care. He was more interested in the kids. And me. "Mr. Weider and I are better off having you know the truth. We might find ourselves needing the friendship of the Crown's men. Besides, isn't it every subject's duty—"


  "Don't lay it on with a trowel, Garrett. Your cooperation has its boundaries."


  Well, yeah. I'd withheld a few trivialities. But he didn't need to know about John Stretch's talents. And it wouldn't do to mention an improbable dragon, of potentially sun-darkening magnitude, snoozing on a treasure way down deep beneath the World.


  "I look out for my clients. Sometimes having you in the know is what's best." He had to get that into his head. That was a truth as solid as stone.


  "Right." He winked. "Stay warm out there, Garrett."
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  "Hey, Garrett! Nice coat," Saucerhead said when I slipped in through the front door at the World. "What kind of fur is that?"


  "Beaver, I think." It was obvious why Tharpe and his crew were huddled up inside. The ghosts weren't active and it was almost warm. Water remained liquid. "Prince Rupert traded it to me for the one I've been wearing. The ghosts on a holiday?"


  Derisive laughter from all hands.


  "Truth, Head. He wanted it so he could get one like it made." I needed to move on. But I couldn't. "Relway had me dragged in. The Prince was at the Al-Khar. He saw that coat and fell in love."


  I don't know why I expected him to believe that. Dumb-ass street thieves made up better stories.


  "What's been happening? Have you seen Playmate?"


  "Yeah." Tharpe wanted to go on giving me a hard time, but he did take time out for business. "He came by. He brung them two black cases over there. He said tell you the ratpeople can't make it today. Maybe tomorrow, if the weather is better."


  I got busy with the cases, the little one first. It could win me friends.


  I dragged out a heavy doeskin sack as Tharpe wound up to get back to my fabrications about an obviously stolen beaver coat.


  The atmosphere changed. Saucerhead purred. "Garrett. My main man. What do you have in that sack, my brother?" He heard the music of the metal.


  I showed him my precious metal trumps.


  I had friends.


  They stayed friends even after they hid their money in their purses and pockets.


  I said, "It's too warm in here, guys. Whatever you think."


  Saucerhead said, "You keep trying to freeze the place out. How come?"


  I told him.


  In moments it was obvious the dragon would go over worse than my beaver coat story. Had to be pure, unadulterated, nine ninety-nine fine, one ninety proof, Garrett-style bullshit. Which I shouldn't have been retailing, anyway.


  My ego kicked in. I started getting hot. Then I recalled an incident from boot camp, nine days in. We'd had only a couple hours of sleep. The drill gods were breaking us down. They rolled us out for some pre-dawn recreation. I got my undershirt on backward in my haste to avoid being last man out, which would guarantee the descent of the wrath of Sergeant God. I didn't yet understand that the wrath would find a way, no matter how hard I tried.


  When my error was pointed out, in a friendly way, by a fellow recruit, I snapped. I insisted that this shirt was made that way and I had made no error.


  I knew I was being stupid while I said it. But I couldn't stop.


  That haunted me the rest of boot camp. The guys never looked at me the same. I never regained their complete trust and respect. Luckily, I wasn't posted to the same outfit when we went to the fleet.


  The drill gods are all-seeing. All-knowing. And pretty wise.


  I did good after that one stumble.


  If I let the red beast grab hold of me here, these guys would look at me the way those guys in my training company had. They knew I wasn't right. It wouldn't matter if this shirt really was made that way.


  "You're too smart for me. They thought I could sell it." I named no names, nor revealed why "they" wanted the suggestion of a dragon planted. "Gods be damned!"


  "Garrett? What?" Saucerhead looked like he was wondering if he ought to be scared. Garrett was acting weird today. Weirder.


  "I just realized. I got jobbed."


  What I'd realized was that having people think there was a treasure-brooding dragon down there guaranteed disaster. Dozens of story cycles include a "hero" who separates a dragon from its treasure nest. That should be harder in practice than in fable. A dragon's hoard could become a total metropolitan obsession, worse than an unreasoning lust to be one of the earliest to own a custom-built Prose Flyer three-wheel. Greed would drive this obsession, not mere envy.


  This truth had to be guarded. And shaped. Else this dragon would be nudged awake. And then? Disaster.


  I told Saucerhead, "I don't know what the grift is. I do know I'm not half as smart as I thought."


  He grunted.


  "This is where you're supposed to jump in and give me some positive reinforcement."


  He grunted again. Probably trying to figure out what those big words meant.


  "All right. Be that way." I sulked. Selling that. Hoping word would now go out that Max Weider, ever clever, was salting a gold mine by having his cat's-paw Garrett go round spreading bullshit about a dragon. Just, coincidentally, a dragon, and hoard, buried under a Weider theater due to open in a couple of months.


  People would figure the giant bugs were part of the publicity scheme, too. And if they did, we'd get the Faction kids out of trouble easy.


  Which, no doubt, would happen anyway. They were related to the right people.


  I chugged around the circle of speculation. My own occasional special cynical conviction that there are secret masters got me wondering if the ghost problem hadn't really been orchestrated by Max and Manvil.


  Sounded dramatic enough. Ah! What a wonderfully psychotic reality that would be. But the notion failed two critical tests.


  First, Simplest Explanation.


  The simplest and most obvious explanation of any phenomenon is usually the correct one.


  Second, the Stupidity Test.


  It's unnecessary to invoke complex, convoluted conspiracy theories where plain old human stupidity suffices as an explanation.


  "I'm getting old, Head. The inside of my melon is starting to fill up with the kind of stuff old Medford is always spouting."


  Saucerhead knows my grand-uncle. He chuckled. "There's a lot of that going around, Garrett. And not just because we're getting old. The world is changing. On account of, peace broke out. And that means things can't stay the same. Nobody likes it but it's so plain even dummies like you and me get to thinking about it."


  I do believe my jaw dropped. That was the deepest I'd ever heard Saucerhead get.


  If you hang around long enough, and pay attention, you see that even the dim people can work through to some amazing conclusions. It's all a matter of speed.


  My inclination was to pretend that I hadn't caught any of this. Following trails well blazed by brigades of my social betters before me.


  But Saucerhead Tharpe was standing right there, looking me in the eye, waiting. Smugly confident that I would disdain real reality for the preferred, officially predecided reality.


  "You don't know me as well as you think, big guy." But we weren't getting paid to save any slice of the realm other than this pimple of a theater. "So let's look at what we've got. Quickly, because the money guys are going to ask me some tough questions real soon. We'll all be out of work if they don't like the answers."


  "You're nervous, aren't you? You're chattering."


  "Yeah." Max was indulgent in the extreme. I'd done him a lot of good the last few years. But mine is a "What have you done for me lately?" line of work. Putting the Weider Empire out in front of the Hill mob might be a straw that Max would refuse to carry. "So, tell me what's going on here."


  "A whole lot of nothing. It's totally quiet. No bugs. No ghosts. No bad guys. No freaks. That I noticed." Possibly implying that current company was questionable.


  "No workmen?"


  "Not so much their fault. Take that up with the tin whistles. They're all worried about if they let those guys in they'll mess up the evidence."


  "What evidence? What happened in here was mostly illusion. The real shit went down outside. In front of witnesses." Few of whom had produced reliable statements, I was sure.


  Saucerhead shrugged. "I'm just reporting."


  "Yeah. I got that." I went back outside.


  The red tops were holed up in Saucerhead's guard shack, concentrating on not freezing to death. They were a lot colder than the men they had dispossessed. They had used up all the fuel. I wasn't going to buy any more. They had one candle burning, providing weak light and a futile defense against the cold.


  "You guys need to come inside the big place. It's warmer." And I could give them their due ration of shit without freezing my own favorite bits off.


  Some didn't want to go. But it was seriously cold. Their one candle was all that stood for the memory of summer. They quickly found the limits of their motivation.


  We all sat around the floor of the World, telling tall tales and outright lies. I'd been tempted to close a few vents to raise the temperature. That temptation I could resist more easily than the one involving a tall, smoldering, apparently willing blonde sorceress. Who could well just want to use me for something less exciting.


  Of all unlikely creatures on the gods' frozen earth, Pular Singe wandered in. Only she wasn't wandering. She was in a damned big hurry, despite being bundled up till she could barely move.


  This couldn't be good. Disaster was about to sweep me up and chunk me into the dustbin of misery.


  Singe cut me out of the crowd. Another bad sign. "What's up?" I had to force the words.


  She made sure we were too far away to hear, and that my back was to anybody who might read lips. "A man came from that Mr. Jan."


  "The tailor?"


  "I don't know that. Presumably, since you went to him for a fitting. The man said get word to you that Mr. Jan needs you back as soon as possible. That it's urgent. He will refund the price of that thing you were wearing if you get there before the bells toll four."


  "What's going on, Singe?"


  "I don't know. The messenger said it was urgent. The Dead Man told me to get you, fast as I could. He would not tell me what he saw inside the messenger's head."


  "Why send you out? Why not that Joe Kerr kid?"


  "Because you would not take the boy seriously."


  Probably not.


  The fact that Old Bones wanted me to take this seriously meant I ought to do exactly that. Despite the comforts of the World. Such as they were.


  "And that's really all you can tell me?"


  "That's all. Except for the sense of urgency. Speaking of. I have an urgency of my own. Where can I?"


  Excellent question. "The construction guys use the honey buckets behind those screens. Or they take it into the alley out back. Saucerhead has a garderobe attached to his shack."


  Damn! I'd just found Max a whole new problem. I'd been over the World top to bottom. The architects hadn't provided any personal relief facilities. Something would have to be done. The high-end punters weren't going to have their wives or mistresses go squat in the alley during intermission.


  Hey. This might be another business opportunity. I could take over one of those places across the way and turn it into a pay-per-pee facility.


  Singe told me, "Never mind. I have to get back home. They need me there."


  "Huh?"


  "Nothing to concern you. Go find out why your tailor needs to see you." Trailing a huge, put-upon sigh, she headed for the front door. Starting to develop a little attitude, that girl. I might lose her to the Faction.


  "What was that?" Saucerhead asked when I came back over.


  "One of those ‘got to do it right now, this minute, I don't care if hell is freezing over' missions from the Dead Man. I've got to go, guys."


  Tharpe's people all smiled and waved. They'd just gotten paid.


  Before I hit the big cold white I opened the other, larger case so its contents could breathe.
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  The blizzard had worsened. In the falling snow parameter. You couldn't see twenty feet. It was warmer and less windy. The snow came down in big, sloppy, slow flakes. The walk to Mr. Jan's place was less miserable than I'd anticipated, though my calf muscles did ache from having to slog through snow in places already a foot deep. I gave a lot of mind time to a hope that it would melt before my turn at the shovels came again.


  I thought it might. This blizzard had the feel of Winter's last forlorn effort.


  I didn't proceed with battlefield caution. It was a storm. Bad people would be scarce. The reason most of them are bad is, they can't stand the stress and structure of honest work. Or they're too stupid. Stupid were the kind who would be out looking for victims in this.


  Still, my pace slackened ever more as I neared the tailor shop.


  Something was off.


  That old thing about it being quiet. Too quiet.


  Even for the middle of a snowstorm, where it's always quiet.


  The quiet was the wrong sort.


  I saw nothing. But there was something. I felt it.


  I sniffed. And sniffed. And sniffed some more.


  There was nothing in this air but heavy, resinous smoke. Every working stove and fireplace was trying to hold off the cold, mostly by burning cheap dangerous softwoods.


  Maybe I was overly sensitive.


  I crept up to Mr. Jan's door without having anything creep up on me. Wondering if this was one of those deals where the genius bad guy tells you all your questions will be answered if you show up at some remote place, all alone, and don't tell anybody.


  That must have worked at some point, once upon a time. Else why would villains keep trying the blatantly stupid and transparent?


  Inside. The bell jangling. Still nothing suspicious. But I had my weighted oaken headknocker deployed. My left hand, in my coat pocket, had fitted itself to brass knuckles cast in our own manufactory from a design suggested by Kip Prose. Just twelve had been produced before I enjoyed one of my few successes as self-appointed company conscience.


  There really is no legitimate use for brass knucks.


  Mr. Jan popped through the curtains closing off the back of his shop. He carried Jokes Leastor's special coat. "Ah. You're here. I didn't expect you for a while yet."


  "My associates are fast. And have been known to be lethal."


  That went over his head. Musingly, he observed, "They would be, wouldn't they? Come on back here."


  I leapt and caught him. Not only my associates are fast. He yelped, startled. "Tell me, Mr. Jan. Where did you get that coat? It's only been a few hours since I traded it for what I'm wearing now."


  The little man gasped, "Back there. In back."


  He wanted me to go to the back. Into shadowy tight places where his fabrics were stored. Where villains by the dozen might be lurking. "I'll be right behind you." I poked him with the end of my stick. Thoroughly put out, he pushed through the curtains. I stayed close enough to grab and use him as a shield.


  The back of the shop was a surprise. It was spacious and lighted. Mr. Jan's fabric bolts hung on wall brackets where the cloth could be unrolled as needed. The floor was given over to cutting tables and manikins of varying size, most wearing apparel in some stage of construction.


  "Ah. Sergeant Garrett. You have me at a disadvantage for the moment. I hadn't entertained the ghost of a hope that you would arrive so soon."


  The other thing gracing Mr. Jan's back room was His Royal Highness, Prince Rupert, Lord of This, Count of That, Duke of Something or Other Else. Hell. There I went. So up on my Royals that I didn't know which titles Rupert preferred. A failing unlikely to garner positive reviews from His Grace. Though not that unusual down on the street, where who is what doesn't make a lick of difference, day to day.


  I tried to recall the rituals you're expected to pursue when entering the presence of someone so exalted. "I apologize, Your Grace. I've never been taught the appropriate obsequies."


  "Never mind. There's no one here to see."


  There was Mr. Jan. But he had recovered his aplomb and was back at work on a larger, gaudier, new and improved version of the coat he had built for Jokes Leastor.


  I had a sinking feeling.


  Clown coats would be all the rage by the time winter rolled around again. Had to be if it was what the most popular Royal was wearing.


  Mr. Jan hummed softly as he cut and pinned.


  He could see that future.


  He'd be a made man this time next year. He'd have squadrons of employees. After all those years in the trenches he'd be an overnight success.


  The reason the prince felt at a disadvantage was, he was in his underwear. The tailor was using his exquisitely made outerwear to get the refined measurements needed to make sure the new coat was a perfect fit.
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  "Take a seat, Sergeant Garrett. Forget everything else. We have business to attend." He had a jerky way of speaking that was unsettling.


  Prince Rupert conjured a couple of chairs, placed them beside an empty cutting table. I didn't protest his use of a rank I no longer wore. I avoid contradicting princes whenever I can.


  I sat myself down, wishing I'd had the foresight to strap on my chastity belt this morning.


  You need one when nobility invites you to come be one of the boys.


  "You're skeptical and suspicious," the prince said. "And nervous. Good. Your mind doesn't freeze up when presented with sudden, unusual circumstances. But relax. Let's talk like professionals, here away from everyone else."


  Damn! He'd used the clown coat to create a way to meet without Block and Relway looking over his shoulders.


  I peered around.


  "I'm alone, Sergeant. My bodyguards are somewhere warm. They don't know I'm out prowling the stews again, alone."


  He fibbed. A little, maybe. Their presence, behind the white, would be what I'd felt earlier, with senses honed in a more deadly place and time.


  "All right. You've got me here. Your Highness." There were situations when he was supposed to be a "Your Highness," and situations where he was supposed to be a "Your Grace." I didn't know the rules. I should've chosen my parents more carefully.


  "Neither Westman Block nor Deal Relway will be listening in. Neither will hear of this meeting unless you tell them."


  I wouldn't bet on Relway missing anything. Some of those guys out there shivering probably reported to him. Unless Rupert really understood that and did leave his people behind. In which case I'd been imagining what I'd felt out there.


  I waited.


  "The situation at the World. The one involving Shadowslinger, Link Dierber, and the others. It happened as you described it?"


  "Exactly." I decided to dispense with honorifics till he insisted otherwise. Being me. Having to test the temper of whoever sat across from me. "I have no reason to distort the chronicle."


  "I thought as much." He observed, "The Algardas erred when they brought those people to your theater."


  "Maybe. But they were just family, worried about their kids. The theater was full of dead bugs. The Algardas wanted to show the others what their kids had been up to. They weren't there to start a war."


  "I suppose. Had they been, they wouldn't have gotten so badly mauled." As though he'd forgotten me, he muttered, "Too bad it wasn't Kilsordona who got in the Bellman's way."


  "Kilsordona?"


  "Precisely. Yes. Oh. That would be the Nighthunter Kilsordona. The one wider than he is tall. A particularly unpleasant personality and a favorite annoyance of mine."


  "I didn't know they let any Nighthunters come back from the Cantard." They'd been one of the ugliest weapons fielded by our side. Invisible and undetectable after night-fall, the Nighthunters had been insane killers, often sent out to eliminate vampires and other night predators for which the Cantard is justly famous.


  "A few showed an ability to get over the need for murder. But that is nothing to do with us. Or this. A personal annoyance only."


  I shuddered. His speech was increasingly creepy. "Uh . . . can you tell me what that was all about? Link Dierber going off, determined to get his brother and getting got himself instead?"


  "Not so petty jealousy. The kind that happens in any family, but, for Link, magnified a hundred times. Link always made things bigger than they were. That was his psychosis." Rupert paused. He waved a hand to indicate he wasn't finished. He choked on his own words for thirty seconds before he got going again. "Many people would have lived longer, happier lives if Link Dierber had been stillborn."


  "And Belle?"


  "Only half as mad as his crazy half brother. Only half as violent. Thanks to his upbringing." He managed a note of sarcasm.


  "What happened between them? To start everything?"


  "I don't think anyone knows what the trigger was. And you could be the only one who cares. It certainly doesn't matter. We have to deal with the situation that exists today."


  Don't you hate having to communicate with people whose heads don't work like your own?


  I don't let it get to me. There are too many of them.


  "If you weren't responsible for Dierber and the others being there, there's no need to feel responsible for what happened, Sergeant."


  I didn't. The squabble between Belle Chimes and his family was an inconvenience. So were red tops who kept workmen from getting on with construction. Which I mentioned. Sourly. "What's the bottom line going to be? My principal will be extremely unhappy if he gets dragged into a vendetta he didn't start himself."


  "No worries. Only Schnook Avery is likely to carry a grudge. And Schnook will be taking up residence in a special sorcerer's suite at the Al-Khar. He'll stay there till we're sure he'll behave. Or till one of my idiot older brothers has him cut loose."


  Mr. Jan sewed assiduously, hearing nothing.


  "What about Belle? And Lurking Felhske?"


  "Felhske?" Distinctly unhappy at the mention. "Felhske isn't germane."


  Damn! He sounded a little heated, even.


  Calmer, "We'll see no more of him, I'm sure. The Bellman will be tracked down and arrested, though."


  Understandable. "Why is he called the Bellman?"


  Prince Rupert stared for a moment, as though trying to work out if I was sincere, or just stupid. "Belle? Bellman? Nickname. Goes back to when he was about ten."


  "Those people load themselves down with silly monikers. I thought it might have some special meaning. Like Stormwarden. Or Windwalker."


  He flinched. He wasn't immune to her magic, either. He said, "The reports about you appear to be accurate."


  Great chance for a wise remark. Relway, Block, or any of their underlings would have gotten one. The prince, not so likely. "Excuse me?"


  "You worry and fuss about things in no need of fuss or worry."


  An unusual way of stating it but a sentiment I'd heard expressed a few hundred times before. "None of this has turned out real satisfying."


  "That's life. Did you do your job? It looks like you did what you were supposed to do. That should be satisfying in itself."


  I grunted. What was I doing in the back room of a tailor's shop, during a blizzard, talking to the number-three man in the kingdom, under circumstances suggesting that the meeting was part of something big and secret?


  "Why am I really here?"


  "In addition to matters discussed? Two reasons. What's buried under your theater?"


  I shrugged. "I don't know. My associates think it's a dragon. I'm not sure I agree. It doesn't feel like what I think a dragon ought to feel like. We hope we can tame it with cold. Whatever it is, that seems to be putting it back to sleep. A few days' more winter should do it. Anyway, I'm not supposed to discuss it. The fewer who know anything, the fewer there are who will be likely to provoke it."


  He eyed me unhappily. "The main reason for this is that I hope to recruit you into a new law enforcement department. In a senior position."


  "Huh? Another one? Me? Be a tin whistle? I don't think. . . ."


  My lack of enthusiasm didn't please the prince. "I'd think this would be your dream job. Doing what you do, with the Crown behind you. Your income guaranteed."


  Being told what I could and couldn't do, what I could and couldn't wear, even being told how to lace my boots.


  I wanted to yell, "Get thee behind me, foul demon!" But it was better to temporize. "I was a Marine. I'm proud of that. But it isn't going to happen again."


  "You not being your own boss."


  "Exactly."


  "You'd have more freedom than you think."


  That would be true the day the air filled with live, squealing bacon thicker than a gnat swarm. "You'd have to get more specific before I'd consider it. I like my life the way it is."


  "I'd hoped to make you my personal observer inside the Al-Khar. Straightforward enough?"


  "Ah. . . ." Yes. He wanted to set me up to look over the shoulders of the masters of the Guard, Watch, and Unpublished Committee.


  He said, "I'm gathering people who are the best at what they do. With you we'd start out using an arrangement like the one you have with the Weider Brewery. Outside the Al-Khar your Special Office would handle things we don't want the Guard or Watch seen ham-handing. Inside, you'd be Director of the Office of the Chief Inspectorate, publicly tasked to watch the watchers. You'd follow a career arc similar to Director Relway's but with your name becoming less well known. You'd have the city's most talented people reporting to you. You'd do highly important work but the public would remain unaware of it."


  A snake oil salesman ought to have more facility expressing himself. The prince's tics left him sounding like a crook even if he was being honest. "What would I be doing if I wasn't keeping Relway honest?"


  "Not yet. Not a word more than what I've said. I repeat. This isn't to become part of public discourse, now or if you accept the position."


  All right. He was offering me a job. A real job. Probably doing what I do, till I weaseled my way in where I could keep an eye on the darkness at the heart of the Al-Khar.


  "If you accept I'd want you to bring all your resources with you. And to disengage from private arrangements."


  That killed it. Wasn't going to happen. But I wasn't ready to break his heart in front of so many absent witnesses.


  He sensed the change. His eyes narrowed. "Compensation would be commensurate with your level of responsibility."


  "Generous, huh?"


  "Very. I'm asking you to give up a lot."


  My eyes narrowed. But temptation remained well behind me. I couldn't imagine the king of Karenta being more generous than the king of beer. Not to mention less controlling.


  "Enough to let you retain your usual associates. Though they couldn't know what you're doing. Some don't know how to keep a secret."


  "You've been checking up."


  "We could, in fact, set up departmental expenses separate from salaries. But you'd have to keep detailed records. You'd have to account for everything. And be prepared to argue convincingly for expenditures. I'm creating a fiscal oversight group, too."


  The more he talked the more his offer sounded like a nightmare come true. "It's interesting, the turns life takes."


  "Seize the night, as they say." His excitement was gone. He knew I wasn't buying.


  He soldiered on, though. He asked my thoughts on the leading personalities of our day. A dozen times he said, "I never thought of it that way." Or, "Is that how the little folk see it?" He had a strong interest in the differences in thinking between his class and those of us who do the world's work. Not that he saw any particular merit in the plebian viewpoint.


  He might have been slumming, or just enjoying a freak show.


  He kept going back to popular attitudes toward Relway, Block, the better known human rights agitators, and the Contagues. And, more obliquely, his brother the king. I was as honest as I dared be. While growing ever more suspicious.


  Morley would be heartbroken. I'd have to tell him that, as yet, he had done nothing gaudy enough to have caught the eye of Good Prince Rupert.


  It would be nice if he kept it that way.


  Mr. Jan did seize the opportunity to take additional measurements while I was there. Though my new coat would now be delayed till he completed the masterwork he was creating for the prince.
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  Back to the World? Or go home?


  Home sounded good. The Dead Man could get to work making sense of what had just happened with Prince Rupert. And I could get warm.


  I had some ideas about the nature of the tar pit I'd stumbled into but wasn't confident of my instincts. Old Bones could winkle out the shadowed connections.


  And the house would be warm.


  Everyone else had a different idea about what was going on at the World. They all agreed: We had us a dragon down below and we had to tippy-toe till it went back to sleep.


  Home kept calling but there was a lot of day left. I decided to check in with Morley Dotes. I had something nagging at me. My subconscious might nail it down while my friend distracted my conscious mind.


  Dotes looked so glum I decided to order a mixed veggie grill just to cheer him up. He joined me while I waited. I asked, "How come so blue? Nobody in their right mind would be out in this, anyway."


  "It's not that. Not just that. I've made a deal with a devil. I can't stop thinking about the possible consequences."


  "Any deal with Belinda definitely has a downside. You give up on collecting the bounty on Lurking Felhske?"


  "No bounty to be had anymore, brother."


  "Huh? Not even Relway?"


  "Especially not Relway and his Unpublished Committee, apparently. A red top came around with a message for me, personally. He was part giant, part ogre, had fangs down to here, and made Saucerhead look like the runt of the litter."


  Inspiration. "Did he drool a lot? Have one fang kind of twisted? Talked with a lisp because of what would be called a harelip if he was human?"


  "Member of your family?"


  "Not yet. Just an acquaintance. From afar. I doubt if he knows me. And I doubt if he's really a red cap. He'd be Urban Jack Tick-Tack. Real name, Capricious Moon. He's in the same line as Saucerhead, only up the Hill."


  "Urban Jack? Tick-Tack?"


  "I don't know." I preened. It isn't often that I know something about the lice on the belly of the body politic that my friends don't. "Where do nicknames come from?"


  "My guess is, there's a crippled little god somewhere, sitting in his playpen, who thinks them up and slides them into people's heads when they're squatting on the chamber pot."


  My mixed grill came, redolent of garlic and ginger. I dug in. It was good. Morley could tell I liked it. He was smug. He told me, "Singe and I did still give it one last half-ass try. Because I don't let anyone push."


  "Singe, too?"


  "My mistake. I know. I shouldn't have involved her. She decided she can't track him anymore, anyway. She says he took a bath."


  "Gods! Good. If anybody ever needed one. . . ."


  "She didn't mean a literal soap and water bath, Garrett. Though he did that, too."


  "Interesting."


  "I suppose. Why?"


  "Somebody wants Lurking Felhske even farther on the down low."


  Dotes raised an eyebrow almost as fetchingly as I do.


  "He wouldn't notice his own stench. Guys with the big body odor just don't. They live with it. Right? So somebody clued him in, convinced him, and added a little magic."


  "And then sent a thug around to reason with people who might go looking for him?"


  "Seems plausible to me." I recalled an unexplained pounding on my door this morning. Any connection? Old Bones hadn't seen fit to report. Assuming he'd been paying attention at all. There were times he didn't. More and more frequently, lately.


  He'd been aware enough to nag me.


  "You lost in there, Garrett?"


  "Some. Things started out bone simple. I had what looked like a protection play shaping. With a bug complication. I took care of the extortion and I got the bug thing under control. But one damned thing keeps leading to another. Now. . . ." Now I seemed to be getting caught up in something barely even tangentially connected with the World. People involved in other things kept doing things that made getting on with completing the theater difficult.


  Morley said, "On a brighter note, we'll start work on the new place as soon as the weather clears. We'll be selling lunch to your workmen by the end of the month. How can I get hold of that Rockpile person?"


  I told him. Then said, "I'm not gonna get home as early as I thought."


  Morley hoisted his eyebrow again.


  "I'm getting a glimmer of something. Like one of those ghosts when it just starts forming." Forgetting that he couldn't see them. "I'm thinking Saucerhead might have the answer. Without knowing he has it."


  "I hope that ratty coat is warmer than it looks." Said with the smirking smile he reserves for when he sticks in the needle.


  I gave him my best hard eye. It ricocheted off. I put a few coins on the table and left.
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  Saucerhead and the others were still inside the World but huddled up close to the door so they wouldn't have far to run if they decided to make a quick getaway.


  "Ghosts back, Head?"


  "Yeah. Sort of. One or two."


  "But they haven't bothered you?"


  "Not yet. So far they're only interested in that case of yours. But that could change."


  "Excellent! I'm so smart! I don't think you have to worry."


  Tharpe's expression told me he was keeping a lid on his opinion only because I was the Keeper of the Coins.


  I told him, "I came by to find out what you know about Urban Jack Tick-Tack. Since you know everybody."


  The crowd stared at me like I'd sprouted horns.


  "Ultimate badass bonebreaker, Garrett. You don't want to mess with him. But you don't need to worry. He only works for rich people. Just don't piss Weider off so much he wants to crunch you. Hell. How come you're asking? Just curious. On account of, Tick-Tack himself was here only about an hour ago."


  "What? No way."


  "Way. You can't imagine how big he is."


  "What did he want?"


  "I don't know. He didn't say. He just strolled in and started looking around. Soon as he seen all of us watching he took off."


  "Been any rumors about him lately? Head? Anybody?"


  "Been keeping a low profile. Any of you guys heard anything ? See?"


  "That's really what I expected. I guess I'm as warm as I'm going to get here. Oh. I figure the workmen will be back tomorrow."


  "We got that word, maybe twenty minutes ago. Message signed by Director Relway himself. These guys are supposed to hang around and keep an eye out in case of developments."


  Damn! The prince moved fast. "That's good, then." I stopped by my cases and mumbled a bit before I plunged into the great white.


  There wasn't much light left. I decided to use what there was to check out the Faction clubhouse, see how busy they'd been cleaning up.


  There were tracks around the steps, most going in, a few coming out. This deserved closer examination.


  As I started a little voice chirped, "Mr. Garrett? Is that you?"


  Took me a few seconds to locate her. "Mindie? Mindie Grinblatt? What are you doing here?"


  "We were watching the place down under there for Mr. Algarda. He hired Daddy to keep people out. We would get to live there. But a little while ago this monster came. Daddy told me to get around behind it, then climb the stairs and get away. So I did. But he didn't tell me what to do after I got out. So I've just been waiting. And I'm getting worried. Mama and Daddy haven't come up to tell me it's all right."


  Oh boy! odtaa for sure.


  I considered options. Most involved me going somewhere else and staying out of the way while natural dwarfish resilience took place. It would take some managing to best the Grinblatts in tight quarters underground.


  But Mindie did say that a monster had come.


  "Tell me about the monster. What was it? How big?"


  "I don't know. Really big. I just saw tusks and a lot of hair. Or maybe it was wearing a fur coat."


  Not good. Played right into the conspiracy theory I was developing.


  "That's good. You're doing good so far. Here's what we'll do. You give me your ax and your sword and your shield—"


  "But then I won't have anything. . . ."


  "You'll still have your other sword, your daggers, your truncheon, your boots, your teeth, and anything you've got for your trousseau. You'll only have to go a couple of blocks. . . . Good girl. Let me see how that helmet fits, too."


  It was loose. A little dwarf girl's dress-up hat.


  "All right. I'm going down and see about your mom and dad. I want you to run to the World. The big building where you saw me the first time. Tell a man named Saucerhead what happened and what I'm doing. Got that?"


  She nodded. Hitched her breeches. Dug something out of somewhere. "You'll need these." She handed me a couple of warm blond stones the size and shape of chestnuts. They were so smooth they felt oily. And they glowed like feeble candlelight. "Moonstones. There's a little light left in them. Take care of my stuff." And off she went, no longer troubled.


  Of course. It was all on me now.


  I fumbled one of the stones, but could see it through the snow. I made sure I got it back. Mindie wanted me to take care of her stuff. I shoved both stones into a right-hand side pocket of the beaver coat. Clumsily.


  I was trying to manage a clutch of edged weapons. Even the shield had its sharp sides. I needed to be careful.


  It got dark fast under the house. But, on the plus side, there was no wind.


  I had a stroke of smarts. Brought out one of Mindie's stones. Dull, creamy light, like the light of a full moon that's gotten just high enough to have lost its autumn orange. Excellent!


  Then, uh-oh! A little girl had given me moonstones. Which had to be one of the deepest secrets of her people. She'd done so thoughtlessly, as though to someone of her own tribe.


  Moonstones. I'd never heard of such a thing. I couldn't begin to imagine how much they'd be worth.


  So there I was—


  Which is the way so many anecdotes start. Usually ones where the speaker sheepishly relates some adventure in which he came off less than shining.


  But not always.


  So there I was, moonstone in my right hand, dangerously sharp arsenal in my left. I worked out a way to put the child's sword up my left sleeve without wounding myself, then tightened the shield's straps so it would ride my left forearm and keep the sword in place at the same time. I adjusted the helmet, grabbed hold of the ax handle in my left hand, and proceeded. Holding the ax out like it was a cobra in a foul mood.


  That ax was so sharp I could hear it slicing the air.


  Dwarves let little girls play with razor-sharp steel. They never get hurt. A grown man ought to be able to. . . . Ouch! And what was that?


  Somebody having trouble breathing. Given a listen, there was no mistaking the sound, though I hadn't heard it in a while. Somebody had what they call a sucking chest wound.


  Urban Jack.


  Me having had the description, this couldn't be anyone else.


  Damn, he was huge! How the hell had he gotten down the stairs?


  He was scattered around the floor of that anteroom in the deepest basement. There was blood everywhere, tacky but a long way from dry. Jack had suffered at least a dozen cuts, most shallow, well distributed. Plus the chest wound, where something had gone in deep enough to penetrate a lung.


  I held a moonstone up high, to light as much area as possible.


  Urban Jack sensed my presence. Dull eyes cracked open. He couldn't have seen me very well, with the moonstone over my head. He reached up, got hold of the beaver coat for a second. "Boss? I think they were too much for me this time." His eyes closed again. His hand fell.


  He did go on breathing raggedly.


  "Grinblatt! Rindt! Where the hell are you? You all right?"


  No answer.


  I started with the clubhouse door. Nothing. Nobody and nothing. The place had been cleaned out of everything but an underground smell.


  Likewise, the little trysting room. That one before any other, most likely.


  I picked the bad door for last, meaning I tried the one I thought led to the Faction's lab. And there I found a full complement of Grinblatts. Less Mindie, gone for help.


  They were all unconscious. Which meant they were bad hurt. Some dwarves can go into hibernation, or sort of an induced coma, when they suffer a life-threatening trauma. Meaning these dwarves were in a bad way but they could be saved. They wouldn't be getting out of the cellar without being carried, though.


  I placed the moonstones on a naked table and started checking the dwarves. Essentially a futile gesture. They were all bundled up in their standard dwarfish apparel. I'd need a blacksmith to get them out.


  The boy appeared to be in the best shape. He lay farthest from the doorway. It looked like his mother had broken bones. Rindt had more broken bones. He looked awful. I was amazed he was breathing, induced coma or no. He had to have serious internal injuries.


  First things first. Mindie's moonstones were fading.


  I'd just gotten a third lamp burning when I heard Saucerhead's remote bellow. "Garrett?"


  "Come on down. It's safe." If there had been any spells, Urban Jack had torn them up. "Be careful on the stairs."


  I slipped the moonstones back into my pocket.


  The lamplight revealed a lot more nothing. The place had been stripped. Only a dozen dirty, empty tables remained. There was no seeing any wall but the one housing the door I'd used to get in. There were pillars that seemed to go out in endless ranks and files. There were echoes.


  This was not something the Faction had created for themselves.


  But they had gotten it emptied out fast. Them and their moms and dads.


  Saucerhead came clumping down, followed by several other pairs of feet. "I'm in here. Whatever you do, don't open any doors."


  Tharpe arrived. "What the hell did you do, Garrett? I know you're handy when they get you backed into a corner, but there ain't no way you took Urban Jack."


  "You're right. That would be these people here."


  "Dwarves? No shit?" He put down a typical human impulse to argue. "That actually makes more sense. Dwarves wouldn't fuck around trying to talk about it. They wouldn't worry about no appropriate level of response. They seen an Urban Jack headed their way, they'd go to the axes first." He added a bit of philosophy I probably ought to consider more when I get all morally judgmental. "Better to be alive and feel bad than dead and feel nothing."


  "Yeah. You see that face coming at you out of the darkness, you shouldn't worry about anything but chopping it up."


  "How did the asshole get down here, Garrett? Big as he is?"


  "I don't know. Had to work at it, I guess. I don't care. These dwarves need hauled out. We could turn these tables into stretchers."


  "Is that a good idea? What do we do with them once we've got them out in the cold?"


  Not a point I wanted to hear, but a good one. "Mindie? Are you here? Where's Mindie?"


  "Who? The little dwarf?"


  "Her."


  "I think—"


  A little voice piped up in the antechamber. "I'm out here, Mr. Garrett." She weaseled between Figgie Joe and a couple red caps, looked around. "I was going to stick a knife in the monster's eye. But then I thought how bad he would start to smell, and how long it would be before there was nothing left but bones. So I left him alone. Maybe he can get out of here on his own. Then you can chop his head off."


  "Sugar and spice," Tharpe observed.


  "And everything nice. Mindie, what about your mom and dad and brother?"


  She was looking them over as I asked. "It isn't as bad as I thought it would be. Everything will turn out all right, given time, Mr. Garrett." She knelt beside her father.


  Saucerhead and his companions gaped. Me too. This wasn't the scared little girl I'd found hiding in the blizzard a little bit ago. Nor was she the girl who'd shown up at the World looking for help from Saucerhead. Now she was a girl confident of the future.


  Two minutes later she was a little manager telling Saucerhead and the guys thanks for the help, and they could get back to what they'd been doing now. They smiled some and nodded some. Tharpe and Figgie Joe did go.


  The red caps stayed right where they were. Violence had been done without official license. They were going to sit in here till they got official instructions from the Al-Khar. Which meant that somebody had gone to get those.


  I might want to move on myself, then. I had no special desire to spend my evening answering stupid questions over and over.


  Mindie accepted the presence of the law. What chance did a kid have? She came to me. "Thank you. They'll be all right. Daddy will take a while to recover, though. Did you take care of my stuff? I'll take it back now."


  I pointed. Shield, sword, ax, and helmet rested on one of the otherwise empty tables. The moonstones were in my coat pocket. I slipped them to her without the red caps noticing. "You sure you'll be all right?"


  "I'll be fine, Mr. Garrett. I have these men to protect me if the monster gets back up." But, for an instant, the frightened child peered out from behind the confident mask dwarves have to show us lesser species.


  "All right. I don't want to be late for supper. But only if you're absolutely sure."


  Fleeting dwarfish smile from behind a beard just starting to come in. "No, you don't want to miss a meal." And, as I was sliding past the red tops, "Thank you again, Mr. Garrett."
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  As noted, a heavy, wet snow is a quiet place. And blinding. People are vague shapes till you feel their breath.


  How Lurking Felhske found me, I couldn't imagine. I'd have thought it impossible. Proof he was a genius. But he didn't surprise me, bath or no bath. Twice he came close enough for me to sense as he sized me up. Then he took a run at me less than a quarter mile from home. Coming at me out of the snow like he was just another miserable traveler slouching along in the opposite direction.


  I didn't actually know it was Felhske then. There was no telltale stench. But I did realize that somebody was sizing me up.


  He got the tip of the oak headknocker between the eyes as he drew even, before he could turn and jump me from behind. His knees went wobbly. I got behind him, shoved a knee into his spine while laying my club across his throat. "Be good, brother." Taking a while to realize who I had, which I did only after I realized I had hold of a very oddly constructed gentleman.


  Despite the orangutan shape Felhske conceded his shortcomings as a street fighter. He resigned himself.


  "What the hell are you thinking? Your principal is out of action."


  He twitched. Meaning maybe his employer wasn't out of the equation after all. "Who're you working for?"


  He wasn't going to talk.


  I got his weird long arms up behind him, marched him toward my place. We would let the Dead Man deal.


  Old Bones sensed my approach. He touched me lightly, to let me know he was there, then expressed surprise that I wasn't alone. He couldn't sense Felhske at all. He suggested I thump the man a couple times to make sure he didn't start thinking clearly.


  His mind is extremely well protected. Bring him right to me. This should be instructive.


  "Right." Whatever that meant. Exercising my full wit and reason, in the face of the hints that had been accumulating, I bounded to an improbable conclusion. Barate Algarda had hired Felhske to punish me for lusting after the Windwalker. Or to keep quiet his illegal and immoral goings-on with his female descendants.


  I had an old-fashioned, tight-ass upbringing. In my family that stuff would've been taken seriously.


  So. Furious Tide of Light? She could get her daddy-lover to do something out of character and stupid. But why would she? Even to protect her baby. It wasn't that big a deal to her. Kevans wasn't particularly important in this. Was she?


  Ah. You will enjoy this. Chuckles was in a lighthearted mood. Come join our guests.


  Singe let us in. Her eyes bugged when she saw who I'd caught. "Look at the hair on him. Maybe he really is a monkey."


  She was right. Felhske's head was a briar patch. The rest of him was damned near shaggy as a bear.


  I found the full membership of the Faction crowded into the Dead Man's room, none of them thrilled to be there. Kyra Tate was on hand, too, evidently having lost the capacity to separate herself from Kip Prose. Even the apostate twins, Berbach and Berbain, were in the klatch, identifiable because their mom still dressed them alike. Old Bones must have armed Kip with some especially convincing arguments.


  All should be well soon, Garrett. The last Faction problems relating to the World have been, or shortly will be, corrected and controlled. But he felt unsure. Something wasn't going the way he wanted. He was moody.


  Did Kip look a little smug over there?


  I'd see what I could do about knocking that off his clock.


  I said nothing but tried to send the Dead Man the idea that I thought he'd just blown out a cloud of wicked wishful thinking.


  Not very amusing, Garrett. I am stressed to my limits.


  "Yeah? Want to share?"


  Mr. Felhske is less than six feet away, yet I can barely detect his presence. My sense for all these children is only slightly better. The only open head among them is Miss Tate. There is little of value to be found in there.


  "I'm thinking it might not be you. You're having no luck with the kids?"


  Very little. Every single one has a dual personality. The twins are outright frightening.


  "Have you noticed the tonsorial fashion statement?"


  He can see only by using somebody's else eyes. He borrowed mine. And picked up my suspicions at the same time.


  Aha! Yes! Singe. Please pull the hair of whichever youngster is easiest to reach. As hard as you can! Garrett, stand by to deal with an outraged response.


  Singe snatched a fright wig off the gourd of a kid I hadn't seen before. She yelped, stared at her fingers. The kid turned out to be an attractive young lady with long blond hair, not a pretty boy with good skin.


  That is the answer! the Dead Man crowed. Garrett, bless you! You found the answer. I have been a fool. It was in front of me all the time. Once again I have failed to see what I did not expect to see.


  He was thrilled. He would've gotten up and danced if he could.


  No exception but Kyra, those kids weren't thrilled. They'd been found out. Now all they wanted was to get away.


  Old Bones tried to make the blonde help snatch wigs. Painful work. Something in the hair stung and cut my fingers. The cuts burned.


  All will be explained now! The Dead Man began trying to control the scalped in an effort to stem that tidal bore of panicky youth dedicated to getting out of our house.


  He had the same luck as a cat flung into a room with fifty mice.


  I felt his frustration. He had been far gone in his weakened self-confidence. Which did roar back for seconds only.


  Chaos reigned. Shrieking kids trampled me and Singe. A blast of winter air filled the hallway as Dean emerged from the kitchen armed with a rolling pin and cast-iron skillet.


  He was no help. Too many teenagers wanted out of a place where their secrets might be exposed, all of them at once.


  A stunt had been laid on to outwit the grown-ups. It had whipped around and bitten them. Now they were as manageable as a troop of panicky monkeys.


  Kip Prose would not be popular with this bunch much longer.


  Old Bones, despite the invaluable assistance of Garrett, Pular Singe, and Dean Creech, lost all hope when Lurking Felhske reassessed his resignation to his fate.


  Felhske produced a blade that I'd been too dumb to look for and take away. I hadn't looked because I'd heard the man wasn't a fighter.


  I plowed through the remaining kids and intercepted Felhske. Sort of.


  Basically, I deflected him. I didn't get in a solid hit. I did remove part of his hair. I squeaked. My fingers felt like they were being shredded.


  I crashed through Kip and Kyra and some minor furniture. A wall slowed me down. I used the crown of my head to soften the impact.


  Dean whopped orangutan man with his skillet.


  The scrambling and shrieking were done. Only Kip, Kyra, and Kevans remained, along with Lurking Felhske. Not an auspicious night for that part of the alphabet.


  The Dead Man claimed, I accepted the loss of the children to ensure that we did not come absent the critical information belonging to Mr. Felhske.


  To which I said, "Bull!" But did not push because he'd started feeling good about himself again.


  Singe got the front door shut, with difficulty. Her poor hands were more ragged than mine. Mine burned like hell. "Dean. See what you can do about these." He's our first-aid guru. He produced gauze and salve with striking speed. The salve was pungent. It stung at first, then sent the pain away.


  Dean demonstrated a sea change in attitude toward Singe by treating her first. I drank beer to pass the time while I waited. And examined one of the wigs. Sharp-edged brass wire tangles ran through what looked like hair off a woolly mammoth, up close. It was coarse and oddly colored, but that hadn't been obvious while the spells installed were crackling.


  I considered Kip Prose. I considered dumpy-looking Kevans Algarda. She must be a lot more than she showed. Was she armed with some of her mother's magic?


  I considered Kyra, too, but only with a passing interest. She was collateral damage. Just lucky to be in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong guy. She was going to tell her aunt Tinnie on me.


  This reduced assembly should be manageable.


  "The whole bunch should've been. You just needed to use a couple of kids to help us plug the doorway."


  Perhaps. However, I chose instead to collect data while panic had everyone thinking about what they most wanted to remain secret. Which will stand us in good stead should we have to deal with the Faction again.


  The boy continues to amaze. The charged wire mesh is ingenious. A third-generation form of what began as the compliance device.


  "Kip running wild again, eh?"


  Young Mr. Prose is in the mix but on this one Miss Algarda is more responsible. Not for the physical device, but for the idea and for the sorcery used to make Mr. Prose's netting effective.


  He'd be plundering their every thought now, and mixing in fragments he had plucked from all the heads that had gotten away.


  True. And, on the whole, I am embarrassed. I was well and truly deceived.


  "You about to confess a shortcoming?"


  After a fashion. We have come full circle. Because, for the Faction, this is all about the compliance device after all.


  "Old dead guy say what?"


  Not the compliance device originally conceived. Nor the one we saw in its second iteration, that could be deployed in a proactive, pathetically hopeful manner. Not even the upgrade version we saw here tonight. No. There are newer iterations in this most ingenious collaboration between Miss Algarda and Mr. Prose. The fourth-generation version moves from the purely protective to the offensive.


  "Meaning they're about to start getting into other people's heads?"


  Reading actual thoughts instead of just moods, yes.


  "Ouch!"


  Ouch, indeed. I would be rendered obsolete. Though, even more so than the three-wheel, their marketing strategy would be limited production sold to high bidders.


  I glared at Kevans. The girl didn't wilt. My thoughts became scattered as I tried to work out how her adolescent trauma, harsh as it might have been, could have brought her to—


  You are yielding to melodrama, Garrett. Although you are not wrong in thinking that Miss Algarda's relationship with her father impacts her decision-making. But greed has become more powerful.


  I suppose there had been no point when Kevans believed she might not be doing the right thing. Nor would care now if some old fart showed her the truth.


  The outstanding naiveté in all this is Mr. Prose's. Who is now being saved by the love of a good woman.


  "What?"


  So the girl thinks.


  I got it. But it was kind of corny. Kyra Tate, amateur fire goddess, saving boy genius Cypres Prose from the wiles of the dowdy wicked witch Kevans Algarda.


  There is a fifth iteration of the compliance device coming down the road. The compliance part will have actual meaning. Miss Algarda convinced Mr. Prose that she needs it as a way to manage her father when he cannot be evaded or discouraged.


  Young Mr. Prose is a very good friend. Miss Algarda is not.


  Unbeknownst to the Faction, initially the fourth and fifth iterations of the device came to the attention of a family acquaintance involved in law enforcement.


  "It gets better and better." A horror worse than any tentacled thing without vowels in its name, slithering through a crack in the wall between dimensions, that. "And I don't have to guess who, do I?"


  If you did you would be wrong. The man was not someone we know. Unintentionally he overheard an argument between Kevans and Kip. He did not take what he heard seriously. But he did pass it on to Prince Rupert.


  "I see, said the blind man. And all of Relway's prayers were answered."


  Given the situation, perhaps you should have taken your opportunity to become a key insider in the new order. As opposed to possibly becoming one of its earlier successes.


  "Well, yeah. I'm starting to think that. Also, I did figure out that there had to be some kind of connection between Kevans and Rupert. Or Kip and Rupert."


  You did, indeed. You have been exercising your mind, if in secret. Mr. Felhske—likely Mr. Tick-Tack, too—belongs to Prince Rupert's Special Office. Mr. Felhske was tasked both to contact Miss Algarda and to keep an eye on her. No trust on the part of the prince, who wanted an exclusive on the fifth iteration.


  That explained Kevans being unhappy to see Felhske. It explained him wearing a near full-body fright wig that he had to get somewhere. Kevans had made a deal with Rupert and thought she was in control. Felhske turning up proved otherwise. To Kevans that said the prince did not trust her.


  He allowed himself to be captured.


  "I know."


  The young lady has, perhaps, overstepped herself. Youth features impatience and overconfidence. In ten years she could have been one of the great villains. The sociopathic pieces are all there. They need experience and polish.


  She will not laugh.


  "Say what?" He was having fun now.


  Given the opportunity to become what she has the potential to be, Kevans Algarda would make few of the traditional story villain mistakes. No windy, gloating explanations. No evil laughter.


  "Another Belinda."


  Worse. For Miss Contague these days it is about business ninety percent of the time, plus a touch of the personal. For Miss Algarda it would be personal most of the time. She would be punishing the world.


  "But selling compliance devices to the red tops. . . ."


  Each including a control spell that can be tripped at the convenience of the manufacturer. Consider, though. She fell into the situation but instantly understood that she was dealing with a man who might become king. She is impatient, but also capable of thinking ahead.


  "And you got no hint of any of this while the Algardas were here."


  I did not. There is an excellent chance that they know nothing.


  "Yet they wore wigs."


  Yes, they did. Algarda started at Kevans' suggestion several weeks ago.


  "She was setting him up to put thoughts in."


  She was readying him for the day when she could.


  "And the Windwalker?"


  Kevans has very little respect for her mother. "That fire-crotch bimbo!" when she talks about her to the other kids. There is, definitely, an element of competition for Daddy's attention and affection. But, as to the parental place in this, I believe them to be exactly what they purport. Parents worried about their daughter. With reason, obviously. Their part in the scheme would be unwitting. Many people have contributed, none being fully aware. Miss Algarda has used every acquaintance as a brick in the overall wall.


  "And would've gone to wondrous places if not for the rest of the Faction."


  Those boys and their giant bugs were her undoing.


  Dean barged in with food. "I'll fetch a fresh pitcher in a minute." He looked around. Matters appeared to be proceeding to his satisfaction. But, "Has anyone thought about what to do when the parents show up demanding explanations?"


  Oh. "You think they will?"


  That will depend on what the individual young people believe happened here. I suspect most will not be anxious to have their parents become further involved. We have leverage now.


  "But Dean is right. We'll hear from somebody. And none of this is what we're getting paid for."


  Correct. We will get back to the World in the morning. The connection between the Faction and the theater has been severed. The young people should go their own ways.


  Tomorrow John Stretch will make his final effort. I am confident that his rats will find little of interest. In point of fact, now we have only to deal with the dragon.


  A big Only.


  The Dead Man's mood had gone through a dramatic upgrade. He was on a super high now, thrilled to be part of what, for him, was a wild intellectual adventure.


  Me too. Some.


  There were beautiful women everywhere, wicked and good and every possible alloy in between, along with selfish, shallow, naive, and self-destructive. What a wonderful landscape!


  Old Bones went right on having adventures in the wild country behind the eyes of Kevans Algarda and Lurking Felhske. I felt his glee as he plowed the darkness and turned up curious artifacts, most of which he would never share because he wouldn't consider them my business.


  Ah.


  "Yes?"


  I have made an interesting discovery. Buried deep in the trivia cluttering Mr. Felhske's mind.


  "Which would be?" Knowing he loved to be coaxed.


  Who produced your most recent batch of clubs?


  "Clubs?" Oh. He meant the weighted headknockers. I'd bought six last fall. I keep leaving them behind. Or getting them taken away. Cost of doing business. "Ivl Verde. The furniture maker who supplies the wooden parts for the three-wheels. He has troll-powered lathes that can turn a club in a couple minutes. Why?"


  Mr. Felhske could find you in a snowstorm because Mr. Verde let someone put a tracking spell on your clubs.


  "I can guess who."


  Correct. Director Relway. And Mr. Felhske received a trace key from someone inside the Al-Khar. I would not suggest that you operate unarmed, so you should replace the Verde sticks.


  "I've still got one old one in the tool closet." My name for the household arsenal. "Which I'll save for when I really don't want to be tracked." I didn't care if the law watched me now. So why tip them off?


  His Nibs radiated agreement.


  I asked, "What's that smell?"


  Felhske had begun to stage a comeback.


  Dean brought more food. I ate some more and drank more beer.


  The Dead Man sent, I am now done with the children. You may release them.


  "Really? Even. . . ?"


  Even Miss Algarda. I have done some inspired editing of her memories. I cannot turn her into someone she is not, but I am able to manipulate the knowledge she will be able to access.


  I'd seen it done before. I expected to see it done again. "All right. Let me finish this sausage." And, a minute later, "You kids get ready to go. I'll go along, make sure you're all right. I need to see Tinnie, anyway."


  Kip and Kyra eyed each other like they'd been sentenced to remote and protracted prison terms. Each silently willed the other to do something.


  "Won't do any good, guys. That's the way it's going to be."


  I did wonder how Kyra kept getting out. In fact, why were so many of the Faction so loosely supervised? Kevans in particular.


  Kevans ought to have a parent in each pocket.


  "We need to make sure Kevans gets home safe, too." That would take us a quarter hour out of our way.


  I bundled up in my new fur coat and led the children outside. Along the way, in weather increasingly less unpleasant, Kip tried to distract me from what he feared was my determination to be a chaperone. He chattered on and on about ways to light the World.


  For my part, I worried. I tried to make Kip understand how much he'd been used.


  He wasn't that upset.


  Kevans was his friend. The rest mattered a lot less.


  I have a few of those friends myself.


  Kyra didn't share Kip's attitude. Kevans wasn't her friend. And she was afraid that Kip and Kevans might have played at being more than just friends, once upon a time.


  I cut them loose, telling Kip, "Go to the manufactory after you get Kyra home. Lie low there till I get things worked out with the Algardas."


  He didn't argue. He didn't believe much of what Old Bones had dug out—he hadn't been included in all the rotten details—but he was bright enough to understand that he was out of his depth.


  He paused to hug Kevans. They mumbled to each other. Kyra seethed, in redhead Tate "thou shalt have no other anyone" fashion. Then Kip joined her and they headed off. I'd bet Kyra never let go all the way to the Tate compound.


  The girl had it bad. The natural way.


  I hoped Kip dealt with it better than I did.


  Kevans, of course, had a secret way in and out of the Algarda stronghold. And stronghold it was, as is the case with most homes on the Hill. Those people used to squabble on a deadly, daily basis. Their homes had to be fortresses.


  Just as well I didn't have to deliver Kevans to her front door. I was in no mood to deal with either parent. I might've said something about bad parenting.


  Me. The world's foremost authority.
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  Tinnie wasn't home. An unhappy cousin told me she was at the manufactory. It was all my fault she was way behind. And now there was a rumor that the situation could get worse. She'd lost her grip on reality. Garrett could end up being underfoot all the time.


  I couldn't do anything about rumor and speculation amongst the Tates. Whatever I tried, I'd just equip myself with more holes dug deeper.


  I took Kip along. He'd still been saying good night to Kyra when I got there. He didn't want to leave. "I need you to make drawings and write up notes. Your contribution toward helping repay Mr. Weider for damages done by the Faction."


  He really didn't want to go. If he let Kyra get out of sight, she might come to her senses.


  On the short walk over, I told him, "Don't worry about the girl. Tate women are a pain in the ass sometimes but they stick once they make their minds up."


  Which was what he wanted to hear. Though he had trouble believing it. His self-confidence was still shaky.


  "I know that only helps a little. Every day that I find Tinnie still in my life I count as another miracle. I've never worked out what she sees in me."


  "Makes two of us." That was a shot, weakly delivered. I took it as a good sign.


  I left him outside his personal workroom at the manufactory. It was big and full of toys for a boy genius who might spark additional money gushers.


  It was cold in the building. The place didn't get warm when manufacturing wasn't going on. It wasn't now. The weather had kept most of the workers home.


  Which meant they were making too much money. In a labor market where replacements could be had by the hundred.


  Ha! Thunk like a true capitalist!


  "Garrett! What are you doing here? Besides sneaking up and scaring the knickers off me?"


  "Don't look like I did that good a job. Why don't I try charm instead?"


  "I'm working hard on getting immune to that. I think I've almost got it. You didn't answer my question."


  "I needed to see you. Not for the usual reasons."


  The woman can read me good. One hard look and she knew something was wrong. "All right. Spill the bad news."


  "Well. . . ." I wasn't sure how to tell her without sounding like I was accusing her.


  "Out with it, Malsquando." She wasn't troubled. She'd concluded that the problem wasn't between her and me. "Speak!"


  "You'll grant that Singe is pretty damned smart?"


  "Singe is a freak. She scares me. She's not just too smart for a ratperson, she's too smart for anybody."


  "Good. We won't need to debate that. So. Here's the thing. She's been studying the books, and. . . ."


  "And?" Eyes tight and narrow now. But still nothing to suggest that I'd tweaked a guilty nerve.


  "She found a problem with the financials from the manufactory."


  Tinnie seemed surprised. "How so? What kind of problem? Tell me."


  "You might have to talk to her direct to really get it." I jumped in, the best I understood what I'd been told.


  I didn't need to go on long. "Stop. Did she show you examples?"


  I told her what I'd seen.


  Tinnie was an angry woman suddenly. With the fire under fierce control.


  "You believe me?"


  "Of course I believe you! Why the hell would you make up a story like that? What I need to do now is figure out if it's true, or if Singe's imagination ran away with her. Go sit in the corner and don't disturb me."


  I couldn't resist. "You mean I don't get to lean over your shoulder, jostle your elbow, blow in your ear, and criticize while you're trying to get some work done?"


  The black look I got for that actually scared me. No good for the goose, good for the gander in this house. But she was still in that fierce, hard, rational state of anger. "Better yet, go wander around and make the night crew nervous."


  I didn't need to watch over her shoulder. Not that having me there could stop her fudging anything she wanted. I wouldn't notice.


  "I'll do that." I went. I made a tour of the shops. And won a full complement of growls and scowls from the few workers actually on hand. I counted the three-wheels in various stages of completion. Twenty-eight, total, of which eleven were ready for delivery. I grabbed one and went pedaling around the main floor.


  After getting chewed out by a foreman who wasn't impressed by my connections, I put the big, silly toy back and went upstairs to make Kip's life miserable. But he didn't mind the company. We talked for more than an hour, of cabbages, kings, vampires, zombies, and our respective female complications. He wouldn't talk about Kevans or the compliance device, though.


  I dropped a few seeds for thought. I hoped he wouldn't be able to get them out of his head.


  The boy was working the nerve up to go for some intimate advice when Tinnie stalked in, saving me the need to examine my conscience. I hoped she hadn't heard anything troubling.


  "Singe is right, Garrett. Grab your coat. We'll go down to your place. We can put our heads together." She was tired and frayed and distracted. She knew what was going on and who was doing it and didn't want it to be true.


  It would be family. Tates are big on family. And, given that assumption, I could name the villain. Rose Tate, bad cousin.


  It had been a long time since Rose had done anything wicked.


  "There's a good chance Singe won't still be up."


  "Then there's a good chance I'll wake her up. Or I'll talk to her in the morning."


  Oh boy! I left Kip with a parting smirk. Then I turned right back. "I need those drawings and papers to show Mr. Weider."


  Kip gave them up reluctantly, and only because he knew I wouldn't steal the ideas.


  As we hit the cold and darkness, my sweetie asked, "What was that with Kip?"


  "He came up with a couple ways to light the World without smelly lamps, candles, or torches." Which meant the theater could operate any time, not just when the sun was available.


  That wasn't what Tinnie wanted to know. She suspected me of giving manly advice.


  Singe was awake. And still worrying the problem that interested Tinnie. She'd made headway winkling out the wicked numbers. So I lost the redhead for a while. Dean, though, had turned in. I drew me a mug of beer and went into my little office.


  A dragon. How do you deal with a dragon with any hope of avoiding calamity?
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  Singe wakened us. "John Stretch is on his way. So is Playmate. Joe Kerr and his siblings will do your shoveling for you. You'd better hurry if you want breakfast before we go."


  Tinnie wouldn't let me out of bed.


  Breakfast had to wait.


  No one else dillydallied. John Stretch, his rats, his henchrats, and his transportation all failed to wait. Dean's lips were pursed in abiding disapproval when we finally reached the kitchen.


  He had been good enough to keep our breakfasts warm.


  Tinnie didn't eat much. "I have to show my uncles." She waved papers copied from Singe's collection. "My copies. We made them before we went to bed."


  I'd already been dead asleep. She hadn't wakened me. "Copies?"


  "This got past me, Garrett. Maybe because I didn't want to see it. It took a ratgirl to notice. I know you. You'll tell Max. I want to be there. To try to explain. To intercede, if I can."


  Intercede? The Tates would keep rescuing Rose till she scuttled them all. Yes. Max was fond of Tinnie. She stifled Alyx's worst impulses. Her presence might soften his rage enough for me to make my case. "All right. Good on you."


  See me before you leave.


  I headed for the Dead Man's room.


  Singe intercepted me. "You are going to see Mr. Weider?"


  "It's got to be done. I thought you went with your brother."


  "I had paperwork. I would like to come with you. To explain."


  I started to tell her that wouldn't be necessary.


  The Dead Man stroked my mind with a feather's touch of warning. "Sure. It'll be more convincing from somebody who can add up two times three. They don't think I can count past my fingers and toes."


  The redhead said, "Lucky you've got those extra toes."


  "What extra. . . ?" I went to see what Old Bones wanted. That was a fast review of everything, especially what he'd learned last night, and what he'd have Penny Dreadful poking into today. He had work for Winger and the Remora, too. If I stumbled across them. They seemed to have disappeared. They were supposed to be looking out for Kip and Kyra but hadn't been anywhere in sight last night. Vintage Winger.


  Lurking Felhske had departed while I slept, but a faint souvenier of his visit hung in the air.


  "That's it?"


  That is it.


  Maybe. But I was sure he had done some digging inside my head.


  Singe and Tinnie were in the hallway, waiting impatiently. Tinnie was simmering again.


  I wouldn't want to be Rose Tate tonight.


  I could not believe that the Tates would be dim enough to let Rose get close to money. Though I would've thought she was too lazy to be this clever.
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  Things at the World were calm and under control. Workmen were at work. Rats were down below. John Stretch told me they were finding nothing but bug scraps and broken pupae. Saucerhead's guys were on patrol outside, cocky because they'd thwarted a feeble raid by some dead-ender Stompers during the night. They'd rounded up the gangster wannabes and handed them over to the Guard. The kids would be off to labor camp before the end of the day.


  Otherwise, Tharpe's report was excellent. No inside trouble. No bugs, no freaks, and only a ghost of a ghost, seldom seen. The workmen had found nothing to bitch about yet.


  Tharpe told me, "There was music last night, though. But it was, like, contented. Sleepy. Not that loud, aggravated shit. Hell, it was purring."


  The workmen were really getting on with it. I had a good feeling as I led Tinnie and Singe on toward our fateful encounter at the Weider shack.
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  Hector wasn't working the door. I was disappointed. I'd really built him up to Tinnie and Singe. His replacement was average size, ginger of hair, overly muscled and had the cold eyes of somebody who really missed the war. He recognized Tinnie and was concerned by the company she chose to keep. He let us in without saying a word.


  Some kind of bang and crash happened, followed by shouting. Somebody launched a pompous soliloquy. Another voice bellowed, "No! No! You're not some lunatic on the steps of the Chancellery! You're in love! You're trying to seduce the unseduceable!"


  All became clear once we could see the ballroom that makes up half the Weider hovel's ground floor. A small, rude stage had been thrown together across the end whence the service staff comes and goes when the Weiders entertain. Alyx, Bobbi, Lindy Zhang, Cassie Doap, and a guy I didn't know were clustered onstage, to its right. The ladies weren't wearing a lot, in a classical sort of style. Winger stood at the left front corner, in junk armor made for somebody smaller than her. She had on an absurd helmet with big-ass shiny metal wings. It was a wonder she kept her head up. She leaned on an oversize spear and looked like her shoes pinched.


  Jon Salvation paced between, muttering. He had done the shouting.


  Max, Manvil, Heather Soames, Hector, and some household staff formed a small, bewildered audience.


  Tinnie sputtered and hissed, outraged. "What the hell? What the hell?" Her shoes made a huge, clattering racket as she stomped down the stair to the ballroom floor, never having knocked the winter off her feet.


  Singe and I were good boys and girls. We left no muddy melt water on Max's lovely serpentine floor. That didn't help matters, of course.


  When Singe and I caught up Tinnie was in a snarling match with Alyx because she hadn't been told about the rehearsal. Alyx insisted it wasn't a rehearsal because they didn't have anywhere to put on a play. They were just trying out scenes from something Jon Salvation was writing. A great historical tragedy.


  Looked to me like Alyx wanted to eliminate an actress who might upstage her. "Anyway, you're always busy, Tinnie. Either working or riding herd on Garrett. You don't have time. Everybody else does."


  True, mostly. But not what Tinnie wanted to hear.


  I was wondering why Winger and Jon Salvation had time free.


  Heather went in to referee the catfight. I climbed onstage and dragged a gobbling Jon Salvation over to where Winger was mooshing things around under her breastplate, trying to get comfortable inside armor not designed for someone as blessed as she. "The Dead Man told you guys to stick with Kip and Kyra. What happened?"


  Jon Salvation accused Winger by using exaggerated shifts of his eyeballs.


  Did I really have to ask?


  "You just walked out on a job?"


  "We got them home safe."


  "And didn't let anybody know the kids weren't covered anymore?"


  Winger said, "We had to get back to work on the play. Rausta, Queen of the Demenenes is gonna be the first play put on at the World. Jon put me in as the goddess Sedona."


  The Remora told me, "Sedona was the patroness of the Demenenes. Rausta was their queen. She fell in love with the adventurer Laupher. She had to kill him to prove to the other Demenenes that she'd remain true to tribal law. Then she gave birth to twins. One boy, one girl. Demenenes were supposed to kill their male children. But Rausta didn't."


  I didn't know the goddess, the queen, or the adventurer, but everybody knows the Demenenes, legendarily harsh Amazons of the plains way to the north of Karenta. They were the first people to domesticate horses. Joining one abomination with another. I didn't need Jon Salvation to tell me how the story went after the twins grew up.


  Salvation told me, "Sedona may have been an earlier queen of the Demenenes. Which would make her more a patron saint than patron goddess."


  Winger said, "This godsdamned armor is rubbing my tits raw."


  The Remora promised, "We'll have better costumes when we open. This stuff is just for setting the tone. We will be opening, won't we, Garrett?"


  "I don't see why not."


  The other Amazons made a great show just prowling around. Too bad Tinnie was in a black mood. I wouldn't mind watching the rehearsal, especially if the ladies got to jumping around, pretending to fight. The legendary Demenenes were all the time picking fights. Maybe the Remora could put in some wrestling scenes.


  "You rogue," I told Salvation. "Those costumes will make your play a winner." If they didn't get the World burned by the kind of loons who can't stand to look at scantily clad women. "Singe, let's get Tinnie."


  Max and Manvil were headed upstairs.


  Tinnie allowed herself to be removed from the stage but remained furious. Alyx had found the trigger this time.


  Cunning men, Max and Manvil had noted that we came armed with masses of paper. They cleared a table away from the fury of the fireplace and established themselves at its ends. They weren't nearly as grim as I expected. I settled the females on one side of the table, went to the other myself. "These two will go first. What they've got is urgent."


  Tinnie deferred to Singe. Singe managed to present her material without giving way to nerves. Tinnie nodded when she thought that was appropriate. Singe turned over her copies of the questionable records. And, almost as an afterthought, passed her expenses account to Manvil Gilbey.


  Max said, "What do you call it when you mean to do one thing but you come up with something else instead?"


  Gilbey wondered, "Serendipity? Or synchronicity?"


  Back to Max. "Tinnie? What does the firm's treasurer say?"


  The firm's treasurer had her anger under control. "The firm's treasurer admits she's a big screwup. She didn't realize her own family could steal from her."


  "Is it a family policy?" Gilbey radiated exasperated disbelief.


  "No! No! That's not what I meant. I meant I never thought one of my own would mess me up like this."


  Gilbey turned his glower on Singe. "You've come a long way in a short time."


  Singe proved it by refusing to be intimidated. She bowed her head slightly to hide her embarrassment. "Mr. Garrett has been very supportive."


  "He has that reputation. Why don't we put the financials aside? Garrett, tell us what you've done at the World. Have you handled the problems we wanted resolved?"


  "Things are almost wrapped."


  Max gave me the fish-eye. Gilbey seemed equally dubious.


  I said, "What I'm going to tell you is unvarnished truth. The way it's been told to me. You don't have to believe it but you do have to keep it quiet." Portentous enough? "As general knowledge it could lead to a huge disaster." I plunged into the story.


  I've been involved with the brewery so long that Max dismisses nothing, however absurd it might seem at first blush. "A dragon." An exhalation, not a question.


  "I report only what my experts are telling me. Two from high on the Hill. I don't necessarily buy it myself. You could interrogate Vilchik. He did the library research."


  "Vilchik?"


  "Alyx's tame playwright. Calls himself Jon Salvation. His real name is Pilsuds Vilchik. Known on the street as the Remora. My partner had him help do research. Between them Vilchik and Barate Algarda found four historical events that looked a lot like ours. So-called dragon awakenings. All long ago and far away. Fine details weren't available. My partner doesn't admit any personal knowledge but he's been around long enough to have heard about these things when they happened. I have reservations based on the fact that in none of the reports is there a mention of anyone actually seeing a dragon. The roll-up of the Cantard silver supposedly resulted from one of those events."


  Gilbey demanded, "What do we do?"


  "The best advice I've gotten so far is, leave it the hell alone. If we stop poking it, it might fall asleep again. Cold makes it sleepy. I'm letting all the cold air get to it that I can. But I've got a little something else going, too. In case my advisers have been talking out the wrong orifice."


  Ensued a prolonged question, answer, challenge, and brainstorming session, the sum of which was that the costs of the World were mounting. The theater had begun to look like a questionable investment.


  Max and Manvil suggested running ice water down under. I told them, "You have to get the water there. An uphill haul. Then you'll flood everything under the neighborhood. Which wouldn't win you any friends."


  Gilbey asked, "Where do dwarves stand on the question of dragons?"


  Manvil Gilbey could do two things at once. He reviewed Singe's expenses ledger while participating in the give and take. He used a company writing stick to tick items for discussion.


  I said, "One more thing, then. Maybe the most important, businesswise."


  Max looked like he didn't want to hear any more. "That would be?"


  "Your designers didn't take into account the fact that human beings expected to consume mass quantities of Weider beer will need somewhere to set it free."


  Max started to say something, stopped as the implication hit. "Really?"


  "Really. How many people will you push through there?"


  "Damn!" Gilbey said. "Two thousand on a good day. Why didn't anybody think of that?" He was asking himself, not me.


  Max muttered, "Nobody else is worried about it. Why should we?"


  Gilbey examined the elevations. He ran fingers over them like he might discover some secret not obvious to the naked eye. "It's true, Max. And it's our fault. There isn't a hint in the specs. But plenty to help beer sales go easier."


  Max groused, "Must be because us divine types never have to piss. Take a lesson, Garrett. You're never so old or so smart that you can't fuck up."


  Here came the rain of crap for everything that happened at the World.


  I was wrong.


  Max and Manvil bickered briefly, like an old married couple. I envied them. I have some solid friends but none that tight, excepting maybe Eleanor.


  I couldn't take the tension. "When are you gonna jump in my shit?"


  Max managed baffled perfectly but Gilbey twitched and betrayed a fleeting smirk. Max asked, "There some reason we ought to come down on your ass? Like maybe for dicking around so long getting the job done?"


  "Yeah. That," I lied.


  "I do have to admit, I've heard some complaints. I took into account who was whining and said, ‘Good on Garrett!' " Max smirked. Gilbey likewise, again.


  I got it. They were having fun. I was their proxy on the street, their beard-tugger, now that they were supposed to be too old and responsible. Now that they could afford to indulge in big amusements.


  Max's gaze focused on Tinnie, clang! like a bear trap snapping. "What are you going to do?" His tone said more than his words. If she wanted to run with the wolves, she'd better be ready to snap and bite with them. If not, he'd take it up with one of her uncles.


  "I'll keep it in the family. Same as you would."


  Max glanced my way. That flicker of attention told me I'd just volunteered to guarantee my woman's work.


  I said, "I have one more thing about the World."


  "What else did we forget?"


  I'd held on to Kip's papers to this point. I pushed them down to Max. "It's about lighting. You'll need lots of lighting. The usual methods are dangerous, messy, and unpleasant, especially for the people in the high seats. Kip Prose sent you some ideas. His way to make amends for the trouble his bunch caused."


  Max eyed me narrowly. He smelled me trying to help the kid miss out on a well-deserved head-thumping. "Get with Manvil on that."


  "Manvil will need to get with Kip. I'm reporting an opportunity."


  Gilbey said, "Manvil needs to have a sit-down with several people before this project goes any further. So right now Manvil is going to go pry Heather loose from her hobby and put her to work." He gave me a dark look. "I do wonder if we weren't better off with vandalism, ghosts, giant bugs, and ignorance."


  Gilbey left. An attendant came in to feed the fire. Job done, he left. I told Max, "So. While I'm complicating your life, here's one more thing. Your fireplace guy spends his free time at the Al-Khar."


  "Really?"


  "Saw him there myself." We discussed my visit with Block, Relway, the prince, me being observed by a parade of worker bees. Max wasn't surprised or angry. Relway spying doesn't surprise anyone anymore.


  Gilbey came back with Heather. Soames had her business face on but was in a bright mood. She tossed a smile my way. I responded with a sign against the evil eye. She took it in good stead. Tinnie was there, after all. "I don't know what happened. I went crazy with that hat pin. I just wanted to make it stop."


  She forgot me, joined Gilbey, who had taken Kip's drawings and suggestions from Max.


  Heather said, "There are all kinds of void spaces under that part of the city. The construction people had trouble setting foundations. Why not evacuate toilet waste into that space?"


  I told her, "The stench. It would come up into the theater. And the neighbors would object when it leaked into their undergrounds. Plus, the entity down below might consider it disrespectful."


  Heather grunted, turned away, slipped an arm around Gilbey's waist.


  Masses of human waste are a problem wherever they occur. But the World was uphill from the river. "Hey, Max. You think we could make money with a sewage disposal company?"


  "You're chock-full of bad commercial ideas, Garrett. Or great ones for losing money." He explained why a sewer company would go bankrupt.


  My feelings were hurt for seconds. Which didn't last. Most of my schemes eventually reveal big flaws. Why, indeed, would anyone pay to use a sewer system when they can throw the stuff in the street for free?


  Heather said, "Tinnie, I talked to Alyx. Formal rehearsals will be held when you can attend."


  The redhead put on a hard-ass look but that was the best she could expect.


  Max, Heather, and Gilbey could have a social impact as profound as Block, Relway, and Prince Rupert. It would be a new world once a theater put real, virtuous, upright women onstage. Relatively speaking.


  The visit to the Weider mansion lasted well into the afternoon. Nervous little men came in to talk about deficiencies in the design of the World. We found out that the absence of relief facilities wasn't entirely an oversight. Competitors had trenches out back—when they had anything. The Edge added quicklime. Infrequently. The architects hadn't been concerned so the problem hadn't gotten much consideration.


  Heather insisted that facilities with a hint of privacy included would be a big selling point for women.


  Gilbey told us, "Trust her judgment in these things."


  Kip's lighting notions generated more excitement. Though how he meant to create the flammable gas went over my head.
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  Tinnie insisted that she had to get home before her family disowned her. Plus, she had uncles to brief and a kangaroo court to arrange. Singe got her to tag along to the World, where they caught a ride with Playmate, John Stretch, and the rats when they headed home. The rats had found nothing bad down under, going deeper than ever they had before. I kissed Tinnie, promised I'd see her soon, then checked in with Saucerhead. Tharpe promptly warned me that one of the workmen said he'd seen a ghost. A woman. A real looker. Which nobody else saw. The man was a known shirker.


  "I didn't see no ghost, neither, Garrett. But I ain't gonna spend no more time inside there than I got to." He wasn't convinced that it hadn't been a ghost who had attacked those sorcerers.


  "I'll check it out. There anybody in there now?"


  "That foreman guy, scoping out how to get back into full swing. He said they might hire some extra guys." The way he looked at me told me he was wondering how much longer he'd be employed.


  I told him, "Unless there's a flare-up I'll be looking for work tomorrow. You should be all right. Max won't go back to the fools he had before."


  "That's good. It's been a weird one, Garrett. Awful low-key."


  "Yeah." Just the existence of TunFaire had been threatened. And a guy named Garrett had stumbled deep into alien territory in his personal life. In both cases the biggest show ever had stirred behind the veil, but quietly, quietly— and had not yet achieved resolution.


  Tharpe grinned. "I guess if I was you. . . ."


  "Don't even start. I'm in a state of flying panic now."


  "Flying panic, eh? So tall, so thin, and Tinnie knows who she is? That must be just about the worst kind."


  Sarky bastard. "I'm going to go see Luther."


  "Later, then."


  I found the foreman at the edge of the finished floor, which had advanced a half dozen feet. The mess downstairs was gone. Luther seemed bemused. I told him, "Good progress today."


  "You got the fear of the gods put in them."


  I grunted. More likely the fear of unemployment. "Can we get back on schedule?"


  "If there isn't any more craziness." He eyed me like he thought I could pass on some valuable scuttlebutt.


  "It's under control, Luther. The kid gangsters are off to the work camps. Belinda Contague has developed a business interest in the neighborhood. That should discourage vandalism. The kids who created the big-ass bugs have been hammered into line. We won't see any more of those."


  Luther pointed down and raised a brushy eyebrow. "And that?"


  "That's still a work in progress. What can be done is being done. Inertia is our ally. It should be asleep again now. For another hundred generations, one hopes."


  Luther wasn't comfortable with that. He was a guy who wanted absolute solutions. But those are the solutions that come by burying the problem in corpses.


  I said, "There was mention of a ghost sighting. That what's bothering you?"


  "Some. But it was Lolly doing the whining. Which didn't start till he got told he couldn't have the afternoon off. First damned day back, he's already wanting time off."


  "Going forward, keep it as cold as possible in here. If it starts to warm up inside but not out, I need to know right away." That wouldn't close the matter. Max wouldn't let the dragon business slide, hoping it would go back the way it was. What had awakened once could awaken twice. He'd want some solid assurance.


  "Not my problem," Luther confessed. "I'll get the place built. The rest is up to you."


  I liked his attitude. It was a dramatic improvement. "I'll do what I can."


  "That's good, Mr. Garrett. Hey, I've got to go. It's a holiday tomorrow. I promised I'd get home at a reasonable hour tonight." Just reminding me that he had a life when he wasn't standing around jawing. "We're having a birthday celebration for my kid."


  People do go on living and changing when they're not onstage with you.


  Luther left. I decided to give the World the once-over before I followed suit. One last detailed snoop before I took a quick run home for supper. I'd come right back. There were things I wanted to do when I wouldn't be interrupted.


  Creak and a puff of cold air. I figured it was Saucerhead coming to find out what I wanted him to do. It was Tharpe, yes, but following stubby little Deal Relway himself. Tharpe's shoulders hunched in a combination expressing apology and an appeal for instructions.


  I shrugged. It couldn't be too bad. The man who never left the Al-Khar had come out alone. Meaning he'd have to get back out on his own.


  "Can I help you?" That most annoying of questions, usually heard when you're doing something someone doesn't think you ought to be doing even when you're not breaking any rules.


  "Wanted to see the scene of the crime with my own eyes. Nice coat. Beaver?"


  "I think so."


  "We nabbed Belle Chimes."


  "Good for you. I knew you could do it."


  "Then we lost him before we could get any serious answers."


  "He escaped from the Al-Khar?"


  "He didn't get away. He was taken away. Custody transferred. By order of Prince Rupert. You have any idea why?"


  "You're better positioned to guess than I am. You work for the man."


  "I do, don't I? And I don't have a clue what goes on inside his head." He kept wandering. Was he looking for one of the infamous ghosts?


  We should tame them. We could turn them into another paying attraction. Spend some quality time with your dead folks in exchange for a few pieces of silver.


  Relway stopped pacing. "Then there's the guy we found way down in the underground last night. All chopped up and out of his mind. Bad actor known as Urban Jack Tick-Tack."


  No way I could claim ignorance. His troops had been there with me. "He attacked some dwarves I know. Their little girl came to me for help."


  "And you sent her to Tharpe. We talked to the dwarf girl. We talked to Urban Jack. We talked to Tharpe's crew. And we talked to the red tops who were there. Some curious conflicts in testimony turned up."


  "That happens with witnesses."


  "Yes. The dwarf claimed her family was attacked by a monster. Tick-Tack says he was minding his own business. The dwarves ambushed him."


  "Five levels underground, where they were being paid to keep intruders out?"


  "Jack does think he was in the right. Says we can get the answer from his boss. Who, according to him, was down there, too, but must've ducked out when the red tops turned up." Relway resumed pacing. "He can't explain how."


  "He claimed to be a red top himself, earlier in the evening."


  "Um?"


  I told him about Urban Jack's cautionary visit to The Palms.


  "Felhske again."


  He was worried. And began dropping hints that he was having interesting thoughts. "A curious thing happened just before I left to come here. Urban Jack was transferred to the custody of Prince Rupert, too."


  "That is curious. What does it mean?"


  "That's what you're going to tell me."


  "I don't think so. I'd need some idea of what you're talking about, first."


  "Of course you would. Wouldn't you?"


  Now he'd come at me from some unexpected direction, to get me off balance. And to give me time to get worried about what he might already know.


  "You fired one of my people here. I'm not happy about that, Garrett."


  "Tough. He was an asshole. Trying to provoke rightsist shit. We're building a theater. That political crap, and your games, are just ignorant bullshit."


  "On the whole, I'm not pleased with you, Garrett."


  "On the whole, I don't give a damn, Relway. You need somebody to please you, get yourself a wife."


  He produced a smile just thick enough to be noticed. "You were at a tailor shop yesterday afternoon. Prince Rupert was there, too. What was that about?"


  Thanks to a nugget found in Lurking Felhske's head, him knowing didn't surprise me. "You'd be in the know if the prince wanted you to know. Right?"


  Deal Relway didn't bluster or threaten. He preferred either a direct approach, or something very subtle, when he thought intimidation was appropriate. Too, he liked knowing his footing was safe before he laid the intimidation on heavily.


  I said, "I wish there was some way to get this through. We're on the same side. But I don't see that meaning I have to kowtow for us to get along." I controlled a temptation to observe that his rightsist provocateur wasn't the only asshole involved with the Unpublished Committee. I suffered another maturation spasm. "Gently put, it's not all about Deal Relway and his demons. It's a bigger world and in that world most people don't give a rat's ass about Deal Relway's personal happiness. They might applaud what Deal Relway does but figure he ought to stick to rounding up bad guys. He should forget about sculpting the realm to feed his own obsessions."


  What maturity spasm was that? I was taking a two-hand yank on the king's beard. Some mad part of me must be totally confident that Rupert would bail me out the way he had Tick-Tack and Belle Chimes. Rupert wanted his own necromancer, eh?


  Relway said, "Did we know each other in a past life where we were deadly enemies?"


  "What?"


  "This friction. I came here with good intentions. Meant to talk a little, swap some information, try to find out what's going on behind my back. But the second I see you my hackles go up. I want to smack you around till you develop a case of basic manners and civilized behavior. And I have the feeling that I'd shred your nerves if all I did was stand here in silence. I should've asked Block to come. He's able to deal with you."


  I had so much antagonism yearning to be free I could've yammered for ten minutes. The new and improved Garrett stepped up. "It's the way you treat people." I had to say something.


  He had an answer right there, ready to go. He saved it.


  I didn't have to hear him say it to know he believed he gave people what they'd earned.


  And there stood the nature of the chasm. I cherished the individual. He cherished society. He was willing to chunk anybody down a well if that would make this a better world for the survivors.


  I caught movement from the corner of my eye. I spun to face nothing. Relway told me, "I'll be watching."


  "I won't let it bother me."


  Saucerhead, over there trying to look small in the doorway, must have gotten a better look at what I thought I'd seen. He made a frightened noise and broke trail for Relway as the little terror left.


  I muttered, "Head, that must be some brutal bad memory you have." Hard to imagine a tough guy like him not being able to hang in there against what he knew was mostly inside his head.
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  It was like Dean felt me coming. He had supper ready. Singe had me a spot set up in the Dead Man's room. The beer was perfect and plentiful. The downside was, Dean had made stuffed cabbage.


  I'm not a cooked cabbage fan. A raw cabbage heart can be tasty.


  John Stretch's efforts today proved gratifying. We have fulfilled that part of our commitment. No bugs were found. A handful of live grubs and pupea were, too few to mean anything negative. No viable eggs were discovered.


  "None?"


  The dragon appears capable of protecting itself from the younger forms. John Stretch's rat encountered their ghost counterparts doing the same work while ignoring the nutritional opportunities.


  "Ghost rats wouldn't need to eat a lot. You're sure?"


  They had no odor.


  Which would mean a lot to the rats.


  Miss Penny made herself invaluable again today, too. She acquired a great deal more information on the previous awakenings.


  "The little witch seems able to charm her way in anywhere." Sourly. That was my specialty. "She identify any eyewitnesses? Or find out what became of the dragons after they broke out?"


  No eyewitnesses. But a lot about the sort of places where dragon awakenings happen. And about what happens once they do.


  I forced cabbage down. I wouldn't taste it now. But, for sure, I'd be tasting it later.


  Because of their restrictions on information, what we can learn about the Venageti incidents is limited. But Penny did determine that the Venageti sites resembled those in Oatman Hwy and Florissant. All four lay beside broad bends in wide, slow rivers where there are vast deposits of deep, rich silt laid down atop limestone. Each roll-up exposed rich metals deposits. Silver in the more recent Venageti incident. Tin that they're still exploiting in Oatman Hwy, where they also had traces of silver, copper, and lead. In Florissant they got lead with traces of tin and silver. The first Venageti roll-up probably included a lot of copper with some silver and gold.


  I can make some remarkable connections sometimes. "Given that, maybe they caused the Great Roll-Up on purpose."


  Old Bones closed in on himself. I ate cabbage and tried to smile when Dean came to see how I was doing.


  Given the essential tropes of the dragon hoard story, that could well be the case.


  Close your eyes. I need the use of your mind briefly. And I need it undistracted by outside visuals.


  I didn't get a chance to argue.


  My eyes closed, like it or not. A frighteningly detailed three-dimensional picture of the world beneath the World coalesced inside my head. I don't know how I managed to grasp it. It took all his minds to shape it. It was built of everything he had been able to dig out of John Stretch. Which was an amazing lot.


  This is still little more than speculation. Rats are not good on time, distance, or shapes. They are better on temperature, taste, and smell. Smell especially. I could not put that together inside my own head because I needed the full capacities of all my minds to translate rat sensory inputs into data a human mind could understand.


  I had to take his word for all that.


  I have built the picture now but can make nothing of it. Where is the dragon?


  My head filled with a three-dimensional hundred-gallon ink splash sprawl in saffron. Without knowing how I knew, I understood that this was a fragment of a larger whole. This was all that John Stretch had been able to see within short rat range of the World.


  This is all within the silt deposit. The bottom of that rests on limestone, which lies far deeper here than it does down under the brewing district. The dragon must be in a cavern beneath the silt.


  "You're losing me, Old Bones. You might even be losing yourself."


  Sarcasm is a sign of—


  "A sign of impatience with those who won't admit that they don't know what they're talking about."


  As you will, then. Go play the hand you have dealt yourself. When you return we will begin developing a new strategy.


  I sensed impatience with my failure to subscribe to the dragon theory.


  Might be interesting, someday, to dig around in the old records and see if a Loghyr wasn't somehow connected to one of the old-time roll-ups.


  Though I doubted strongly that this Loghyr had been.


  Singe joined me in the hallway as I shrugged me into my new royal beaver coat. "You are going out again? At night?"


  "I need to do something at the World. When nobody else is around."


  "Really?"


  "Yes. Why?"


  "I was hoping to ask you about some things. I could go along."


  "I have to do this without anyone else being there. Maybe tomorrow night." I opened the door and went outside.


  The door chunked shut behind me, anger-driven.


  Old Bones didn't clue me. I guessed it had to do with her book. She kept bringing that up, tentatively.
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  Saucerhead's guys were on the job. Which they proved by spindling, folding, and nearly mutilating me after I failed to check in at the guard shack before trying to go into the World. I avoided being choked long enough to let them know I was the guy who brought the money around.


  Tharpe mused, "What're we gonna do with you, Garrett? I'da felt bad for days if we'da killed you."


  "That's reassuring."


  "So, what's up?"


  "I'm going to spend some time inside there seeing what happens when there isn't a crowd."


  "You sure? All right. I always said you got more balls than brains. I'll have the guys come charging in when they hear you screaming."


  "I appreciate that, Head." I didn't remind him that nobody outside heard anything when Belinda Contague did her screaming. I didn't want to recall that myself.


  I borrowed a lamp from the guard shack. It looked remarkably like the lamps used inside the World. I headed in there.


  I found and lighted two lanterns the workmen used when they had to do without daylight. Those cast circles of light that failed to push the darkness back very far.


  I built a seat from loose flooring. I sat and waited.


  Not for long.


  The beautiful woman in the old-fashioned clothing came out of the darkness smiling, pleased to see me. My heart spun. We were old friends. She settled beside me on the lumber, the little lamp between us. Eleanor.


  I said, "I guessed right. It worked."


  "It worked. But you may not be pleased by what it will cost. This may be the end."


  I moved my left hand toward her right, let it hover, not sure I wanted to find out.


  "You probably shouldn't."


  "Um."


  "It would seem real. Right now I'm as real as I was when we met. But you have another obligation today."


  I did. I'd been going around blurting out stuff about her being my fiancée. "You're right. But you'll never know how powerful this was. What I had for you."


  "I do know. It's why there's always so much of me still here with you."


  My hand floated toward her again. She did not shrink away. All choices here would be mine.


  I raised the hand, instead, to brush the moisture out of my left eye. "So what do we know about the dragon? It's clear you're in touch. He made me the woman I hoped he would."


  "It's not a dragon. It's nothing like anything you might guess. It's vast and it's slow and it's more alien than you can possibly imagine. It's older than you can imagine, too. It has no sense of time. It can't remember ever not being. And it's never lived anywhere but right where it is now, down there in the ground."


  I felt no special elation about having been right. It not being a dragon probably only complicated things. Faintly, right on the edge of imagination, I thought I heard music.


  Eleanor said, "You might call it a god. It has some of those attributes. But it would be the most bizarre god ever to plague this world."


  "There were others like it. Still might be."


  "Others?" Some inner light brightened her face.


  I told her what I knew.


  "Others."


  I wasn't speaking to the thing directly through Eleanor's doppelganger but it would know what she knew. And she would know what it knew.


  It enjoyed emotions but didn't understand their source. It had no true idea of the world up here in the light, but it did sense the feelings of the creatures that wandered in and out of that small window it had found in the part of the World that it was able to reach. It created phantoms to reflect and stimulate emotions. Mostly those turned out to be unpleasant mirrors.


  Music again, a tiny bit louder.


  I started to take a fright.


  "It's all right. It's just concentrating hard on trying to see and understand."


  "What is it? Tell me the best you can."


  "I don't know if language has the means to express it. It's like a leaf-mold. Or a fungus. It lives on the organic matter in the silt, more of which comes down slowly to it as water seeps through. It's vast. It might extend forty or fifty miles back up the river."


  "To where there's not much bottom land."


  "Yes. It's all one great being that exists entirely in the dark and damp."


  The music was a little louder. And it wasn't that harsh metallic clank.


  Eleanor told me, "It isn't intelligent in any human way but it has thoughts. And it uses thoughts to shape its world." She stood. "It isn't possible for us to be what we were, love, but we can share tonight as the dear friends we are now. Dance with me, Garrett. Relax. Let the entity do what it needs to do and learn what it needs to know." She extended her arms.


  "This is all right?"


  "This is all right. This won't be Garrett and Eleanor. This will be TunFaire and what lives beneath the roots romancing."


  Eleanor's touch was real. It was as warm as life.


  That startled me. That frightened me.


  I became more attuned to the music, no cruel zinc racket but a melody wisping out of a fairy wood. Music unlike any that had plagued the World before. Unlike any I'd ever heard. It was the music of beauty, not anger. It had an orchestral feel, beyond anything known in even the great playhouses. Eleanor moved in close. She placed one of my hands on her hip. She placed one of hers on my shoulder, then held on to the other. She caught my gaze with hers. She trapped it.


  We danced.


  She never spoke. She just smiled that beautiful smile, crafted by angels. But we communicated because I have that opening into my mind worn smooth by daily exposure to the Dead Man.


  That three-dimensional golden ink splash that Old Bones had wrought returned and expanded in all directions, including thin fibers that followed the bug and rat passages up to the World. It became a hundred times more detailed. It entered me and tried using me to find others like itself. The information was in me but useless to it because we shared no common referents.


  Eleanor and I danced. And I communed with the entity beneath.


  Dragon was a fine description of that prodigious intellect. Devil or fallen angel might be equally apt. Though it set no temptation greater than Eleanor before me, I had no trouble seeing how, had it had any knowledge of the world above, it might have touched receptive minds and served as the Tempter adversary resident in many modern cults.


  Eleanor said it might be a god.


  She and I danced. And I learned. And I taught. I couldn't fully encompass what came my way. Old Bones might, though. He had minds big enough, and a different romance with time.


  Eleanor and I danced. The music! Ah, that music! I hoped the Dead Man could extract that from me, isolate it, and find a way to pass it on to someone who could bring it to life.


  We danced. And I learned the secret of the metal deposits. I think.


  The entity, in its glacial metabolic process, separated out infinitesimal bits of metal as it fed. Those came down the river in the mud it carried. There were caverns in the limestone way down below where it deposited those metals. It had done so for tens of thousands of years.


  I could not ferret out which metals were there.


  Zinc might be important among them.


  The spark that remained Garrett and sane forced that out of mind.


  There might be a true treasure that could lead to a city-destroying roll-up if a greedy mob started digging down through the entity, which could not possibly be recognized as an intelligent being.


  It didn't suffer human-style emotions itself, however much it enjoyed those. It responded to harmful stimulation by growing hotter, like a human body fighting disease. Prolonged heat caused it to dry out. Too long dry and hot, spontaneous combustion occurred. The resulting explosion might be mistaken for a dragon wakening. And, like a mushroom, might put spores into the air.


  We had missed disaster at the World by a thin margin. Cold air going down the bug tunnels saved the day.


  I tried to make the thing understand that it was far too vast to suffer real harm from puny humans, however hard they tried.


  Eleanor laughed. And we danced. And the beautiful music played. Music the dragon found in my true love's head.


  I was possessed.


  Next day was a holiday. A general, royal holiday in celebration of the accession of the current dynasty. Nobody came to work. Saucerhead and his crew were outside but they had no reason to look inside. Finally, somebody somewhere noticed that I was missing and started asking questions. Scouts went out looking for bodies in the slush.


  Eleanor and I danced. I communed with the dragon. They narrowed the search.


  I wasn't dancing when they found me. I was just lying there in the dark, on wood as hard as stone. I hadn't been down long. And could not get back up, even with help. My legs were knotted with cramps. I was too groggy to make them understand what I wanted when I tried to find out what had happened to Eleanor.
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  I was in my own bed. My head felt pleasantly empty. The Dead Man had flushed me out while I slept. My legs still hurt bad.


  Tinnie was there. Her mouth moved too slowly to shape words. I heard an inarticulate bass roar.


  The Dead Man touched me. The world and I matched speeds.


  Tinnie's presence made everything bearable. She told me, "We thought we were going to lose you this time, Malsquando." She struggled with something inside. "Did you really want to get out of it that bad?" Then, "I couldn't help that. I didn't mean it. You scared me so much."


  I made a noise. Hoping it was good enough. Hoping she wouldn't demand explanations. I couldn't manage that. Nor did I remember what I had to excuse.


  Turn off your You. Stop being Garrett. Some things are best left untold. Some explanations, however true and sincere, are inadequate.


  In simpler words, keep your big damned mouth shut.


  I had only one foot in the real world but had no difficulty grasping the wisdom there. And for once was able to keep it shut.


  Over the next half hour every member of the household wished me well, asked if there was anything they could do, then left looking worried. Even Melondie Kadare made a drunken buzz-through, accompanied by several more serious pixies. They made up an annoying swarm of oversize mosquitoes.


  Oh, joy. The pixies were out of hibernation.


  So. Winter was over.


  "I spent a night in Elf Hill," I told Tinnie, thinking I was being clever. Unfortunately, rural folklore doesn't resonate in the city. People see elves every day and can't imagine them living inside mounds in the wild wood. City elves bear no resemblance to the dark, cruel folk our ancestors knew. Not in public. Only Old Bones understood. Only he knew what I'd gone through. He promised he'd let me know what that had been, too.


  He knew what happened after the dancing stopped.


  You saved the city. You and your ghost woman. The dragon . . . the entity . . . did not go back to sleep, however. It is much too excited to sleep now that it knows there may be others like it. I sensed uncertainty. What might even be fear. It knows there is a world outside itself now. Which it understands only through two minds and two souls, one of them a woman murdered long ago and the other a . . . a you.


  That didn't sound so bad to me.


  You became immortal that night.


  "Just a hero thing."


  Desist. This is serious. And you are not going to be pleased.


  That was his "Dire news ahead!" tone. I shut up.


  Your ghostly friend warned you that you would not like the price. You thought that might mean losing the essence that lived on in her portrait. And you were correct. But the entity did not just take Eleanor. It took you, too.


  I was too worn down to argue or question. But it sounded like he was full of something.


  The thing couldn't have taken me very far. Here I was, right here.


  There is a copy of you, of the Garrett inside the flesh, identical to a percentage point so remote that it would be a waste of good numbers to state it. That Garrett will live on inside the entity forever. With Eleanor. Quite possibly never understanding that it is both a copy and the template by which the entity builds its new worldview and responds to the outside that it has just discovered.


  No one else knows this. Nor ever will, so long as you control your tongue.


  He then fed back selections of what he had harvested from my head once Singe and Saucerhead dragged me home.


  My ratgirl had been the only one to figure out where to find me. Maybe because I hadn't told anyone else where I was going.


  Tinnie sipped tea and stared at me over her cup, across the kitchen table. I gobbled oatmeal mush, taking time off to ask, "Is it all right for you to be away again, already?"


  "That problem has been handled."


  "You locked Rose in a cage?"


  "Not Rose. Though she did do the hands-on. My uncle Archer came up with the idea. Rose is too lazy. The cage is reserved for Kyra. That girl is going to embarrass us all if she doesn't show a little more sense."


  "Turning into one of the fuddy-duddies, are we?" I'd once heard her departed uncle Lester make a similar observation about her.


  "Gaining wisdom. Try it sometime."


  "I got wisdom coming out my ears."


  "That's hair."


  "And if I don't, you'll make every effort to encourage me."


  She eyed me suspiciously, then backed down, smelling a trap.


  She'd heard a lot of male thoughts about the futility of trying to reform men. Mostly not from me. Being a selfish weasel, I try not to say things likely to put barriers in the way of my ambitions.


  Being a slick weasel her very own self, Tinnie revealed none of her thoughts about domestic reeducation. I will stipulate that, even after all this time, she might not have a fixed strategy. A glance round her circle of acquaintances wouldn't betray any glittering example to emulate. The most successful couple either of us knows is Winger and the Remora.


  I changed the subject. "If you hang around I'll put you to work. Chuckles already has Singe shackled, scribing for him." My formal penmanship leaves room for improvement. And I needed a final, formal report, full of final, formal recommendations and some creative bullshit to baffle Max and Manvil about the end of the dragon threat.


  That should be an easy sell once you explain the dragon's . . . the entity's . . . willingness to assist with the elimination of waste from the World.


  "What?"


  So much that you do not remember. Look. It lives off rotting organic matter locked in the silt and organic matter that filters down from the river. It wants to grow now, in order to reach out to its brothers. It will be thrilled to take waste matter direct, through the tunnels created by the oversize insects. It began lining those with itself before Singe arrived to rescue you.


  "Really?"


  Truly. And the World will have an exclusive.


  "Damn! I have the knack! Sweetest heart. Ready to go do some writing?"


  Vaguely, I felt the Dead Man reach out to Singe.


  Tinnie gave me the fish-eye again, entertaining the possibility that I was trying to run her off. She called my bluff. "I do need to stay away while the old folks work out what to do about Rose and Archer. I can do a few pages of transcription."


  I didn't slump.


  Dean asked, "Shall I bring a tea service to your office, then?"


  Tinnie suggested, "Why don't I take care of that? That'll give him a chance to clear some of the mess away."


  There would be clutter all over my little desk. She'd need room to work. "I'm going." I little-old-manned it out the kitchen door. I used the wall for support, shuffling along the hallway.


  Singe met me at the office doorway. She told me, "I found your painting in the theater. We brought it back when we brought you. I hung it up for you."


  "Thank you, Singe." She would know all about the matter from the Dead Man. "I don't know what I'd do without you."


  I was still in my office doorway when Tinnie arrived with the tea. "What's the matter with you, Malsquando?" Irked and concerned at the same time.


  "Winter is over at last."


  "Huh?"


  I stared at Eleanor.


  The dragon had left me with an unimaginable gift.


  It had duplicated Eleanor, too.


  The magic was back. But all the fear and foreboding had left the painting. The shadow against the darkness in the background had been replaced by the hint of a ghost of the face of a phantom dragon. It had a mischievous twinkle in its eye, telling me it would be a dragon if that was what we needed it to be. Tinnie couldn't see the difference.


  Eleanor wasn't running from anymore. Eleanor was running to. Finally.


  "Winter is over at last."
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  The World opened on time. Its first offering was that ingenious historical tragedy, Rausta, Queen of the Demenenes. People loved it. They survived the scandalous use of women actors.


  Tinnie, Alyx, and their posse did surprisingly well. Heather Soames found her calling as a theater manager.


  The Amazons wore too many clothes and didn't jump around enough, though. And Winger never popped out of her breastplate.


  I couldn't shake the feeling of a presence watching over my shoulder.


  After the opening show the cast, angels, day-saving heroes, and owners lurched across to Morley's Velvet Curtain and got some exercise patting one another on the back.
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OEBPS/Misc/doctextsizer.js
//Document Text Resizer script (May 14th, 08'): By JavaScript Kit: http://www.javascriptkit.com



var documenttextsizer={



prevcontrol: '', //remember last control clicked on/ selected

existingclasses: '',



setpageclass:function(control, newclass){

	if (this.prevcontrol!='')

			this.css(this.prevcontrol, 'selectedtoggler', 'remove') //de-select previous control, by removing 'selectedtoggler' from it

	document.documentElement.className=this.existingclasses+' '+newclass //apply new class to document

	this.css(control, 'selectedtoggler', 'add') //select current control

	this.setCookie('pagesetting', newclass, 5) //remember new class added to document for 5 days

	this.prevcontrol=control

},



css:function(el, targetclass, action){

	var needle=new RegExp("(^|\\s+)"+targetclass+"($|\\s+)", "ig")

	if (action=="check")

		return needle.test(el.className)

	else if (action=="remove")

		el.className=el.className.replace(needle, "")

	else if (action=="add")

		el.className+=" "+targetclass

},



getCookie:function(Name){ 

	var re=new RegExp(Name+"=[^;]+", "i"); //construct RE to search for target name/value pair

	if (document.cookie.match(re)) //if cookie found

		return document.cookie.match(re)[0].split("=")[1] //return its value

	return null

},



setCookie:function(name, value, days){

	if (typeof days!="undefined"){ //if set persistent cookie

		var expireDate = new Date()

		var expstring=expireDate.setDate(expireDate.getDate()+days)

		document.cookie = name+"="+value+"; path=/; expires="+expireDate.toGMTString()

	}

	else //else if this is a session only cookie

		document.cookie = name+"="+value

},



setup:function(targetclass){

	this.existingclasses=document.documentElement.className //store existing CSS classes on HTML element, if any

	var persistedsetting=this.getCookie('pagesetting')

	var alllinks=document.getElementsByTagName("a")

	for (var i=0; i<alllinks.length; i++){

		if (this.css(alllinks[i], targetclass, "check")){

			if (alllinks[i].getAttribute("rel")==persistedsetting) //if this control's rel attribute matches persisted doc CSS class name

				this.setpageclass(alllinks[i], alllinks[i].getAttribute("rel")) //apply persisted class to document

			alllinks[i].onclick=function(){

				documenttextsizer.setpageclass(this, this.getAttribute("rel"))

				return false

			}

		}

	}

}
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