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I
| hate telephones.

For onething, they have ahabit of waking you up at the most inconvenient times. It was ill dark outside
when the one on my nightstand went off like abomb. | groaned and tried to turn off the alarm clock.
Sinceit wasn't ringing, it laughed a me. The horrible racket from the phone kept right on.

"What timeisit, anyhow?' | mumbled. My mouth tasted like something you'd Soread on nasturtiums.

"It's5:07," the clock said, till giggling. The horological demon in there was supposed to be friendly, not
sappy. 1'd thought more than once about getting the controlling cantrip fixed, but twenty-five crownsis
twenty-five crowns. On agovernment salary, you learn to put up with things.

| picked up thereceiver. That wasthe cuefor the noise e ementd in the base of the phone to shut up,
which it did—MaBédl's magic, unlike that from a cheap clock company, does exactly what it's supposed
to do, no more, no less.

"Fisher here" | said, hoping | didn't sound asfar underwater as| felt.
"Hello, David. ThisisKdly, back in D.SC."

Y ou could have fooled me. After theimp in one phone's mouthpiece relays words through the ether to
the one in another phone's earpiece and the second imp passes them on to you, they hardly sound asiif
they came from aredl person, let done from anyonein particular. That's the other reason | hate phones.

But the cursed things have sprouted like toadstool s the past ten years, ever since ectoplasmic cloning let
the phone company crank out legions of near-identica speaker imps, and since switching spells got
sophisticated enough so you could reliably sdlect the imp you wanted from among those legions.

They say they’ re going to have an answer to the voice problem real soon. They've been saying that since
the day after phoneswereinvented. I'll believeit when | hear it Some things are even bigger than Ma
Bdl.

Nondescript voice aside, | waswilling to believe thiswas Charlie Kelly. Hed probably just got to his
desk a Environmental Perfection Agency headquarters back in the Digtrict of St Columba, so of course
held picked up the phone. Three-hour time difference? They don't dunk that way in D.SXIC. The sun
revolves around them, not the other way round. St Ptolemy of Alexandriahasto be the patron of the
place, no matter what the Church says.

All thisflashed through my mind in asmuch of ahurry as| could muster a 5:07 on a Tuesday morning. |
don't think | missed a beat—or not more than one, anyhow—abefore | said, "So what can | do for you
thisfine day, Charlie?"

Theinsulating spell on the phone mouthpiece kept me from having to listen to my imp shouting
crosscountry to hisimp. | waited for his answer "We have reports that there might aproblem in your
neck of the woods worth an unofficia look or two."



"Wheregboutsin my neck of the woods?' | asked patiently. Easternerswho live in each other's pockets
have no fed for how spread out Angels City redly is.

The pause that followed was longer than conversations between phone imps would have required;
Charlie had to be checking amap or areport or something. At last he said, "It'sin aplace called
Chatsworth. That's just an Angels City district name, isn't it?" He made it sound asif it were just around
the corner from me.

It wasn't Sghing, | answered, "It'sup in & Ferdinand's Valley, Charlie. That's about forty, maybe fifty
milesfrom where | am right now."

"Oh," hesaidinasmadl voice. A fifty-milecircle out from Charli€ s office dragged in a least four
provinces. Fifty milesfor me won't even get me out of my barony unless| head straight south, and then
I'm only in the one next door. | don't need to head south very often; the Barony of Orange hasits own
EPA invegtigators.

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

"l am sorry about that,” he said, so calmly that | knew held known what time it was out here before he
caled Which meant it was urgent Which meant | could start worrying. Which | did He went on, "We may
have aproblem with adump in the hillsup there."

| riffled through my mentd files. That'd be the Devonshire dump, wouldn't it?'

"Y es, that'sthe name," he agreed eagerly—too eagerly. Devonshire's been giving Angels City on-and-off
problemsfor years. Thetrouble with magic s, it's not free. All the good it producesis necessarily
balanced by alike amount of evil. Yeah, | know people have understood that since Newton's day: for
every quality, thereis an equal and opposite counter-quality, and al the math that goes with the law.
But mogtly it'salip-service understanding, along thelines of, as long as | don't shit in my yard, who
cares about next door ?

That attitude worked fine—or seemed to—as long as next door meant the wide open spaces. If
byproducts of magic blighted aforest or poisoned astream, so what? Y ou just moved on to the next
forest or stream. A hundred years ago, the Confederated Provinces seemed to stretch west forever.

But they don't. | ought to know; Angels City, of course, Sits on the coast of the Peaceful Ocean. We
don't have unlimited unspoiled land and water to exploit any more. And asindustriad magic has shown
itself ever more capable of marvel ous things, its byproducts have turned ever more noxious. Y ou
wouldn't want them coming downstream at you, believe me you wouldn't. My job isto make sure they
don't.

"What's gone wrong with Devonshire now?' | asked The answer | redly wanted was nothing. A lot of
local industries dispose of waste & Devonshire, and some of the biggest ones are defense firms. By the
very nature of things, the byproducts from their spells are more toxic than anybody e sg's.

CharlieKédly said, "We're not redly sure there's anything wrong, Dave." That was closeto whét |
wanted to hear, but not close enough. He went on, " Some of the local people'—he didn't say
who—"have been complaining more than usud, though.”

"They have any reason to?' | said. Local people dways complain about toxic spell dumps. They don't
like the noise, they don't like the spells, they don't like the flies (can't blame them too much for that;
would you want byproducts from dealings with Bed zebub in your back yard?). Most of thetime, as



Charliesaid, nothing isredlly wrong. But every onceinawhile...
That's what we want you to find out,” he told me.

"Okay," | answered. Then something hed said awhile before clicked in my head; | hadn't been awake
enough to pay attention to it till now. "What do you mean, you want meto take a quiet ook around?
Why shouldn't | go up there with flags flying and cometsblaring?' A formal EPA inspectionisworth
seaing: two exorcigts, athaumaturge, shamans from the Americas, Mongolia, and Africa, thewhole nine
yards. Sometimes theincenseisatoxic hazard al by itsdf.

"Because | want you to do it thisway." He sounded harassed. "1've been asked to handle thisunofficialy
aslong as| can. Why do you think I'm caling you a home? Unless and until you find something really out
of line, it would be best for everybody if you kept alow profile. Please, Dave?'

"Okay, Charlie." | owed Charlie a couple, and he'sapretty good flow. "It's politics, isn't it?" | madeit
into a swear word.

"What'snot?' Helet it go at that. | didn't blame him; he had ajob he wanted to keep. And telephone
imps have earsjust like anything el se. They can be tormented, tricked, or sometimes bribed into blabbing
too much. Phone security systems have come along way, yeah, but not al the devils are out of them yet.

| Sghed. "Canyou at least tell me who doesn't want me snooping around? Then if anybody tries anything,
I'll have someideawhy." Just slencein my ear, savefor the light breathing of my phoneimp. | sighed
again. It wasthat kind of morning. "Okay, Charlie, I'll draw my own conclusions." Those conclusions
made for one ugh/ drawing, let metell you. After alast sigh for effect, | said, "I'll head up to the Valley
right away. God willing, | can get going before St James Freaway turnsimpossible.”

Thanks, David. | appreciateit,” Kdly said, coming back to life now mat | was doing what he wanted.

"Yeah, sure.” | resgned mysdf to along, miserable day. "'Bye, Charlie” | hung up the phone. Theimp
went dormant. | wished | could have done the same.

| grabbed a quick, cold shower—either the sdlamander for the block of flats wasn't awake yet or
somebody had turned it into a toad overnight—a muddy cup of coffee, and anot quite stale sweet roll.
Fedling as near human as| was going to get at half past five, | went out to the garage, got on my carpet,
and headed for the freeway.

My building has access rules like any other's, | suppose: anybody can use the flyway going out, but to
comein you have to make your entry talisman known to the watch demon or else have one of the
residents propitiate him for you. Otherwise you come down—with quite a bump, too—outside the wall
and the gate.

| rode west dong The Second Boulevard (don't ask me why it's The Second and not just Second; it just
is) about twenty feet off the ground Traffic was moving pretty well, actudly, even though wedl ill had
our lanterns on so we could see one another in the predawn darkness.

The Watcher who lets carpets onto St James Freaway from afeeder road is of adifferent breed from
your average building's watch demon. He holds the barrier closed so many seconds at atime, then opens
it just long enough for one carpet to squeeze past. Nobody's ever figured out how to propitiate a
Watcher, either. Oh, if you're quick—and stupid—you may be able to squeeze in on somebody else's
tall, but if you try it, hell note down the weave of your carpet, and in afew days, just like magic, atraffic
ticket shows up in your mailbox. Not many people are stupid twice.



The freeways need ruleslike that; otherwise they'd be impossibly jammed. Asthingswere, | got stuck no
matter how early 1'd left. There was abad accident alittle north of the interdicted zone around the
airport, and somebody's carpet had flipped. The damned fool—well, of course | don't actualy know the
gtate of hissoul, but no denying his foolishness—4iadn't been wearing his safety belt, either.

One set of paramedics was down on the ground with the fellow who'd been thrown out. They had a
priest with them, too, so that didn't look good. The other Red Cross carpet was parked right in the
middle of theflight of way, tending to victims who hadn't been thrown clear—and making everyone
detour around it. People gawked asthey did by, so they went even dower. They dways do that, and |
heteit.

After that, | made pretty good time until | had to dow down again at the junction with St Monicas
Freeway. Merging traffic in three dimensionsis a scary business when you think about it. Commuters
who do it every day don't think about it any more.

The rush thinned out once | got north of Westwood, and | pretty much sailed into St. Ferdinand's Valey.
| did off the freeway and cruised around for awhile, getting closer to the Devonshire dump by easy
stages and looking for sgnsthat might tell me whether Charlie Kelly had aright to be worried about it.

Atfirg | didn't see any, which gladdened my heart. A couple of generations ago, the Valey was mostly
farms and citrus groves. Then the trees went down and the houses went up. Now the Valey hasindustry
of itsown (if it didnt, | wouldn't have had to worry about the toxic spell dump, after al), but in large
measureit's still abedroom community for the rest of Angels City: lots of houses, lots of kids, lots of
schools. You don't care to think about anything nasty in a part of town like that

Before | went out to the dump itself, | headed over to the monastery to do some homework. The
Thomas Brothers have chapter housesin cities al across the west; more meticul ous record-keeping
amply doesn't exist Even if the Valley looked normdl, | had agood chance of finding trouble smply by
digging through the numbers they enshrined on parchment

I've heard the Thomas Brothers have an unwritten rule that no abbot of theirs can ever be named Brother
Thomas. | don't know if that's so. | do know the abbot at the Valey chapter house was a big-nosed
Armenian named Brother Vahan. Wed met afew times before, though | didn't often work far enough
north in Angels City to need hishelp.

He bowed politely as he let me precede him into his office. Candlelight gleamed from his skull. He was
the baldest man I'd ever seen; he didn't need to be tonsured. He waved me to a comfortable chair, then
sat downin hisown hard one. "What can | do for you today, Inspector Fisher?' he asked.

| was ready for that I'd like to do some comparison work on births, birth defects, hedlings, and
exorcismsin the northwest Valley ten years ago and in the past year."

"Ah," wasdl the abbot said. When viewed againgt his hairless skull, the big black caterpillars he used for
eyebrows seemed even more dive than they might have otherwise. They twitched now. "How big a
radius around the Devonshire dump would you like?"

| sighed. | should have expected it I'm Jewish, but | know enough to redize fools don't generaly makeit
up to abbot'sgrade. | said, Thisisunofficia and confidentia, you understand.”

Helaughed at me. | turned red Maybe | wasthefoal, telling an abbot about confidentidity. He just said,
"There are places you would need to be more concerned about that aspect than here, Inspector.”

"l suppose s0,” | mumbled. "Can your dataretrieval system handle afive-mile radius?'



The caterpillars drooped; 1'd offended him. "I thought you were going to ask for something difficult,
Inspector.” He got up. "If you'd be so kind asto follow me?"

| followed. We waked past a couple of rooms my eyes refused to seeinto. | wasn't offended; there are
placesin the Templein Jeruslem and even in your ordinary synagogue where gentiles perceptionsare
excluded the same way. All faiths have their mysteries. | wasjust thankful the Thomas Brothers didn't
reckon their records too holy for outsidersto view.

The scriptorium was underground, atraditional construction left over from the days when anyone literate
was assumed to be a black wizard and when books of any sort needed to be protected from the torches
of theignorant and the fearful. But for its placement, though, the room was thoroughly modern, with St.
Elmo'sfire glowing smoothly over every cubicle and each of those cubicleswith its own ground-glass
acCess screen.

As soon as Brother Vahan and | stepped into acubicle, the spirit of the scriptorium appeared in the
ground glass. The spirit wore spectacles. | had to work to keep my face straight. I'd never imagined folk
on the Other Side could look bookish.

| turned to the abbot " Suppose I'd come in without you or someone €l se who's authorized to be here?!

"Y ou wouldn't get any information out of our friend there," Brother Vahan said Y ou would get caught.”
He sounded quietly confident | believed him. The Thomas Brothers probably knew about as much about
keeping documents secure as anyone not in government and what they didn't know, Rome did.

Brother Vahan spoke to the ground-glass screen. " Give this man unlimited accessto our filesand full aid
for... will four hours be enough?’

"Should be plenty,” | answered.

"For four hours, then," the abbot said Treat himin dl ways asif he were one of our holy brethren.” That
was as blanche a carte as he could give me; | bowed my head in profound appreciation. Heflipped a
hand back and forth, asif to say, Think nothing of it. He could say that if he wanted to (humility is, after
al, amonkish virtue), but we both knew | owed him abig one.

"Anything se?' he asked me. | shook my head "Happy hunting, then,” he said as he started out of the
scriptorium. Il seeyou later.”

The spirit manifesting itself in the access screen turned its nearsighted gaze on me. "How may | serveyou,
child of Adam given four hours of unlimited accessto the files of the Thomas Brothers?*

| told it the samething I'd told Brother Vahan: "1 want to go through births, birth defects, healings, and
exorcismswithin afive-mile radius of the Devonshire dump, first for the year ending exactly ten yearsago
and then for the year ending today." Humans can handle approximate data; with spirits you have to spell
out every word and make sure you've crossed your t's and dotted your i’sand even your f's).

"| shall gather the datayou require. Please wait," the spirit said. The screen went blank.

In the beginning was the Word, and Word was with God, and the Word was God. Yes, | know
that's Brother Vahan's theology, not mine. It'salot older than Chritianity, for that matter. In Old
Kingdom Egypt, the god Ptah was seen as both the tongue of the primeval god Atum and asthe
instrument through which Atum created the materia world Of course thought isthe instrument through
which we perceive and influence the Other Side; without it, weld be as blind to magic as any dumb
animas



But John 1:1 and its variantsin other creeds are also the basis of modem information theory. Because
words partake of the divine, they manifest themsdlvesin the spiritual world aswell asin our own.
Properly directed—ensorceled if you will—spirits can gather, read, manipulate, and move the essence of
words without ever having to handle the physical documents on which they appear. If the Greek and
Roman mages had known that trick, their world could have been drowning in information, just aswe are
now.

| didn't haveto wait long; as I'd expected, Brother VVahan used only the best and most thoroughly trained
spirits. Ghostly images of documents began flashing onto the access screen, one after another—records
from ten years ago. "Hold on!" | said after afew seconds.

The spirit appeared "I obey your ingtructions, child of Adam,” it said asif daring meto deny it

"I know, | know," | told it; the last thing | wanted was to get the heart of the access system mad at me. "l
don't need to look at every individud report, though. Let me have the numbersin each category for the
two periods. When | know what those are, I'll examine specific documents. That way, I'll be ableto see
forest and trees both.”

The spirit looked out a me over the tops of its spectra spectacles. ™Y ou should have no difficulty in
maintaining your mental view of both categories,” it said reprovingly. That’s easy for someone on the
Other Sideto say, but | have the usua limits of flesh and blood | just stared back at the spirit If it kept
acting uppity, 1I'd sic Brother Vahan on it After alast sniff, it said, "It shdl be asyou desire.”

One by one, the numbers came up on the screen. The Thomas Brothers certainly did have awell-drilled
scriptorium spirit; the creature wrote so itsfigures ran the right way for me to read them. It hardly needed
to have bothered I'm so used to mirror-image writing that | read it aswell asthe other kind. Maybe
learning Hebrew hel ped get my eyes used to moving from right to left.

When thefind figure faded from view, | looked down &t the notes I'd jotted Births were up in the most
recent year as opposed to ten years ago; St. Ferdinand's Valey keepsfilling up. Blocks of flats have
replaced alot of what used to be single-family homes. We aren't as crowded as New Jorvik, and | don't
think we ever will be, but Angels City islosing the small-town aimosphere it kept for awhile even after it
became abig city.

Therate of hedlings hadn't changed significantly over the past ten years. "Spirit" | said, and waited until it
appeared in the access screen. Then | played a hunch: "Please bresk out for me by type the healing for
both periods I'm interested in.”

"One moment,” it said.

When they came up, the dataweren't dramatic. | hadn't expected them to be, not when the overall
frequency had stayed pretty much constant But the increased incidence of elf-shot within the pool of
healings was suggestive. Elvestend to be drawn to areas with high concentrations of sorcery. If the
Devonshire dump were as clean asit was supposed to be, there shouldn't have been that many elves
running around loose shooting their little arrows into people. Elf-arrows aren't like the ones Cupid looses,
after dl.

Exorcisms were up, too. | asked the access spirit for sample reports for each period. | wasn't after
datistica elegance, not yet, just afed for what was going on. | got theimpression that the spiritswho'd
needed banishing this past year were anastier bunch, and did more damage before they were expelled,
than had been true in the earlier sample.

But the numbers that really leaped off the page at me were the birth defects. Between ten years ago and



this past year, they'd dmodt tripled. | whistled softly under my bregth, then called for the scriptorium spirit
again. When it regppeared, | said, "May | please have aligting of birth defects by type for each of my
two periods?'

"One moment” the spirit said again. The screen went blank. Then the spirit started writing on it Thefirst
st of datait gave mewasfor the earlier period Things there looked pretty normal. A few cases of
second sight achangeling whose condition was diagnosed earlier enough to give her remediation and a
good chance at living anearly norma life: nothing &t dl out of the ordinary.

When the birth defect information for the year just past came up on the ground glass, | dmost fell off my
chair. In that year done, the area around the Devonshire dump had seen three vampires, two
lycanthropes, and three cases of gpsychia human babies born without any soul at dl. That'satruly
dreadful defect one neither priests nor physicians can do athing about The poor kids grow up, grow old,
die, and they're gone. Forever. Makes me shudder just to think about it.

Three cases of gpsychiain oneyear inacirclewith afive-mileradius... | shuddered again. Apsychiajust
doesn't happen except when something unhalowed is leaking into the environment Y ou might not see
three cases of apsychiain ayear even in aplace like eastern Frankia, where the toxic spells both sides
flung around in the First Sorcerous War till poison the ground after three quarters of a century.

| finished writing up my notes, then told the spirit, Thank you. Y ou've been most helpful. May | ask one
more favor of you?'

That dependsonwhat it is."

"Of course,” | said quickly. 'Just this: if anyone but brother Vahan triesto learn what I've been doing
here, don't tell, him, her, or it" Scriptorium spirits, by their nature, have very litera minds; | wanted to
make sure | covered both genders and both Sides.

The spirit considered, then nodded "I would honor such arequest from amonk of the Thomas Brothers,
and am instructed to treat you as one for the duration Brother Vahan specified. Let it be asyou say,
then.”

| didn't know how well the spirit would stand up under serious interrogation, but | wasn't too worried
about that Shows how much | knew, doesn'tit? | guess|'m naive, but | thought the automatic anathema
that fals on anyone who tampers with Church property would be plenty to keep snoops at arm'slength.
I'm no Christian, but | wouldn't have wanted an organization with atwo-thousand-year track record of
potent access to the Other Side down on me.

Of course, the veneration of Mammon goes back alot farther man two thousand years.

| stopped by Brother Vahan's office on theway out so | could thank him for his help, too. He looked up
from whatever he was working on—none of my business—and said two words. That bad?"

He couldn't possibly have picked that up by magic. Along with the slandard government-issue charms, |
wear aset of my own made for me by arabbi who's an expert in kabbalistics and other means of
navigating on the Other Side. So | knew | was shielded. But abbots operate in thisworld, too. Evenif he
couldn't reed my mind, he must have read my face.

"Pretty bad," | said. | hesitated before | went on, but after dl, 1'd just pulled the information from hisfiles.
All thesame, | lowered my voice: "Three soulless ones born within that circlein the past year."

Three?' Hisface went suddenly haggard as he made the sign of the cross. Then he nodded, asif



reminding himself. "Y es, there have been that many, haven't there? | talked with the parents each time.
That's so hard, knowing they'll never meet their loved onesin eternity. But | hadn't redlized they wereal
S0 closeto that accursed dump.”

An abbot does not use words like accursed casudly; when he says them, he meansthem. | wasn't
surprised he hadn't noticed the gpsychia cluster around the dump. That wasn't hisjob. Comforting
bereaved familieswas alot more important for him. But the Thomas Brothers collected the data | used to
draw my own conclusions.

"Elf-shot isup inthe area, too," | said quietly.

"It would be." He got up from behind his desk, set heavy hands on my shoulders. "Go with God,
Inspector Fisher. | think you will be about His businesstoday."

| didn't even twit him about turning Oneinto Three, as| might haveif I'd come out of his scriptorium with
better news. Blessings are blessings, and we're wisdly advised to count them. | said, Thank you, Brother
Vahan. | just wish | thought He was the only Power involved.”

Hedidn't answer, from which | inferred he agreed with me. Wishing | could have come to some other
conclusion, | went out to my carpet and headed over to the Devonshire dump. | drove around it acouple
of times before | set down. Scout first, then attack; the army and the EPA both drill that into you.

Not that | learned much from my circumnavigations. Y ou think dump, you think eyesore. It waan't like
that. From the outside, it didn't look like anything in particular, just a couple of square blocks with nothing
built on them, nothing, at least, tal enough to show over the fence. And even that fence wasn't ugly; ivy
climbed trellises and spilled over ingde. If you wanted to, you could probably climb those trellises
yourself, jump right on down.

Y ou'd have to be crazy to try it, though. For onething, | was certain catchspellswould grab you if you
did. For another, the ornaments on the perimeter fence weren't just there for decoration. Crosses,
Magen Davids, crescents, Oriental ideograms | recognized but couldn't read, a bronze dphaand
omega, afew kufic letterslike the onesthat lead off chapters of the Qu'ran... Thingswere being
controlled in there, Things you wouldn't want to messwith.

They weren't being controlled well enough, though, or babies around the dump wouldn't comeinto the
world without souls. | dribbled afew drops of Passover wine onto my spellchecker, murmured the
blessing that thanked the Lord for the fruit of the vine.

The spellchecker duly noted all the apotropaic incantations on thewall. .. and yes, there were catchspells
behind them. But it didn't see anything ese. | shrugged. | hadn't redlly expected it to: its magical
vocabulary wasn't that large. Besides, if the sorcerous leakage from the dump was so obvious that
anybody with athirty-crown gadget from Spells'R' Us could spot it, Charlie Kelly wouldn't have needed
to send me out to look things over. Still, you'd like things to be easy, just once.

There was aparking lot across the street from the entrance. | set my carpet down there, chanted the
antitheft geas before | climbed off it | do that automaticaly; Angels City has had big-city crimefor along
time. Leave a carpet unwarded for even afew minutes and you're gpt to find it's walked with Jesus.

| crossed inthe crosswalk. They ill call it that here, though in amdlting pot like Angels City it also has
symbolsto let Jews and Mudims, Hindus and Parsees and Buddhists, and severd different flavors of
pagan (neo and otherwise) get from one side of the Street to the other in safety. | don’t know what you're
supposed to do if you're a Samoan who still worships Tanaroa. Run like hdll, | suppose.



The entryway to the Devonshire dump projected out several feet from therest of thewall. A guardina
neat blue denim uniform came out of aglassed-in cage, tipped hiscap to me. "May | hepyou, sir?' he
asked palitdy, but in away that still managed to imply | had no legitimate business making him get off his
duff and step outside.

| flashed my EPA dgil. At atoxic spell dump, that effectively turns meinto St Peter—I'm the fellow with
the power to bind and loose, at least The guard's eyes widened. "L et me call Mr. Sudakisfor you,
Inspector, uh. Fisher, Sr," he said, and ducked back into his cell. He grabbed the phone, started talking
intoit, waited for his ear imp to answer, then replaced the handset initscradle. "You cangoin, ar. I'll
hep you."

Help me he did. The gate was the kind with the little wheel on the bottom that retracted in back of the
fence. He pushed it open. Behind it was asingle, symbolic strand of barbed wire, with a placard whose
message appeared in severa languages and dmost as many adphabets. The English version read, ALL
HOPE ABANDON, YE WHO UNAUTHORIZED ENTER HERE. Dante dways makes people sit up
and take notice.

The guard moved the wire out of my way, too. Behind it was athin red line painted on the ground which
went across the gap where the two sections of wall came out to form the entryway. The guard picked up
alittle arched footbridge made of wood, set it down so that one end was outside the red line, the other
insgde. Hewas very careful to make sure neither end touched the strip of paint. That would have
breached the dump's outer security containment, and doubtless cost him his job no matter how many
backup systems the place had.

"Go ahead, gr," hesad, tipping hiscap again. "Mr. Sudakisis expecting you. Please stay within the
confines of the wires and the amber linesinsde.” He grinned nervoudy. "I don't know why I'mtelling you
that—you know more about it than | do."

"Y ou're doing what you're supposed to do,” | answered as* | mounted the little footbridge. Too many
people don't bother any more.”

Assoon asl'd got off the bridge, the guard picked it up and put it back on his side. The amber lineson
the concrete and the barbed wire strung above them marked the safe path to the adminigtrative office, a
low cinderblock building that looked like acitadd in both the military and sorcerous senses of the word.

| looked around as | walked the path. | don't know what I'd expected—Dblasted hesth, maybe. But no,
just acouple of acres of weeds, mostly brown now because nobody's spells have been able to bring
much rain the past few years. And yet.

For second or two, the fence around the dump seemed very far away, with awhole lot of Nothing
stretching the dirt and brush the same way you'd use bread crumbs to make hamburger go farther.
Adtrologers babble about the nearly infinite distances between the sars. | had the bad fedling | was
looking a moreinfinity than | ever cared to mest, plopped down there in the middle of Chatsworth.
Magic, especialy byproducts of magic, can do things to space and time that the mathematicians are il
trying to figure out Then | looked again, and everything seemed normd.

| hoped the wards the amber lines symbolized were as potent as the ones the red line had continued By
the data I'd taken from the Thomas Brothers chapter house, even those weren't as good as they should
have been.

A stocky fellow in shirt, tie, and hard hat came out of the cinderblock building and up the pad) toward
me. He had hishand out and aprofessionally friendly smile plastered across hisface. "'Inspector—Fisher,
isit? Pleased to meet you. I'm Antanas Sudakis; my job tide is sorcerous containment area manager. Call



me Tony—I'm the guy who runsthe dump.”

We shook hands. His grip showed controlled strength. | was at least Six inchestaller than he; | could
look down on thetop of hislittle hdmet Just the same, | got the feding he could break mein hdf if he
decided to—I'm abeanpole, while he was built like somebody who'd been agood high school
linebacker and might have played college bal if only hed beentaler.

Hewasn't hostile now, though. "Why don't you come into my office, Ingpector Fisher—"
"Cdl meDave" | sad, thinking I ought to keep thingsfriendly aslong as| could.

"Okay, Dave, come on with me and then you can let me know what thisisal about All our inspection
parchments are properly signed, sealed, blessed, fumigated, what have you. | keep the origindsonfilein
my desk; | know you government folks are never satisfied with copies caled up in the ground glass.”

"What sorcery summons, sorcery may shift,” | said, making it sound asif | was quoting officid EPA
policy. And | was. Still, I believed him. If his parchmentwork wasn't in order, he wouldn't brag about it
Besides, if his parchmentwork wasn't in order, hed have moreto fret about than a surprise visit from an
EPA ingpector. He'd be worrying about the wrath of God, both from bosseswho didn't pay him to
screw up and maybe from On High, too. A lot of thingsin the dump were unholy in the worst way.

Hisofficedidn't fed likeacitadd, eveniif it had no windows. The diffuse glow of S. EImo'sfire across
the ceiling gave the room the cool, even light of acloudy day. The air was cool to breathe, too, though St
Ferdinand's Vdley, which like the rest of Angels City was essentialy adesert beforeit got built up, ill
has desertly weather.

Sudakis noticed me visibly not toasting. He grinned. "We're on acircuit with one of the frozen water
elementalsup in Greenland. A section of tile here'—he pointed to the wall behind his desk—"touched the
elementa once, and now it keegpsthe place cool thanksto the law of contagion.”

"Oncein contact waysin contact” | quoted. "Modern as next week." A lot of buildingsin Angels City
cool themsalves by contagious contact with ice dementas. That wasn't what | meant by modem; the law
of contagion may bethe oldest magica principle known. But regulating the effect so peoplefed
comfortable, not stuck on an ice floe themselves, isanew process—and an expensive one. The people
who made a profit off the dump didn't stint their employees; | wondered how the leak had happened if
they had money like thisto throw around.

Once his secretary had brought coffee for both of us, Sudakis settled back in hischair. It creaked. He
sad"What can | dofor you, Dave?| gather thisisan unofficid visit you haven't shown me awarrant, you
haven't served a subpoena, you don't have a priest or an exorcist or even alawyer with you. So what's
up?'

"Youreright—thisisunofficid." | 9pped my coffee. It was ddicious, nothing like the recongtituted stuff
that makesaliar of thelaw of smilarity. "I'd like to talk about your containment scheme here, if you don't
mind."

Hisair of affability turned to stone as abruptly asif held gazed on a cockatrice. By his expression, held
sooner have had me ask him about asocid disease. "We'retight," he said "Absolutely no question were
tight. Maybe wed both better have priests and lawyers here. | don't like 'unofficid’ viststhat hit me
wherel live, Ingpector Fisher." | wasn't Dave any more.

"Y ou may not be astight asyou think," | told him. That'swhat I'm hereto talk about."



Tak ischeap." He was hard-nosed as alinebacker, too. "I don't want talk. | want evidence if you try and
come hereto say thingslikethat to me."

"Elf-shot around the dump isup alot from ten years ago till now," | said.

"Y es, I've seen those numbers. Weve got alot of new immigrantsin the area, too, and they bring their
troubles with them when they come to this country. We have a case of jaguaranthropy, if that'saword, a
couple of yearsago. Try telling me that would have happened when al the neighbors sporang from
northwest Europe.”

He was right about the neighborhood changing. I'd gone past a couple of houses that had signs saying
Curandero tacked out front. If you ask me, curanderos are frauds who prey on the ignorant, but
nobody asked me. A basic principle of magic isthat if you believein something, it'll be true—for you.

I"ll tell you something | believed. | believed that if the EPA took Devonshire dump to court just on the
strength of an increasein elf-shot around the area, the lawyers Sudakis people would throw at uswould
leave us so much not-too-lean ground beef. | had no doubt Tony Sudakis believed it, too.

So | hit him with something bigger and harder. "' Are you going to blame theimmigrantsfor the three cases
of apsychiaaround herein the past year?"

Hedidn't even bunk. "Coincidence," he said flatly. One hand, though, tugged at the silver chain he wore
around his neck. Out popped the ornament on the end of it I'd expected a crucifix, but instead it was a
polished piece of amber with something embedded inside—a pretty piece, and one that probably cost a

pretty copper.

"Speaking off the record, Mr. Sudakis, you know aswell as| do that three soulless birthsin one areain
oneyear isn't coincidence,” | answered. "lts an epidemic.”

He let the amber amulet dide back under his shirt. | deny that, off the record or onit." Hisvoicewas so
loud and ringing that | would have bet something was Listening to every word we said, ready to spit it
back in casewe did end up in court Interesting, | thought Sudakiswent on. "Besides, Inspector, think of
it likethis: if I didn't think this place was safe, why would | keep coming to work every day?"

| raised what | hoped was a placating hand. "Mr. Sudakis—Tony, if | may—I'm not repeat not claiming
you're personally responsible for anything. | want you to understand that. But evidence of what may bea
problem here has come to my attention, and | wouldn't be doing my jobif | ignored it.”

"Okay," he said, nodding. "I can ded with that Look, maybe | can clear thisupif | show you the
containment scheme. Y ou find any holesin it Dave'—I was Dave again, so | guess hed camed
down—"and | will personaly shit in my hat and wesr it backwards. | swear it."

"You're not under oath," | said hatily. If he turned out to be wrong, | didn't want to leave him the choice
of doing something disgusting or facing the wrath of the Other Side for not following through.

"Y ou heard me." He got up from his desk, went over to afile cabinet off to one Sde, started pulling out
folders. "Here, look." He unrolled a parchment in front of me. "Here'sthe outer perimeter. You'll have
seen some of that; heréswhat al redly goesinto it. And here's the protection scheme for the complex
weredttingin."

| was dready pretty much convinced the outer perimeter of the dump wastight; that’ swhat the
spdllchecker had indicated, anyhow. And a cursory glance at the plansto keep the blockhouse safe told
me Sudakis didn't need to be afraid when he cameto his job. Satan himself might have forced hisway



through those wards, or possibly Babylonian Tiamat if her cult were ill dive, but the lesser Powers
would only get heedachesif they tried.

"Now here's the underground setup.” Sudakis stuck another parchment in front of my face. Y ou look this
over, Dave. Youtel meif it'snot astight asaVestd's—"

Unlike the other two plans, thisone really did demand a careful onceover. Proper underground
containment isthe Balder's mistletoe of dmost any toxic spell dump. Theidea solution, of course, would
be to float the dump on top of apool of akahest, which would dissolve any evil mat percolated through
toit. But akahest isa quis custodiet ipsos custodes? phenomenon—being auniversa solvent, it
dissolves everything it touches, which would in short order include the dumping grounds themselves.

Some of thewilder journa articles suggest using either lodestone levitation or sylphsof the air to raise the
dump above the ground and to keep it separated from the alkahest below. | think anybody who'd try
such a scheme ought to be made to live in the dump office. Lodelev isapurely physica process, and, like
any physica process, vulnerable to magica interference. And sylphs of the air redly arejust asflighty as
their reputation makes them out to be. They'd get bored or playful or whatever and forget what they
were supposed to be doing.

That wouldn't be good, not where akahest isinvolved. They used it in the First Sorcerous War, but not
inthe Second It's just too potent, even as aweapon. Asit eatsits way straight toward the center of the
earth, it'sliable to bring up magma or ancient buried Powers through the channels it cuts. Nobody even
stockpilesit—how could you?

S0, no akahest under the Devonshire dump. Instead, the designers had put in the usua makeshifts:
blessings and relics and holy texts from every faith known to mankind, and elaborate spells renewed
twice ayear to use the law of contagion to extend their effect to the places where they weren't actually
buried.

"It looks like agood arrangement on parchment,” | said grudgingly. "'l presume you rigidly adhereto the
resanctification schedule.” | madeit sound asif | assumed nothing of the sort.

Tony Sudakis set more parchmentsin front of me. " Certification under canon law, the ordnances of the
Baron of Angdls, and nationd secular law.”

| examined them. They looked like what they were supposed to be. The dump management outfit might
have forged the secular documents; the worst the Baron of Angels can doissend you tojall, theworst
the secular power can do isleave you short ahead. But you'd have to be pretty bold to forge acanon
lawyer's hand or sedl. The punishment for that kind of offense could go on forever.

| shoved the pile of parchments back at Sudakis. Now my tone of voice was different "I have to admit, |
don't know what to tell you. Thisreally does ook good on parchment But something's not right
heregbouts; | know that, too." | told him about the rest of the birth defects I'd spotted, the vampirism and
lycanthropy.

Hefrowned. "Y ou're not making that up?"

"Not aword of it I'll swear by Adonai Elohaynu, if you like." | am, God knows, an imperfect Jew. But
you'd haveto be alot more imperfect than | am to fasify that oath. People who would risk their souls by
fasdy caling on the Lord won't make it past the EPA spiritua background checks, and agood thing,
too, if you ask me.

Sudakis beefy face set in the frown asif it were made of quick-drying cement "Our attorneyswill il



maintain that the effects you cite are just agtatistica quirk and have nothing to do with the Devonshire
dump, its contents, or its activities. If we go to court, well win."

"Probably." | wanted to hit him. The certain knowledge that he/d murder me wasn't what stopped me.
Getting in agood shot or two would have made that worthwhile. Far as I'm concerned, people who hide
"itswrong" behind "itslegd" deserve whatever hgppensto them. The only thing that held me back was
knowing I'd bring discredit to the EPA.

Then Sudakis pulled out that little amber charm again. He licked afingertip, ran it over the smooth
surface of the amulet, and murmured something in alanguage | not only didn't know but didn't come
closeto recognizing. Then he put the amulet back and said, "Now we can talk privately for alittle while."

"Canwe?' | had no .reason to trust him, every reason to think he wastrying to trap mein an indiscretion.
The lawyers held been throwing at me would have loved that.

But he said, "Yeah, and | think wed better, too. | don't like the numbersyou laid out for me, | don't like
"em at all. Thisplaceis supposed to be safe, it's been safe ever since | took over here, and | want it to
keep on being safe. That's what they pay mefor, after al.”

"Why do you have to turn aside the Listener if that's so?" | asked Cometo that, | didn't know his outr6
littleritua realy had turned aside anything.

He said, "Because the company basicaly just wants meto run this place so it makes them money. | want
torunitright.”

All I could think was, Hell of a note when a man has to deafen the Listener before he says he wants
to do a proper job. But hed convinced me. Too many top corporate managers hide dorsal fins under
expensve imported suits. If one of those types got wind of what Sudakis had said, let done what held
done, held be out on the street with abig dusty footprint on his behind.

"How’ d you get word there was trouble here, anyhow?" he asked. "Did you paw through the Thomas
Brothers files hoping you'd stumble over something you could useto curse us?’

His bosses wouldn't have let him manage the dump if he was stupid | answered, "No, as a matter of fact,
| didn't | got acal from the Digtrict of St Columbathis morning, telling mel ought to check things out So
| did, and now you know what | found."

That's—interesting." He stuck out his chin. "How'd Charlie Kely know back there that something was up
when you hadn't heard anything out here?' No, hewasn't stupid at al, not if he knew the fellow at the
EPA who waslikedliest to give me orders.

"Hisjob isto hear thingslikethat,” | answered, suspicious again. Not dl the ways Sudakis might have
learned about Kelly were savory ones.

"Y eah, sure, sure. But how?" If he was acting, he could have given lessons. Helooked down &t hiswrigt,
said something scatologicd. That's a safer way to work off your fedings than swearing or cursing. "My
stinking watch saysits day before yesterday. Must be eddy currents from the garbage outside.”

"Y ou ought to wear something better than that chesp mechanica,” | said. | touched thetail of the
timekeeper that coiled round my wridt. It's a better-behaved little demon than the one that sits on my
nightstand at home. It yawned, stretched, piped, "Eleven forty-two," and went back to deep.

Sudakis scatologized again. The Listener will go back on duty any minute now. | can't put it out two
times running; the magic doesn't work. | hate doing it even once: too much magic loose here asis. That's



why | don't wear afancy watch like yours. Mechanicas are dl right When one gets bollixed, | just buy
another one: no need to worry about rites or anything like that.”

| shrugged; it wasn't my business. But | have aslittle to do with mechanicalsas| can. If the Other Side
weren't asred asthisone, they might be all right But as Athdling the Wise put it though, most forces are
a so Persons, and mechanicals have no Persondlities of their own to withstand the dings and arrows of
outrageous fortune—to say nothing of outraged (or sometimes just mischievous) Forces. That'swhy
you'll never see lodestone levitation under an alkahest pool.

Sometimes, when I'm in the mood for Utopian flights of fancy, | think about how smoothly theworld
would runif dl natura forces were asinanimate as the ones that let mechanicas operate. Wed never
have to screen against megasal amanders launched on the wings of supersylphsto incinerate cities
anywhere in the world Neither of the Sorcerous Wars that devastated whole countries could have
happened For that matter, | wouldn't have had to worry about toxic spell dumps or the ever-growing
pollution of the environment Thingswould be smpler dl around

Yeah, | know it's adream from the gate of ivory. Without magic, the world would probably have
farmers, maybe towns, but surely not the greet civilization we know. Can you imagine mass production
without the law of smilarity, or any kind of communications network without the law of contagion?

And medicine? | shiver to think of it Without ectoplasmic beings to see and reach inside the body, how
would medicine be possible at dl?If you got sick, you'd bloody well die, just like one of Tony Sudalds
cheap watches when magic touched itsworks.

| pulled my mind back to business and asked him, "Can you give me alist of the firmswhaose spells
you're storing &t this containment facility?' That was aquestion | could legitimately ask him, regardless of
whether the Listener was conscious.

He sad, Inspector Fisher, in view of the unofficial nature of your vist, | haveto tell you no. If you bring
me awarrant, | will of course cooperate to the degree required by civil and canon law." He thought he
was being heard again—he tipped me awink as he spoke.

"Such alist isamatter of public record,” | agued, both because it was something | redlly wanted to have
and because| till wasn't sure | could trust him.

"And | will surrender it to properly congtituted authority, but only to such authority,” he said "But it could
a0 give competitorsimportant information on the spells and charms we use at thisfacility. Limited
accessto magical secretsisone of the oldest principles of both canon and civil law."

He might have been playing it to the hilt for the sake of the Listener, but he had me and | knew it
Sophisticated magic hasto be kept secret or € se everyone starts using it and the originator gains no
benefit from hard and often dangerous research work. People who want to socidize sorcery don't redlize
there wouldn't be much sorcery to socidizeif they took away the incentive for devising new spells.

"| shal return with that warrant, Mr. Sudakis" | said formaly.

He grinned and gave me asilent thumbs-up the Listener wouldn't notice, so he was either redly on my
sde or one fine con man. "Will there be anything else, Inspector?' he asked

| started to shake my head, then changed my mind. Isthere a safe spot in this building where | can ook
out & the whole dump?

"Sureis. Why don't you come with me?"' Sudakis looked happy for any excuse to get up from behind his



desk. My guesswas that he'd been promoted for outstanding work in the field—he probably liked the
money from his adminigtrative job but not awhole lot of other things about it

Our shoesrang on the spira stairway that led to the roof of the cinderblock office. Stepsand rail dike
were cold iron, asengible precaution in abuilding surrounded by such nasty magic. The trapdoor through
which we climbed was dso of iron, heavily greased againgt the rains Angels City wasn't seeing lately.
Sudakis effortlesdy pushed it out of the way.

"Hereyou are," he said waving. "Y ou're about as safe here as you are indoors, topologically, we're still
ingde the same shidding system. But it doesn't fed the same out in the open air, doesit?!

"No," | admitted. | felt exposed to | didn't know what | wondered if the air itself was bad somehow. |
imagined tiny demons | couldn't even see crawling down into my lungs and rdlieving themsel ves among
my bronchia passages. An unpleasant thought—I scuttled it asfast as| could.

The dump still looked like a couple of acres of overgrown, underwatered ground. If it had been paved
over, it would have been aperfect used carpet lot | don't know what 1'd expected from a panoramic
view: maybethat | could spot boxes or barrels with corporate names on them. | didn't see anything,
though. The most interesting thing | did see was alittle patch of ground abouit fifty yards from the office
building that seemed to be moving of its own accord | pointed "What's over there?”

Tony Sudakis eyesfollowed my finger. "Oh, that. It'Il be awhile before decon does much with that area,
I'm afraid Byproducts from a defense plant—I can say that much. Those are fliesyou see ftirring
around.”

"Oh." | dropped the subject, at once and completely. 1'd thought about the Lord of the Flies on the way
over to the dump. He's such a potent demon prince that even saying his name can be dangerous. Speak
of the devil, as everyone knows, is not ajoke, and the same appliesto his great captain, the prince of
the descending hierarchy.

| didn't care for the notion of the Defense Department dealing with Beelzebub, either. | know the
Pentagram has the best wizardsin the world, but they're only human. Leave out asingle line—by God,
misplace a single comma—and you're ligble to have hell on earth.

| looked back toward the place where I'd seen awholelot of Nothing when | was coming up the
protected (I hoped) walk toward Sudakis office. From thisangle, it didn't look any different from the
rest of the dump. | thought about mentioning it to Sudakis, but didn't bother; he probably saw enough
weird thingsin the course of aweek to last an ordinary chap with an ordinary job alifetime or two.

Besides, that thought gave rise to another "How often do you run across synergitic reactions among the
speIsthat get dumped here?"

It does happen sometimes, and sometimesit'sno fun at al when it does." Herolled his eyesto show how
big an understatement that was. "Persian spells are particularly bad for that, for some reason, and there's

alarge Persan community herein the Valley—refugees from the latest secularist takeover, most of them.

When their spiritual € ements fused with some from a Baghdadi candy-maker's preservation charm, of dl

theunlikely things—"

| drew my own picture. It wasn't pleasant. Shiaand Sunni magic are starkly different but argue from the
same premises. That makes the minglings worse when they happen: asif Papists and Protestants used the
same dump in Irdland The Confederation isamelting pot, dl right, but sometimes the pot wantsto melt
down.



| didn't see anything el se about which to question Sudakis, so | went back down the spiral stairs. He
followed, pausing only to shut the trap door over our heads. Aswe walked back to hisoffice, | said, I'll
be back with the warrant as soon as | can: in the next couple of days, anyhow."

"Whatever you say, Ingpector Fisher." He winked again to show hewasreally on my side. | wondered if
he was. He sounded very much like aman speaking for the Listener when he said, Tin happy to
cooperate informaly with an informal investigation, but | do need the forma parchment before | can
exceed the scope of my ingtructions from management.”

He went out to the entrance with me. | craned my neck to seeif the Nothing regppeared as | passed the
place where I'd seen it before. For aningtant | thought it did, but when | blinked it was gone.

"What'sthere?' Sudakis asked when | turned my head.

"Nothing," | said, but I meant—I guessed | meant—A with asmall n. | laughed alittle nervoudy. "A
figleef of my imagination.”

"Y ou work here awhile, you'll get those for sure.” He nodded, hard | wondered what al held seen—or
maybe not seen—since he started working here.

When we got out to the front gate, the security guard again carefully placed the footbridge so it straddled
thered line. | felt like afree man as soon as | was on the outside of the dump site. Sudakis waved across
from his sde, then went back to his citadd.

It wasn't until I'd crossed the crosswalk, chanted the phrase that unlocked the antitheft geas on my
carpet, and actudly gotten into the air that | remembered the vampires, the werewolves, the kids born
without souls, dl the other birth defects around the Devonshire dump. Getting outside the site didn't
necessarily free you fromit. Were that so, | wouldn't have had to make thistrip in thefirst place.

Midday traffic was alot thinner than the usual morning madness. | was more than twice asfar from my
Westwood office in the Confedera Building as| waswhen | |eft from my flat, but | didn't need any more
timeto get therethan | do on my norma commute. | did into my reserved parking space (pendty for
unauthorized use, ahundred crowns or an extrayear for your soul in purgatory, or both—judge's
discretion: if he thinks you won't rate purgatory, hell just fine you), then walked inside.

The evator shaft smdt of dmond oil. At the bottom was avirgin parchment inscribed with the words
GOMERT and KAILOETH and the sigil of the demon Khil, who has control over some of the spirits of
the air (he can aso cause earthquakes, and so isauseful spirit to know in Angels City). Theamond ail is
part of the paste that summons him, the other ingredients being olive oil, dust from dose by a coffin, and
the brain of adunghill cock. "Seventh floor,” | said, and waslifted up.

Assoon as| got into the office, | caled Charlie Kelly He listened while told him what 1'd found, then
said, "Nice piece of work, Dave. That confirms and amplifiestheinformation I'd dready received Co to
work on that warrant right away."

"I will," I promised | know just thejudge: I'll take the information over to gadi Ruhollah. He's about the
grictest manin A.C. when it comesto environmental damage.” | chuckled. For that matter, hesarigorist
on just about everything—Maximum Ruhallah, we cal him out here”

"Soundslike thefdlow we need, dl right," Kelly said "Anything e s?'

| started to say no, but had to think better of it. Thereis one other thing, as amatter of fact Sudakis—the
dump manager—wondered how you'd heard something new might be wrong at his place when no one



out here had aclue. | couldn't give him an answer, but it made me curious, too."

Asit had once or twice when held called me at home, the silence stretched longer than imp relay could
account for by itself. Finally Charliesaid, "A bird told me, you might say."

"A littlebird, right?" | started to laugh. "Charlie, | stopped believing in that little bird about the sametime |
found out the stork only brings changdlings.”

"However youwant it,” hesaid. That'sal | can tell you, and more than | ought to.”

| thought about pushing some more, but decided not to. People back in D.C. are supposed to have good
sources, they judtify the fancy salaries mat come out of your purse and mine by knowing what’s going on
al over the country and how to find out about it even if the people who are doing it don't want it found
out But | was till moderately graveled that somebody a continent away had picked up on something |
hadn't heard the first thing about right in my own backyard

"Get thewarrant, Dave," Charlie said "WEell go from there, depending on what we learn.”

"Right," | said, and hung up. Then | grabbed a sandwich and acup of coffee  thelittle cafeteriain the
building. They perfectly balanced virtue and vice: they were lousy but cheap. Lousy or not, my somach
stopped growling. | made another phone call.

The phone on the other end must have yammered for quite awhile, because | listened to my imp
drumming hisfingers on theinside of the handset until at last | got an answer. "Hand-of-Glory Press,
Judith Adler spesking.”

"Hi, Judy—its Dave."

"Oh, hi, Dave." | thought her voice went from businesdike to warm, but with two phone imps between us
| had ahard time being sure. "Sorry | took so long to pick up there. | wasin the middle of atough
passage, and | wanted to get to the end of a sentence so | could be sure | wouldn't misseven asingle
word when | went back to it."

"Dont apologize,” | said "Doing what you do, you have to be careful.”

Hand-of-Glory Press, as you'd guess from the name, publishes grimoires of al sorts, from smple oneson
carpet maintenance up to the specia secret sort with olive-drab covers. Judy'stheir number one
proofreader and copy editor. She's the most intensely detail-minded person | know, and she needsto be.
An error in agrimoire on flying carpets might end you up in Boston, Oregon, instead of Boston, Mass.
Anerror in amilitary magic manual might leave you dead, or worse.

Shesad, "So what'sup?'

"Fedl like going out to dinner with metonight?’ | asked. "l ran into something interesting today, and |
wouldn't mind hearing what you mink of it" Knowing someone who can see not only forest and trees but
aso count leavesiswonderful. Being in love with her is even better.

"Sure," shesaid. "Mest a your place after work? | ought to be able to get there before six.”
"You'l probably beat methere, then, the way traffic on St James hasbeen lately,” | told her.
"Sounds good.”

There'sanew Hanese place afew blocks away that | want to try."



"Sounds good to me, too. Y ou know how much | like Hanese food"
"See you tonight, then. Now I'll let you get back to what you were doing. "Bye."

| went back to work, too, athough my mind wasn't redlly on the main project that currently infested my
desk. A couple of days before, abig carpet carrying fumigants had overturned in an accident, spilling
finely ground linseed, psdllium seed, violet and wild pardey root, aoes, mace, and storax. Because
they're materids used in conjurations, | had to draft the environmenta impact statement.

| could have just written no impact and let it go at that the fumigants were harmlessin and of themselves,
and required combustion and ritua to become magicaly significant A two-word report, however, would
not have made my boss happy, and might have given people outside the EPA the idea that we didn't take
serioudy the job we were doing.

So, ingtead, | wasted taxpayers time and parchment writing five leaves that ended up saying no impact
but did it in abureaucratically acceptable way. | do sometimes wonder why governmental agencies have
to act likethat, but it ssems as universal asthe law of contagion.

Suffused in virtue, | dropped the draft of my statement on my boss desk for her changes, then went
down the dide, out to my carpet, and onto the freeway. Sure enough, traffic was beadtly, especialy
down by the airport. Not only was everybody getting on and off there, but the flight lanesfor the big
internationa carrier redly cramp air spacefor loca travelers.

Judy was waiting for me when | got home, as|'d thought she would be. We'd been seeing each other for
about two and ahdf years, then; 1'd gotten her a spare entry talisman and given her the unlocking Word
for my door pretty early in that time, and she'd done the same for me.

She greeted me with a pucker on her lips and acold beer in her hand "Wonderful woman," | told her,
which might have helped heat the kiss alittle. She got abeer for herself, too. We sat down to drink them
before we went out.

Judy'sabig tal brunette with hazdl eyes and amass of wavy brown hair that fals hafway down her
back. She doesn't walk, exactly; when she moves, it's more like flowing. Shelooked too feline ever to
seem quite at home on my angular gpartment-house furniture. | enjoyed watching her al the same.

"So what did you come acrosstoday?' she asked.

| finished my beer and said, "Letstak about it at the restaurant. If | start explaining it now, wewon't get
to the restaurant, and then you'l think | invited you over just to lure you into bed.”

"It isniceto know you occasionaly have other things on your mind," she admitted, upending her own
bottle. "Let'sgo, then."

We rode on my carpet; the safety belts held us companionably close. The restaurant parking lot had a
sgn with abig Hanese dragon breathing ornately stylized fire and ablunt warning: TRESPASSERS
WILL BE INCINERATED. Judith smiled when she saw it. | didn't. | livein amoderately tough part of
town, and | figured therewas at |east one chance in three the sign was no joke.

Wonderful smells greeted usjust insde the entrance. The only trouble with Hanese restaurantsis that so
much of what (hey serveisforbidden to those who observe the Law. Seacucumbers| can live without,
but I've heard so much about scallops and lobster that I'm aways tempted to try them. But how cana
man who'd bresk what he sees as God's Law be trusted to uphold the laws of men?1 was good again.
So was Judy, whose job and whose life also took discipline.



Still, you can't redlly complain about hot and sour soup, beef with black mushrooms, crispy duck, and
crystal-boiled chicken with spicy sauces. Everything was good, too; thiswas aplace I'd vigit again. While
Judy and | ate, | told her about the Devonshire dump.

"Three cases of apsychiathisyear?' she said Her eyebrows went way up, and stayed way up.
"Something's badly wrong there."

"| think so, too, and so does the dump administrator—fellow named Tony Sudakis—even though he
won't say so whereaListener can hear him." | Sipped my tea, "Y ou deal with magic moreintimately than
| do, maybe even more intimately than Sudakis. intimately in away different from his, anyhow. I'm glad
youreworried; it tellsmeI'mright to fed the sameway."

"You certainly are" She nodded so vigoroudy, her hair flew out in acloud around her head. Then her
eyesfilled with tears. "Just think of those poor babies—" know." I'd thought about them alot. | couldn't
help it Vampires and lycanthropes have their problems, heaven knows, but what hopeistherefor akid
with no soul? None, zero, zip. | drank more tea, hoping it would cleanse my mind along with my paate.
No such luck. Then| told Judy what Charlie Kelly had said about a bird telling him something might be
amiss at the dump. "He wouldn't give me any detaills—he wanted to be coy. What do you suppose he
meant?'

"A bird? Not alittle bird?" She waited for me to shake my head, then started ticking off possibilitieson
her fingers. "Firgt thing that occursto meis something to do with Quetza coatl.”

"Y ou just made dinner worth putting on the expense account,” | said, beaming. | hadn't thought of that.”

| felt stupid for not thinking of it, too, for no sooner had | spoken than a busboy stopped at the table to
clear away some dirty dishes. Unlike our waiter, he wasn't Hanese; he was stockier, alittle darker, and
spoke hislittle Anglo-Saxon with astrong Spainish accent. A lot of the scutwork in Angels City gets
done by people from the south. As Sudakis had said, more of them come here every year, too. Times
are so hard, people so poor, down in the Empire that even scutwork looks good to alot of people.

Angels City, much of the Confederations southwest, used to belong to the Empire of Azteca. The nobles,
some of them, il plot revenge after acentury and ahalf. For that matter, though most peoplein the
Empire spesk Spainish these days, some of the old families there, the onesthat go back before the
Spaniards came, go right on worshiping their own godsin secret, even though they go to Mass, too.
Quetzal coatl, the Feathered Serpent, is much the nicest of those gods, believe me.

The old families crave the Empire's old borders, too, even if their own ancestors never ruled hereabouts.
They cdl our southwest Aztlan, and dream it'stheirs. The way immigration is headed, in a couple of
generations that may betruein al but name. Some people, though, might not want to wait So,

Quetza coatl.

Judy asked, "What ideas have you had yoursdf?' Thinking is hard work. She didnt want to do it all
hersdlf, for which | couldn't blame her.

| seized abig, meaty mushroom on my chopsticks, then said, " The Peacock Throne crossed my mind.”

Judy was chewing, too. She held up afinger, swalowed, then said, "Yes, | can seethat, especidly
snce—didn't you say?—you know some Persian firms use that dump?"

That'sright. Sudakistold me s0." The Peacock Throne isthe one which was warmed by the fundament
of the Shahan-Shah of Persauntil the seculariststhrew him out afew yearsago. St Ferdinand'sValley
has alarge Persian refugee community. And if Persans had been whispering in Charlie



Kely'sear, | wouldn't have any trouble getting awarrant from old Maximum Ruhollah, either. Hewas
plusroyal queleroi, if you know what | mean.

"After the Peacock Throne, the next possibility | thought of wasthe Garuda Bird project,” | went on.
"Aerospace and defense are Siamese twins, and alot of defense outfits use the Devonshire dump.”

Judy nodded, dowly. Her eyes caught fire. So did mine whenever | thought about the Garuda Bird Up till
now, no one's ever found a sorcerous way to get us off Earth and physically into space. People have
even talked about trying to do it with pure mechanicas, though anybody who'd fly amechanicd ina
universe full of mystic forcesis crazier than any three people | want to ded with.

But the Garuda Bird project links the ancient Hindu Bird with the most modern western spell-casting
techniques. Beforelong, if everything goes as planned, well try visiting the moon and the worldsin
person, not just by astral projection.

"There's agood-szed Hind community up in the Valey, too," Judy sad.

"That’ strue." It was, but | didn't know how much it meant Angels City and its metropolitan areaare 0
big, they have good-sized communities from just about every nation on earth. If God decided to build the
Tower of Babel now, held put it right here: the schoals, for instance, have to try to teach kids who spesk
doseto ahundred different languages, and some towns have laws that Sgns haveto be at least partly in
the Roman aphabet s0 palice, firefighters, and exorcists can find the placesin case of emergency.

| ate another mushroom, then said, "Any more ideas?"'

"| didn't have any others until you mentioned the Peacock Throne,” Judy said, "but that made me think of
something dse” Shedidn't go on; she didn't look asif she wanted to.

‘Wl ?' | asked at last.

She looked around and lowered her voice before she spoke; maybe she didn't want anybody but me
hearing. Theré's the Peacock Throne, but there's a so the Peacock Angdl.”

Not everybody, especidly in this part of the world, would have taken her meaning. But while neither one
of usisasorcerer, we both deal with the Other Side asmuch asalot of people who make agood living
at wizardry. | felt achill run up my back. The Peacock Angdl isaeuphemism the Persans use for Satan.

"Judy, | hopeyou'rewrong,” | told her.
"Sodol," shesad. "Bdieveme, sodo|."

| remembered the knot of tirring flies 1'd seen in the dump—Bed zebub is very high up (or low down,
depending on how you look at things) intheinferna hierarchy. And that Nothing—had | redlly seenit, or
wasit just jitters at being in a—literally—spooky place? If it wasredl, what, or Who, caused it? Those
were interesting thoughts. | didn't like any of them.

Suddenly alittle bit of Nothing seemed to fall like acloak over the warm, comfortable restaurant | didn't
want to be there any more. | waved for the bill, pulled money from my wallet to cover it, and leftina
hurry. Judy didn't argue. Even euphemisms can bring trouble in their wake.

My flat felt like afortress against our gloom. As soon as I'd locked the door and touched the mezuzah
that warded it, Judy came into my arms. We hugged, hard, just holding each other for along time. Then
shesaid, "Why don't you bring me another bottle of beer?"



When | got back from the icebox with it, she'd taken from her purse two small dabaster cups, thin to the
point of tranducency. Into each she poured alittle powder from avia she carried. I'd once asked the
ingredients of the "cup of roots,” and she'd told me gum of Alexandria, liquid aum, and garden crocus.
Mixed with beer, it was a contraceptive that dated back to the ancient Egyptians. | was convinced it
worked not only had it never failed us, how many ancient Egyptians have you seen lately?

Just to be safe, though, | dso followed Fliny's advice and kept the testicles and blood of adunghill cock
under my bed. Unlike the old Roman's, mine were sedled in glass so they wouldn't prove contraceptive
merely by stinking prospective partners out of the bedroom.

If you ask me, making love, especidly with someone you do love, isthe most sympathetic magic of al.
Afterwards, | asked Judy, "Do you want to stay the night?'l admit | had an ulterior motive; she's different
from mogt of the women I've known in that she often fed s frisky in the morning.

But that night she shook her head 1'd better not. I'd have to take the cup of roots again if you wanted me,
and | don't want to drink beer and then steer a carpet through rush-hour traffic."

"Okay." | hope| gavein with good grace. If you love somebody not least for having agood head on her
shoulders, you'd better not get annoyed when she usesit.

She went into the bathroom, came back and started to get dressed, then stopped and looked over a me.
"Could wetry again tonight?'

"Try is probably the operative word" But | was off the bed like a shot and heading for the kitchen.
"Woman, you'll run me out of beer and make me go up with the window shade, but you're nice to have
around.”

"Good," shesaid, asmilein her voice. Beer in hand | hurried back toward the bedroom. Her nice,
sensible head was not the only reason | loved her. No indeed.

Judy did end up staying the night, because she didn't fed like flying after two rounds of the cup of roots.
(In case you're wondering how we did the second time, it's none of your business.) No hanky-panky in

the morning, though. We were both up early, her to go back to her place and change before she headed
for work, me to do the parchmentwork I'd need to get awarrant from Judge Ruhollah.

After afast breakfast, | walked her out to her carpet (as | said, | don't live in the best neighborhood),
then went back to my own and headed for the Crimina and Magica Courts building downtown.

The commute downtown wasn't too bad, but parking in the heart of Angels City is outrageoudy
expendgve, even though they stack carpets up higher than you'd seein arug merchants bazaar. | was
amost as upset asif I'd had to pay with my own money, not the EPA’s.

Y ou want to see every kind of human being any kind of God ever made, go to the Crimina and Magica
Courts building: secular judgesin black robes, canon law judgesin red ones, bailiffs and constabulary
and sheriffslooking more like soldiers than anything el se, defendants sometimes looking guilty of
everything in the world (regardless of whether they're only charged with flying a carpet too fast) and
others who from the outside might be candidates for sainthood, witnesses, doctors, rabbis, wizards... If
you like people-watching, you won't find better entertainment.

Judge Ruhollah's bailiff was abig Swede named Eric something-or-other—I never can remember hislast
name, though I'd dealt with him before. He said, I'm sorry, Inspector Fisher, but the judge won't be able



to seeyou till about eleven. Something's come up.”

| Sighed, but what could | do about it? | went over to the bank of pay phones acrossthe hall from the
courtrooms. When | told the mouthpiece imp what number | wanted, it squawked back, " Forty-five
coppers, please.” | pushed changeinto the outstretched hand of thelittle pay phone demon, which must
be descended from Mammon by way of the Gadarene swine. If I'd turned my back oniit, I'm sureiit
would havetried to pick my pocket.

After | called in a the office to say I'd belate, | bought some coffee (and a Danish | didn't redlly need)
and cooled my hedlsin the cafeteria, looking with one eye a the data I'd be giving the gadi and with the
other at people going past Two cups and another Danish later (I promised mysdlf | wouldn't eat lunch), it
was aquarter to eleven. | threw the parchments back into my briefcase and presented myself to Eric

agan.
He picked up aphone, spokeinto it, then nodded to me. "Go onin." | went.

How do | describe Judge Ruhallah? 1f you're Christian (which he wasn't), think of God the Father when
He'shad alousy eon. | don't know how old Ruhollah is, not even to the nearest decade. Long white
beard, nose like a promontory, eyesthat have seen everything and disapproved of most of it If you're up
before him and you'reinnocent, you're dl right But if you're even alittle bit guilty, you'd better run for
cover.

He glowered at me as | approached the bench. Had this been the first time I'd come before him, I'd've
been tempted to pack it in asabad job: ether fall on my kneesand pray for mercy (not something
Maximum Ruhollah handed out in big doses) or eseturn around and run for my life (for who's not alittle
bit guilty of something?). But | knew he glowered most of the time anyhow, so hedidn't intimidate me...
much.

| began as etiquette prescribed—"May it please your honor"—-though | knew it wasjust a polite phrase
inhiscase. | set forth the reasons the Environmental Perfection Agency, and | asits representetive,
wanted to examine the records of the Devonshire Land Management Consortium.

"Y ou have supporting documents to show probable cause?' he asked He didn't have an old man'svoice.
He'd been in the Confederation for close to forty years (he was expelled from Persathe last timethe
secularists there seized power for awhile), but hed never logt his accent.

| passed him the documents. He put on reading glasses to ingpect them. Just for a second, he reminded
me of the scriptorium spirit at the Thomas Brothers monastery. Before | could even think of smiling,
though, his hard old face became so terrible that | wanted to look away. | had a pretty good ideawhat
he'd come across, and | wasright.

He stabbed at the parchment with aforefinger shaking with fury. It isan abomination before Cod the
Compassionate, the Merciful,” he ground out, "the birthing of children without souls. All should havethe
chanceto bejudged, to delight with Cod the great in heaven or to eat offa and drink boiling water
forever in hdl. Thisdump is causing the birth of soulless ones?

That'swhat weretrying to learn, your honor,”l answered "Finding out just who dumps there—whichis
what the warrant seeks—will help us determine that.”

This causeisworthy and just,” Judge Ruhollah declared.

"Pursueit wherever it may lead" He inked aquill and wrote out the warrant in hisown hand, Sgning it at
the bottom in both our own aphabet and the Arabic pothooks and squiggles held grown up with.



| thanked him and got out of there in ahurry; hiswrath was frightening to behold As| went back to
where my carpet was parked, | skimmed through the document held given me. When | was finished, |
whistled softy under my breath. If 1'd wanted to, | could have closed down the Devonshire dump with
that warrant Of coursg, if I'd tried it, the consortium's lawyers would have descended on me like aflock
of vampires and gotten the whole thing thrown out. | didn't want that, so | planned on carrying out the
grictly limited search I'd aready had in mind.

Rather to my own surprise, | was virtuous enough to skip lunch. | just headed straight for the VValey; the
sooner | served the warrant, the sooner | could—I hoped—start finding answers.

Thanksto astupid publicity stunt | got stuck in traffic in Hollywood If you ask me, stunts by the side of
the freaway ought to beillegdl; it goes dow enough without them. But no. One of thelight and magic
companieswas reeasing a spectacular called S. George and the Dragon, so nothing would do but to
have one of their tame dragons roast a sword-swinging stunt man right where everybody could stop and
stare and ooh and ahh. People who actualy had to go someplace—me, for instance—got stuck right
aong with the rubbernecking fools.

Behind the stunt man in hisflame-retardant chain mail stood a blonde who wasn't wearing enough to
retard flames. The dragon waswell trained; he didn't bresthe fire anywhere near her. Even so, |
wondered what she was doing there. She wasn't the sort of maiden | pictured St George rescuing. If
they'd been making Perseus and Andromeda, maybe—but St George?

Well, that’ s Hollywood for you.

| made good time after | finaly put dragon, stunt man, and bimbo behind me. | parked in the ot across
from the Devonshire dump I'd used the day before. Thistime the security guard was on the phone before
| got across the street He came out of his cage, started wheeling back the gate. "Mr. Sudakisis expecting
you, sr," hesad.

Thanks." | crossed the wooden footbridge, went into the dump site. Sure enough, Tony Sudakiswas
aready on hisway out to greet me. | still wasn't sure whose side he was on, but he brought alot of
energy to whichever oneit was.

"How may | be of assistance to you today, Inspector Fisher?'he asked in aloud, forma voicethat said
he knew what was coming.

| produced the parchment and did my best to speak in ringing tones mysdlf: "Mr. Sudakis, | havein my
possession and hereby serve you with thiswarrant of search issued by Judge Ruhollah authorizing meto
examine certain records of your business.

"Let meseethiswarrant,” he said | passed it to him. | thought his scrutiny would be purely pro forma,
but he read every word When he spoke again, he didn't sound forma &t al: "Y ou do everything this
parchment says you can do and you'll break usto bits. Maybe I'd better call our lega team.”

| held up ahasty hand. | don't intend to do or seek any more than we talked about yesterday. Is that il
agreeableto you?' light the candle or cast the spell, Mr. Sudads.

"Letsgo to my office," he said after a pause like the ones 1'd been hearing from Charlie Kely. I'll show
you wherethe client lists are stored.”

By thetime | thought to look for the Nothing I might have seen the day before, | was dready past the
place on thewalk where I'd noticed it | had more concrete things on my mind, anyhow.



Sudads pulled open afile drawer. "Here are clients who have used our facility in the past three years,
I nspector Fisher."

| started pulling out folders. | will copy these parchments and return the originadsto you as soon as
possible, Mr. Sudakis." We were both talking with half amind for the Listener in his office. | asked,
"Doesthisligt dso include the spells and thaumaturgical byproducts each of the consortiaand individuas
stated were assigned for containment here?”

"No, not dl of them. That's a separate form, you know." He glanced down at the warrant he was still
holding. "Wedidn't discussthose ligts yesterday. Thisthing"—he waved the warrant—"gives you the
authority to go fishing. .. until and unless our peopletry to quash it. Shdl | make the phone cal now?"

| pointed to the amber amulet he wore—it made asmall lump under his shirt. He nodded, pulled it out,
went through hislittleritua. | wondered again what language he was using. As soon as he nodded a
second time, | said, "L ook, Tony, you know aswell as| do that finding out what'sin here will help us
learn what'slesking.”

"Y eah, but we didn't talk about it yesterday." He looked stubborn.

| talked fast "1 know we didn't. If you want to play al consortiate, you can lick me on thisone. For a
while. But how will you fed when you read the next little sory in the Valley section of the Times about a
lad who's going to vanish out of the universe forever sometimein the next fifty or seventy or ninety
years?'

"Youfight dirty," he said with afierce scowl.

"Only if | haveto," | answered. "Y ou're the one who told me you wanted to keep this site safe. Did you
mean it, or wasit so much Fairy gold?'

Helooked at hiswatch. It must have been anew one, because he didn't ask me what time it was. After
about aminute and ahaf (my guess; | didn't bother checking), he said, "Very well, Inspector Fisher, |
shdl comply with your demand.” Clearly we were out from under the rose.

More folders followed, too many for meto carry. Having decided to be helpful, Tony was very helpful:
he got me awhedled cart so | could trundle them down the path and out to my carpet | said, "I hope
losing these won't inconvenience your operation.”

"l wouldn't give'emto you if it did,” he said "'l have copies of everything. They're magically made, of
course, S0 they aren't acceptable to you, but they'll keep this place running until | get the originals back.”

| didn't say that might be awhile. If we ended up going to court again to seek a closure order, the
parchments would be sequestered for months, maybe for yearsif the dump'slegd staff used dl the
appedlsthey were entitled to. Sudakis had to know that, too. But he seemed satisfied he could go on
doing what he needed to do, so | didn't push him.

He even trundled the cart out to the entrance for me. When we got there, adight hitch devel oped- the
cart wastoo wide to go over the footbridge. ""Can't | just stand on one Side of the tine and you on the
other?' | asked "Y ou can pass the documents out to me."

"Its not that mple,”" Sudakis said. "Go on outside; I'll show you.” | crossed the bridge, stepped acouple
of feet to one sde of it Sudakis made asif to pass me afolder; | made asif to reach for it Our hands
came closer and closer to one another, but wouldn't touch. Sudakis chuckled " Asymptotic zone, you
see? The footbridge isinsulated, so it cleaves a path right on through. We db take containment serioudly,



Dave™

"So | notice." Even if Anything was on the rampage in the dump, that zone would go along way toward
keeping it ingde where it belonged When | leaned toward Sudakis above the footbridge, he had no
trouble passing methefiles. | turned to the security guard "Do you have twine? | don't want these
blowing away after | load them onto my carpet.”

"Lemmelook." Hewent back into his cage and came back out with not only aball of twinebut dso a
scissors. | hadn't expected even that much cooperation, so | was doubly glad to get it

Sudakis watched metie parcelsfor aminute or two, then said "'I'm going back to work. Now that you've
officidly taken these documents, you understand I'm going to have to notify my superiors about what
you've done."

"Yes, of course," | said Decent of him to remind me, though. | thought he really might be on my side, or
at least not altogether on the side of his company.

| carted the documents across the street to my carpet; | needed three trips. Like anybody, | had storage
pockets sewn on, but the great pile of parchments overwhelmed them. | don't know what | would have
doneif the guard hadn't had any twine. Sat on some of the folders and hung onto others, | suppose, until
| flew by asundries store where | could buy some for mysdlf. Y ou see people doing that every day, but
it's neither eegant nor what you'd call safe.

Back to my Westwood office, then. When | got there, | discovered the elevator shaft was out of order.
Someidiot had managed to spill acup of coffee on the Words and sigil that controlled Khil. A mage
stood in the shaft readying a new compact with the demon, but readying didn't mean ready. | had to
haul my parchments up the fire stairs (you wouldn't want to be in an eevator shaft when the controlling
parchment burns, would you?), dide back down, and then climb the stairs again with the other half of my
load. | was not pleased with the world when | finally plopped the last parcel down by my desk.

| was even less pleased when | saw what lurked on that desk: my report about the spilled fumigants, all
covered over with red scribbles. That meant | wasn't going to get to the documents I'd so laborioudy
lugged upstairs by quitting time. | thought they were alot more important than the report, but my boss
didn't seethingsthat way. Sometimes | wish | weretriplets. Then | might keep my desk dean. Maybe.

The office access spirit gppeared in the ground glasswhen | called it | held up the pages one by one so it
saw dl the changes, then said, "Write me out afresh verson on parchment, if you please.”

"Very wdl," the oirit said grumpily. It likes playing with words, but has the attitude that actudly dealing
with the materid world and getting them down in permanent form is somehow benegth it. It asked me,
"Shall | then forget the version you had me memorize yesterday?"

"Don't you dare," | said, and then, because it was litera-minded, | added asmple, "No."

My boss had the habit of making changes and then going back and deciding shed rather have thingsthe
first way dfter dl. Yes, | know it'safemade cliche, but sheredly wasawoman and sheredly waslike
that Judy, now, Judy ismore decisivethan I'll ever be.

After the spirit promised it would indeed remember both versions of the report, | waited for it to finish
setting down the new one. When that finally wafted over to my desk, | read it through to make sure dl
the aterations were accurately transcribed, then set it in my boss in-basket for the next round of
changes. And then, it being about thetime it was, | went out to my carpet and headed home.



| took with methelist of firmsthat used the Devonshire dump. | left behind the forms that showed what
they'd dumped there; those would be more secure behind the office's wards than the cheap ones my
block of flatsuses. But | figured | could do some useful work at the kitchen table, just grouping the firms
by type. That would also give me at last astart on knowing what sort of toxic spellswerein there.

After adinner I'd rather not remember—certainly nothing to compare to the lush Hanese spread I'd
enjoyed with Judy the night before—I piled dishesin the Sink, gave the table a couple of haphazard
wipes, took out a sheet of parchment and inked a pen, then buckled down to it.

Thefirgt thing that hit me was just how many defense firms dumped at the Devonshire site. All the big
aerospace consortiathat have kept the Angels City economy booming for decades used the place:
Confederated Voodoo (its Convoo these days, what with the stupid and paranoid maniafor clipping
consortiate namesinto meaningless syllables: who'd waste time with name magic againg as diffusean
entity asa consortium?), North American Aviation and Levitation, Demondyne, Loki (I wondered if
byproducts from Loki's famous Cobold Works were trying to trickle through the wards around the
dumps, some of them might be very bad newsindeed), al the other famous names.

Along with them were ahost of smdller outfits, subcontractors mostly, that nobody’ s ever heard of
except their mothers: firmswith names like Bakhtiars Precison Burins, Portentous Potions, and Essence
Extractions, Inc. | looked at that last one for awhile, trying to figure out in which square it belonged my
transmogrified list had evolved into achart Findly | stuck it in dmost at random: with anamelike that, it
could have done just about anything (another modern trend | despise).

Along with the defense outfits were severd of the Hollywood light and magic companies. When | thought
about it, that made sense; Hollywood has aways been a magic-intensive business. | wished |
remembered which outfit had made the St. George epic that had snarled traffic this morning—I might
have been tempted to try some name magic on it mysalf, more because | knew it would be usdlessthan
for any other reason.

| was alittle more surprised to find how many hospitals were on the list Layfolk see only the benefits
medicine brings, they don't think much about the costs involved (except the ones that come from their
purses). But healing bodies—and especidly working with diseased souls—takesitstoll on the
environment like any high-tech enterprise.

Therés only one mgor carpet plant left in Angels City—the General Moversloomsin Van Nuys. They
dumped a Devonshire, too. The GM plant wasn't high on my list of probable culprits, though. For one
thing, | had a solid notion of the lands of spellsit used. For another, it'slikely to close down in the next
year or two: too much competition from less expensve Orienta rugs.

And what was | supposed to make of outfits called Gall Divided, Sow Jinn Fizz, and Red Phoenix? Until
| got back to the office to see what they were dumping, | was as much in the dark about what they
actudly did as| waswith Essence Extractions, Inc. They sounded more interesting, though, | must say.

After amoment, my eyes came back to Red Phoenix. | underline the name, just on the off chance. The
phoenix was abird neither Judy nor | had thought of the night before. It would be worth checking out, at
any rate.

| started to call Judy to tell her about it, then remembered Wednesday was her night for theoretical
gostics. She's only acouple of classes away from her mastersinitiation. One day before too long | expect
her to bewriting grimoiresinstead of copy-editing them.

Having done as much on thelist as| could do, | tossed it back in my attach* case, read for awhile, and
then got ready for bed. Through thethin wal of my flat, | heard the fellow next door howling with



laughter a whatever ethernet program he was listening to.

One of these days soon, | figured I'd break down and buy an ethernet set for myself. They're based on a
variant of the cloning technique that's put telephones dl over lately. In the ethernet, though, they clone
thousands of impsidentical to afew masters. Whatever one of the masters hears, each done repests
exactly—provided you've chosen to rouse that particular imp from dormancy.

Y ou can buy plug-inimp modulesthat let you choose from up to eighty or ahundred different ethernet
offerings at any onetime. More and more people al over the country are listening to the same shows,
admiring the same performers, telling the same jokes. Unity isn't bad, especidly in acountry asbig asthe
Confederation, and | don't deny the advantages of being able to pass on news, for instance, quickly.

So why didn't I have an ethernet set of my own? | guessthe basic reason is that too much of what they
spread is, pardon my Latin, crap. Not to put too fine apoint on it, I'd sooner think for myself than get my
entertainment premadticated. Go ahead, call me old-fashioned.

When | got to the office the next morning, the wizard was still working on the el evator shaft No, | takeit
back; morelikely, the wizard was working on the elevator shaft again. What with everybody's budget
being tight these days, the government isn't enthusiastic about overtime. | walked up to my office. Yes, |
know it'sgood exercise. It also wasted the shower 1'd taken just before | [eft home.

And on my desk waiting for me, just as1'd known it would be, was my second draft of the report on the
spilled load of fumigants. | gave it a quick look-through. Not only had my boss changed about half of her
revisons back to what | origindly wrote, she'd added awhole new set, something she didn't often do on
asecond pass. And on thelast page, in greenink that looked asif it would be good for pactswith
demons, shed written, "Please give mefina copy this afternoon.”

| felt like pounding my head on the desktop. That cursed silly report, which could have been and should
have been two words long, was going to keep me from getting any ussful work done that morning. Then
the phone started yelling at me, and the report turned into the least of my worries.

"Environmenta Perfection Agency, Fisher speaking,” | said, sounding as brisk and businesdike as| could
before I'd had my second cup of coffee.

Just asif | hadn't spoken, my phone asked me, "Y ou are Inspector David Fisher of the Environmental
Perfection Agency?'—and | knew | wastaking to alawyer. When | admitted it again, the fellow on the
other end said, "1 am Samue Dill, of the firm of Elworthy, Frazer, and Waite, representing the interests of
the Devonshire Land Management Consortium. | am given to understand that yesterday you absconded
with certain proprietary documents of the aforesaid Consortium.”

Even through two phoneimps, | could hear that capitd "C" thud into place. | could dso hear Mr. Dill
building himsdlf acase. | said, "Counselor, please let me correct you right at the outset | did not abscond
with' any documents. | did take certain parchments, as| was authorized to do under a search warrant
granted in Confederal court yesterday."

"Ingpector Fisher, that warrant was afarce, which you must redize aswell as1. Had you fully
implemented Al its provisons—"

"But | didn't,” | answered sharply. "And, in case you have aListener on thiscal, | make no such
admission about the warrant. It was duly issued in reaction to a perceived threat to the environment from
the Devonshire dump. And surely you, Sr, must admit examining dump recordsis not unreasonablein
light of evidence showing, among other things, increased birth defectsin the community surrounding the
dump.”



"| deny the land management consortiumisin any way responsible for thissatistical aberration,” Dill
replied, as1'd known he would.

| pressed him: "Do you deny the need to investigate the matter?' When he didn't answer right away, |
pressed harder." Do you deny that the EPA has the authority to check records to evaluate possible safety
hazards?'

By now, | ought to be old enough to know better than to expect straight answers from lawyers. What |
got instead was about afive-minute speech. No, Dill didn't deny our right to investigate, but he did deny
that the dump (not that he ever caled it adump, not even once) could possibly be responsible for
anything, even, it sounded like, the shadow the containment fence cast. He aso kept coming back to the
scope of the warrant under which I'd conducted the search.

Blast Maximum Ruhollah. That warrant was the juristic equivaent of performing necromancy to get
someoneto tie your shodacesfor you. | said, "Counsdor, let me ask you again: do you think my taking
the documents | took wasin any way exceptionable?’

| got back another speech, but what it boiled down to was no. Dill finished, "I want to put you on notice
that the Devonshire Land Management Consortium will not under any circumstances tolerate your use of
that outrageous warrant to conduct fishing expeditions through our records.”

"l understand your concern,” | said, which shut him up without conceding anything. Hefindly got off the
phone, and | put the second-generation changes into that worthless Hydra-headed report. | was about
hafway through | etting the access spirit scan it when the phone yowled again.

| said something | hoped nobody (and Nobody) noticed before | answered it Turned out to be Tony
Sudakis. He said, "'l just wanted to let you know my people aren't too happy about my turning records
over to you yesterday."

"They've made me aware of that dready, asamatter of feet," | said, and told him about the phone call
from the Consortium's lawyer. "I hope | haven't gotten you into a pickle over this"

"I'D survive," he said. "However much they want to, they can't send meto perdition for obeying the law.
If you push that warrant too hard, though, thingsll get more complicated than anybody redly wants.”

"Yeeh," | sad, fill puzzled about where he was coming from. The contemptuous way he dismissed
higher management made me guess held worked hislittle charm with the amulet again, but the message he
delivered wasn't that different from Dill's. I'd got somewhere pushing Dill, so | decided to push Sudakisa
little, too: "Y ou aren't having any kind of trouble out there, are you?'

But Sudakis didn't push. "Perkunas, no!" he exclaimed, an oath | didn't recognize. "Everything'sfine
here... except for your ugly numbers.”

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

"Yeah, okay." He suddenly turned abrupt. "Listen, | gottago. "Bye." He probably had done hislittle
charm, then, and run out of timeoniit.

| pulled out my Handbook of Goetics and Metapsychicsto seewhat it had to say about Perkunas. |
found out he was a Lithuanian thunder-god. Was Sudakis a Lithuanian name? | didn't know. The
Lithuanians, | read, had been about the last European people to come to termswith Christianity, and alot
of them aso remained on familiar termswith their old gods. Tony Sudakis certainly sounded asif hewas.



Grunting, | put the handbook back on the shelf. Anybody who usesit alot devel ops shoulderslike an
Olympiadic weightlifter's—if you hung two copies on opposite ends of abarbell, you could suretrain
with 'em.

I'd just started my third stab at revising that bunking report when the phone went off again. | thought hard
about ordering the imp to answer that | wasn't there, but integrity won. A moment later, | wished it hadn't
"Ingpector Fisher? Pleased to make your acquaintance, Sir. | am Colleen Pfeiffer, of the legd staff of the
Demondyne Consortium.”

"Yes?' | said, not wanting to give her any more rope than she had aready.

"Ingpector Fisher, | have been informed that you are investigating the sorcerous byproducts Demondyne
depogitsin the Devonshire containment area.”

"Among others, that's correct, Counselor. May | ask who told you?' I'd expected calls from some of the
consortiathat dumped at Devonshire (1'd a so expected nobody's lawyer would say anything so bald as
that), but | hadn't expected to get the first one by hdf past nine of the morning after | searched.

Like any lawyer worth aprayer, Mistress Pfeiffer was better at asking questions than answering them.
Shewent on asif | hadn't spoken: "1 want you to note two areas of concern of Demondyne' s, Inspector
Fisher. First, as you must be aware, byproduct information can be vauable to competitors. Second,
much of our work is defense-related Some of the information you have in your possess on might prove of
great interest to foreign governments. An appropriate security regimeisindicated by both these
condderations.”

Thank you for expressing your concern, Counsdlor,” | said "l have never had any reason to believe the
EPA’s security precautions don't do the job. The parchmentsto which you refer have not left my office.”

"l am relieved to hear that," she said. "May | assume your policy will remain unchanged, and make note
of thisfor therest of thelegd staff and other consortium officia s?!

Such an innocent-sounding question, to have so many teeth init | answered cautioudy: ™Y ou can assume
I'll do my best to keep your parchments safe and confidentid. I'm not in aposition to make promises
about wherethey'll be at any given moment.”

"Y our responseis not dtogether satisfactory,” she said.

Too bad, | thought. Out loud | said "Counsdlor, I'm afraid it'sthe best | can do, given my own
responsibilitiesand oaths." Let her make something of that.

My phoneimp reproduced asigh. Maybe | wasn't the only one who thought | was having abad day.
Colleen Preffer sad, "I will transmit what you say, Ingpector Fisher. Thank you for your time."

I'd just reached for the fumigants report—I ill hadn't had the chance to let our access spirit finish
looking at it—when the phone yarped again. | took in vain the names of severadl Christian saintsin whose
intercession | don't believe. Then | lifted the handset It was, after dl, part of my job, evenif | was
growing ever more convinced | wasn't going to get around to any other partstoday.

No, you're wrong—it wasn't another lawyer. It was the owner of Sow Jinn Fizz, an excitable felow
named Ramzan Durani. I'd noted that as one of the smaller companies mat used the Devonshire dump;
evidently it wasn't big enough to keep lawyers on staff just to sic them on people. But the owner had the
same concerns the woman from Demondyne and the fellow from the Devonshire Land Management
Consortium had had For some reason or other, | began to suspect atrend.



Then | found myself with another irate proprietor trying to scream in my ear, thisone acertain Jorge
Vasguez, who ran an outfit called Chocolate Weasdl. | tried to distract him by asking—out of genuine
curiogity, | assure you—just what Chocolate Weasdl did, but he wasin no mood to be distracted. He
seemed sure every secret he had was about to be published in the dailies and put out over the ethernet.

Caming him down, getting him to believe his secrets could Stay safe for al of me, took another twenty
minutes. | till wanted to know why he called his business Chocolate Weasel and what sort of magic he
did in connection withit, but I didn't want to know bad enough to listen to him for twenty minutes more,
so | didn't ask. | figured | could make afair guess from the dump records anyhow.

When | got around to them. If | ever got around to them. That al began to ook extremely unlikdy. Just
as | was about to et the spirit start moving with the report again, someone cameinto my office. | felt like
screaming, " Go away and let mework!" But it was my boss, so | couldn'.

Despite my grumblings, Beatrice Cartwright isn't a bad person. She's not even abad boss, most ways.
She'sablack lady about my age, maybe twenty-five pounds heavier than she ought to be (she saysforty
pounds, but she dreams of being built like alight-and-magic celeb, which I'm afraid ain't gonna happen).
Shel's usudly good about keeping higher-ups off her troops backs, but she can't do much when Charlie
Kely calsyou (or, moreto the point, me) a home at five in the morning.

"David, | need to talk with you," she said | must have looked as harassed as | felt, because she added
hastily, hope ft won't take up too much of your time." Even talking business, her voice had atouch of
gospd chair init She never hit people over the head with her faith, though. | liked her for that.

| said, "Bea, I'll have that fumigants report for you as soon as the bloody phone stops squawking a me
for three minutes at astretch.” | looked at it, expecting it to go off on cue. But it kept quiet.

"Never mind the report” She sat down in the chair by my desk. "What | want to know iswhy I've gotten
cdlsfrom Lolaand Convoo and Portentous Products this morning, al of them screaming for meto have
you pulled away from the Devonshire dump. | didn't even know you were working on anything
connected with the Devonshire dump.” She gave me her more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger 1ook, the one
calculated to make even an eighth-circle snner get the guilts.

More-in-sorrow-than-in-anger disappeared when | explained how Charlie had gone around her to call
me. Red anger replaced it. If sheld been white, sheld have turned red. She said, "I am sick to death of
people playing these stupid games. Mr. Kdly will hear from me, and that is a promise. Doesn't he have
any ideawhat channels are for?' She took a deep breath and deliberately calmed down. "All right, so
that's how you got involved with the Devonshire dump. Why are these people phoning me and screaming
blue murder?

"Because something really iswrong there” By now, | could raitle off the numbers from the Thomas
Brothers scriptorium in my deep. "And because I'm trying to find out what, and—I think—because the
Devonshire Land Management Consortium honchos aren't very happy about that."

"It does seem s0, doesn't it?" Beathought for maybe haf aminute. "1 till am going to talk to Mr. Charles
Kdly, don't you doubt it for aminute. But | would say that, however you got this project David, you are
going to haveto seeit through.”

"| thought the same thing the minute | first saw those birth defect Satistics up at the monastery,” |
answered.

"All right. I'm glad we understand each other about that then. From now on, though, | expect to be kept
fully informed on what you're doing. Do | make mysdlf clear?"



| amost sprained my neck nodding. Even if sheweren't my boss, Beawouldn't be agood person to
argue with. And shewas dead right here. | said, "'l was going to tell you as soon as | got the
chance—Monday morning staff meseting at the latest. It'sjust that"—I waved &t the chaos eating my
desk—"I've been busy.”

"I understand that. Y ou're supposed to be busy. That's what they pay you for." Bea stood up to go, then
turned back for a Parthian shot "'In spite of dl this, | do till want the revisions on that spilled fumigants
report finished before you go home tonight” She swept away, long skirt trailing regdly after her.

| groaned. Before | had the chance to let the access spirit finish scanning the secondary revisions (and, let
us not forget, the primary revisions about which Bea had later changed her mind), the phone ydled for
atention again.

After Judy and | went to synagogue Friday night, we flew back to my place. I've dready remarked that
my orthodoxy isimperfect. Really observant Jewswon't use carpets or any other magic on the Sabbath,
though some will have asprite trained to do things for them that they aren't allowed to do themsdlves—a
shabbas devil, they cdl it.

But such fine scruplesweren't part of my upbringing, so | don't fed sinful in behaving as| do. Judy's
attitude is close to mine. Otherwise, she would have called me on the carpet instead of getting on one
withme.

When we were settled with cold drinks in the front room, she said, " So what's the latest on the
Devonshire dump?'

| took asip of aqua vitae, let it char itsway down to my belly. Then, my voice huskier than it had been
before, | explained how al the consortiathat dumped at Devonshire were so delighted to have their
records examined.

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

"Good question,” | said approvingly. "I wish | had agood answer. The people who've been caling me,
though, sound like they've been rehearsing for achorus." My voice, to put it charitably, islessthan
operdic. | burst into song anyhow It has cometo my attention that—" | gave it about enough vibrato to
fry acarpet through.

Judy winced, for which | didn't blame her. She tossed back the rest of her drink, then got out those two
little porcelain cups. | would have been moreflattered if | hadn't had the nagging suspicion she wastrying
to get meto shut up.

Whatever her reasons, though, | was happy to let her use up some of my beer. And, not too long
afterwards, we were both pretty happy. Later, she got up to use the toilet and the spare toothbrush in the
nostrums cabinet. Then she came back to bed. Neither of us had to go to work in the morning. Except
for Saturday morning services, wed have the day to ourselves.

| thought.

We were sound adeep, haf tangled up with each other asif we'd been married for years, when the
phone started screaming. We both thrashed in horror. She bumped my nose and kneed mein amore
tender place than that, and | doubt | was any more galant to her. | had to scramble over her to answer
the phone; my flat'slaid out to suit me when I'm there by mysalf, which ismost of thetime.



| spoke my first coherent thought aloud I'm going to kill Charlie Kelly." Who dse, | figured, would call
me at whatever o'clock in the dark thiswas?

But it wasn't Charlie. When I mumbled "Hullo?" the response was a crigp question: "Isthis Inspector
David Fisher of the Environmental Perfection Agency?'

"Yeah, that'sme," | said "Who the—who areyou?' | wasn't quite ready to start swearing until | knew
who my target was.

"Ingpector Fisher, | am Legate Shiro Kawaguchi, of the Angels City Congtabulary.” That made me Sit up
draighten | was beginning to be fully conscious. Having Judy pressed all warm and silky againgt my |eft
sdedidnt hurt there, either. But what Kawaguchi said next made me forget even the sweet presence of
thewoman | loved "Inspector Fisher, Brother VVahan of the Thomas Brothers monastery requested that |
notify you immediately.”

"Notify me of what?' | said, whilelittleicelizards dithered up my back. Judy made aquestioning noise. |
flapped my free hand to show her | couldn't fill her inyet "Of what?' | repeated.

"| regret to inform you, Inspector Fisher, that Brother VVahan's monastery isnow in the final stages of
burning down. Brother Vahan has forcefully expressed the opinion that this may be related to an
investigation you are pursuing.”

"God, | hopenat,” | told him. But | was dready getting out of bed. "Does he—do you—want me to
come up there now?"

"If that would not be too inconvenient,” Kawaguchi answered.
"I'monmy way," | said, and put the handset back initscradle.

"Onyour way where?' Judy asked indignantly, mashing her pretty face into the pillow againg the glare of
the St EImo'sfirel caled up so | could find my pants. "What timeisit, anyhow?"

Two fifty-three," said the horological demonin my darm clock.

"I'm going up to . Ferdinand’ sVdley." | rummaged in my drawer for asweater; Angels City nights can
be chilly. As| pulled the sweater over my head, | went on, The Thomas Brothers monastery up there, the
onewith al the damning data about the Devonshire dump, just burned down.”

Judy sat bolt upright, the best argument I'd seen for staying home. "It wasn't an accident, or they wouldn't
have called you." Her voice wasflat She started getting dressed, too.

By then | was buckling my sandals. "Brother Vahan doesn't seem to think so, from what the cop | talked
with told me. And the timing of the fireis—well, suggestive isthe word that comesto mind." No, | wasn't
looking at her. Besides, by that time she aready had on skirt and blouse and headscarf. ™Y ou don't redlly
need to bother with al that,” | said. "Seep here, if you like. I'll be back eventualy."

"Back?' If she'd sounded indignant before, now she was furious. "Who care when you'll be back? I'm
coming with you."

Procedurally, that was all wrong, and | knew it. But if you think | argued, think again. It wasn't just thét |
wasin love with Judy, though I'd be lying if | said that didn't enter into it. But procedure aside, | wasglad
to have her eyesaong. Shewaslikely to notice something I'd miss. And asfar asinvestigating arson
went, I'd be pretty usdless up there myself. That'sajob for the constabulary, not the EPA.



The freeway flight corridors were amost empty, so | pushed my carpet harder than | could have during
the day. All the same, some people shot by measif | was standing till. And one maniac amost flew right
into me, then darted away like abat out of hell. | hate drunks. The one advantage of being aregular
commuter isthat you don't seealot of drunks out flying during regular commuting hours. Its not much of
an advantage, but commuters have to take what they can get.

One of these days, the wizards keep promising, they'll be ableto train the sylphic spiritsin new carpets
not to fly for drunks. Thisisanother onel wouldn't slake my soul on. Sylphic spirits are naturaly flighty
themselves, and they hardly ever get hurt in accidents. So why should they care about the state of the
people who ride their rugs?

| pulled off the freeway and darted north up amost deserted flight lanes toward the Thomas Brothers
monastery. Toward what had been the Thomas Brothers monastery, | should say. It was sill smoldering
when | stopped at the edge of the zone the constabulary and firecrews had cordoned off.

Fighting firesin Angels City isanything but easy. Undines are weak and unrdliable here: Smply not
enough underground water to support them. Firecrews use sand when they can, and the dust devils
which keep it under control. For big fires, though, only water will do, and it has to come through the
cooperation of the Other Side: the Angeles City firecrew mages have pacts with Elelogap, Focaor, and
Vepar, the demons whose power is over water. Mogt of the time, that just means keeping the infernal
spiritsfrom harassing the mechanica system of dams and pipes and pumps that fetch our water from far

avay.

But sometimes, like tonight, the crews need more than sand can do, more than pipes can give. | wasjust
showing my sgil to aworn-looking constable when one of the monastery towersflared anew. A wizard
infirecrew crimson gestured with hiswand to the spirit held insde a hastily drawn pentacle. | saw the
mermai d-shape within writhe: hed summoned V epar, then.

That mage had ajob | wouldn't want. Incanting dwaysin adesperate hurry, drawing anew pentaclein
thefirst open space you find, never daring to take the time to do athorough job of checking it for gaps
the summoned spirit could useto destroy you... only military magic takes atougher toll on the operator.

But thisfellow was cool as anice dementa. He called on Vepar in aclear and piercing voice: "'l conjure
thee, Vepar, by theliving God, by the true God, by the holy and all-ruling God, Who cregated from
nothingness the heavens, the earth, the sea, and dl thingsthat are therein, Adonai, Jehovah,
Tetragrammeton, to pour your waters upon the blaze there in such quantity and placement asto be most
efficaciousin extinguishing it and least damaging to life and property, in this place, before this pentacle,
without grievance, deformity, noise, murmuring, or deceit. Obey, obey, obey!"

"It pains me to cease the destruction of the monastics housed therein.” | felt VVepar’ s voice rather than
hearing it. Like the demon's visble form, it was sensuous enough to make me want to forget from what
sort of crestureit really came.

Thewizard didn't forget. "Obey, lest | cast thy name and sedl into this brazier and consume them with
sulphurous and stinking substances, and in so doing bind thee in the Bottomless Fit, in the Lake of Fire
and Brimstone prepared for rebellious spirits, remembered no more before the face of God. Obey, obey,
obey!" He held his closed hand above the brazier, asif to drop into the coas whatever he held.

| wouldn't have ignored athreat like that, and I'm amateria creature. To Vepar; who wasdl of spirit, it
had to be doubly frightening. Water suddenly saturated the air around the burning tower; you could see
fog turn to mist and then to rain. The same thing had to be happening inside, too. The flames went out.

"Givemeleaveto get hence" Vepar said sullenly. "Am | now sufficiently humiliated to satisfy thee?”



The mage from thefirecrew was too smart to | et the demon lure him into that kind of debate. Without
replying directly, he granted Vepar permission to go: "O Spirit Vepar, because thou hast diligently
answered my demands, | do hereby license thee to depart, without injury to man or beast. Depart, | say,
but be thou willing and ready to come whenever duly conjured by the sacred rites of magic. | adjure thee
to withdraw peaceably and quietly, and may the peace of God continue forever between us. Amen."

He stayed in hisown circle until the mermaid-shape vanished from the pentacle. Then he
stepped—staggered, actualy—out. | hoped the fire truly had a stake through its heart; that mage didn't
look asif he could summon up ten coppers for a cup of tea.

A dim, Asan-looking man in constabulary uniform came up to me. "Inspector Fisher?' Hewaited for me
to nod before he stuck out a hand. "I'm Legate Kawaguchi. As| said, Brother Vahan asked for your
presence here." He affected to notice Judy for the first time. His face went from impassive to cold. "Who
isyour, ah, companion here?'

What are you doing bringing your girlfriend along on business? he meant. | said, "Legate, dlow me
to present my fiancée, Judith Adler.” Before he could blow up a me, | added, coldly mysdlf, "Mistress
Adler ison the staff of Hand-of-Glory Publishing. As| feared magic might well beinvolvedinthisfire, |
judged her expertise valuable." | gave him back an unspoken question of my own: Want to make
something of it?

He didn't He bowed dightly to Judy, who returned the courtesy. Kawaguchi turned back to me. "Y our
fears, it seems, are well-founded. Thisindeed appears to be a case of arson and homicide by sorcery.”

| gulped. "Homicide?"

"So it would appear, Inspector. Brother VVahan informs me that eleven of the monks cannot be accounted
for. Firecrew have aready discovered three sets of morta remains; as the site cools further, more such
are to be expected.”

"May their souls be judged kindly," | whispered. Beside me, Judy nodded. Until it happens, you don't
want to imagine men of God men who worked for nothing but good, snuffed out like so many tapers.
Murder of areligious of any creed carries not just a secular death sentence but the strongest curse the
sect can lay on, which strikesme as only right.

Kawaguchi pulled out anote tablet and stylus. "Inspector Fisher, I'd be grateful if you'd explainto mein
your own words why Brother Vahan bdieves your recent work to be connected with this unfortunate
occurrence.”

Before | could answer, Brother Vahan himself came up. | might have known nothing, not even magical
fire, could make the abbot |ose his composure. He bowed gravely to me, even managed a hint of
gdlantry when | introduced Judy to him. But his eyes were black pools of anguish; as he stepped closer
to one of thefirecrew’s St EImo'slamps, | saw he had anasty burn across half hisbald pate.

| explained to Kawaguchi what I'd been investigating, and why. His stylus raced over the wax. He hardly
looked at what he was writing. Later, back at the constabulary station, he'd use a depaimpsestation spell
to separate different strata of notes.

When | was through, he nodded dowly. "Y ou are of the opinion, then, that one of the firmsin some way
involved with the Devonshire dump was responsiblefor this act of incendiariam?”’

"Yes, Legate, | am," | answered.



Brother VVahan nodded heavily. "It isas| told you, Legate Kawaguchi. So much loss here; enormous
profit to someone must be at stake.”

"So | see" Kawaguchi said ™Y ou must understand though, Sir, that your statement about 1nspector
Fisher'sinvestigationsis hearsay, while one directly from him may be used as evidence.”

"I do understand that, Legate," the abbot answered "Every cdling hasitsown rituas.” | didn't redly think
of the secular law, as opposed to that of the Holy Scriptures, asaritua system, but Brother Vahan had a

point.
A firecrewman with the crysta ball of aforensics speciaist on his collar tabs stood waiting for
Kawaguchi to notice him. When Kawaguchi did, the fellow said, "Legate, | have determined the point of

origin of thefire" Hewaited again, thistime just long enough to let Kawaguchi raise aquestioning
eyebrow. "The blaze appears to nave broken out below ground, in the scriptorium chamber.”

| started. So did Brother Vahan. Even in the hdf-dark and in the midst of confusion, Kawaguchi noticed
Judy would have, too; | wasn't so sure about myself. The legate said, "This has sgnificance, gentlemen?’

The abbot and | looked at each other. He deferred to me with agraceful gesture that showed me hisarm
was burned, too. | said, "I drew the information aerting me to a problem around the Devonshire dump
from the scriptorium. Now, | gather, any further evidence that might have been thereisgone.”

Theactud parchments from which you made your conclusons, and from which you might have gone on
to draw other inferences, are surely perished,” Brother Vahan said heavily. "'l confess| have given them
little drought, being more concerned with trying to save such brethren as | could. Too few, too few." |
drought he was going to break down and weep, but he was made of stern stuff. He not only rallied but
returned to the business a hand. The data, as opposed to the physical residuum on which they resided
may yet be preserved Much depends on whether Erasmus survived the conflagration.”

"Erasmus?’ Legate Kawaguchi and | asked together.

The scriptorium spirit," Brother Vahan explained He hadn't named the spirit for me when | was down
there, but that had been dtrictly business.

Kawaguchi, Judy, and | turned as oneto look at the smoking ruin which was dl that remained of the
Thomas Brothers monastery. Gently, Judy said "How likely isthat?

"If the spirit betook itself wholly to the Other Side when thefire started there may be some hope," the
abbot said.

The monastery is—was—consecrated ground, after al, and thereby to some degree protected from the
impact of the physicd world upon the spiritud.”

Kawaguchi looked thoughtful. That's s0," he admitted. "Let metak to thefirecrew. If they think it's safe,
welll send a sorce-and-rescue team down into the scriptorium and see if we can't save that spirit It may
be ableto give vitd evidence."

"Without the corroborating physical presence of the parchments, evidence taken from aspirit isnot
admissiblein court,” Judy reminded him.

Thank you for noting that, Mistress Adler. | was aware of it" the legate said He didn't sound annoyed,
though; my guess was, Judy had just proved to him she knew what she was talking about He went on,
"My thought was not so much for your fiancée sinvetigation asfor the factsrelating to the tragic fire
here. For that, the spirit'stestimony may very well be alowed.”



"You'reright of course" Judy said. One of the many remarkable things about her isthat when she hasto
concede apoint (which isn't dl that often), she concedes it completely and gracioudy. Most people go on
fighting bettleslong after they'relogt.

Kawaguchi went off to consult with the firecrew. | turned to Brother VVahan. I'm sorry, Sir, more sorry
than | could say. | never imagined anyone could be mad enough to attack a monastery.”

"Nor didI," he answered. "Do not blame yourself, my son. Y ou uncovered agreeat evil at that dump; that
| knew when you spoke to me of what you'd found. Now it has proved greater than either of us dreamt.
But that isno reason to draw back from it. Rather, it is more reason to work to root it out.”

| had nothing to say to that | just dipped my head, the way you do when you hear the truth. Rather to my
relief, Kawaguchi came back just then. A couple of men in red dashed into the ruins. My eye followed
them. Seeing my head twist Kawaguchi nodded They will make the effort, Inspector Fisher. They have,
of course, no guarantee of success."

"Of course.” | noted the understatement. After amoment, | went on with aquestion: "Did you cal me up
herejust to take my information, or can | help you with what you're doing?"

"Theformer, | fear, unless you have resources concedled in your carpet which are not immediately
obvious." Did the legate's eyes twinkle? | wasn't sure. If he had a sense of humor, it was drier than
Angels City in the middle of one of our droughts.

"Well, then," | said, "do you mind my asking you for as much asyou can give me of what you've found
out here? The more | learn about how thisfire started and the magics that went into it, the better my
chance of correlating those data with one or more of the consortiathat use the Devonshire dump. That'll
help me figure out whose spdlls are leaking, which ought to help you figure out who's to blamefor this
burning.”

I've worked with congtabularies before. Constables are dways chary about telling anybody anything,
even if the person who wantsto know is on the same sde they are. Kawaguchi visibly wrestled with
himsdlf; under other circumstances, it would have been funny.

Findly he said, That isareasonable request” Which didn't mean he was happy about it. "Come with me,
then. Y ou may accompany usif you like, Mistress Adler.”

"How generous of you," Judy said | knew sheld have accompanied us whether Kawaguchi liked it or not,
and gone off like ademon out of its pentacleif hetried to stop her. Theirony in her voice wasthick
enough to dice. If the legate noticed it, though, he didn't let on. | wondered if the Angels City
constabulary wizards had perfected an anti-sarcasm amulet. If they had, | wanted to buy one.

Such foolishness vanished as the legate took Judy and me over to his command post (Brother VVahan
tagged aong, without, | noticed, any formd invitation). The firecrew forensics man wastalking with his
opposite number in the constabulary, askinny blond woman who had a spellchecker that made my little
portablelook like athree-year-old's toy.

| stared at it with honest envy. As soon as Kawaguchi introduced me to her—she was Chief
Thaumatechnician Bomholm—I asked, "How many megageissin that thing, anyway?"

She must have heard me sdlivating, because she smiled, which made her look alittle younger and alot
lesstough. "Four meg active, eighty meg correlative,” she answered.

"Wow," | said; beside me, Judy whistled softly. | wondered when the EPA would get a portable



gpellchecker with that kind of power. Probably some time in the new millennium; it would just about take
the Millennium for usto have the tools we need to do the job right The next century shouldn't be more
than two or three decades old before we're ready to deal with this one.

"So what do we havein there?' Kawaguchi asked.

Bomholm was a good constable; she glanced over to him and got his nod before she sarted talking in
front of uscivilian types. Then she said, "Even with the spellchecker, thiswon't be as easy as1'd like; on
hallowed ground, sorcerous evidence has away of evanescing in ahurry." Sheturned her head in Brother
Vahan'sdirection. "The abbot here hasamost holy establishment good for his monks and a credit to him,
but hard on the constabulary.”

"All right I won't expect you to hand methe case dl sedled up with apapa chrysobull,” the legate said,
"though | wouldn't have been sorry if you did. Tell mewhat you know."

"About what you'd expect in an arson case,” Bomholm said "strong traces of salamander, rather weaker
onesfrom the use of ablagting rod.”

"Uh-huh," Kawaguchi said. "Any specid characteristics of the sdamander that would help ustrace it
back to aparticular source on the Other Side?’ Different rituals summon different strains of salamander;
had this been one of the unusual ones, it could have told alot about who called the creature to the
monastery.

But the thaumatech shook her head " As generic aspell asyou can find. Ten thousand campers use it out
in the woods every day to get their fires going. Of course, they tack adismissal onto it too, and that didn't
happen here. Just the opposite, in fact; it was encouraged. Same with the blasting rod very ordinary

megic."

"Hdlfire," Kawaguchi said, which wasnt literdly true—sdamanders are morally neutra creatures—but
summed things up well enough.

Bomholm hesitated, then went on, "When | first set up, | thought something else might be there, too. |
wanted to stake down the certain arson traces before anything else, though, and by the time | came back
to the other, it was gone. Hallowed ground, like | said I'll take the rap for it—it was my choice."

That'swhat free will isabout,” Kawaguchi said. "Y ou did what you thought was best. | presume you
ordered the spirit to remember, not just analyze. We can do further evauation later.”

"Certainly,” Bomholm answered, with a What do you think | am, an idiot? look tacked on for good
measure. | didn't blame her, not one bit. She added. Thetroubleis, you can't evaluate what just isn't
there”

"l understand that." Kawaguchi smacked right fist into left palm in frugtration. | didn't blame him, either.
There was the spdllchecker, with access and correlation capability on relations with the Other Side for
everybody from Achaeansto Zulus and all stopsin between, with hordes of microimpsingdeto do the
thinking (aster and more thoroughly than any mere man could manage—Dbuit, as the thaumatech had said,
you can't andyze what isn't there.

"Legate!" The shout rang through the smoky night Kawaguchi spun round (so did al of us, asameatter of
fact). One of the guysfrom the sorce-and-rescue crew had emerged from the ruined scriptorium. His
boots thumped on the pavement as he walked over to us. He was sooty and sweaty and looked about
half beaten to death, but his eyes held triumph. ""We made contact with that access irit, Legate."



"Good news!" Kawaguchi exclaimed. That' sthe first piece of good news I've heard tonight. What sort of
shapeisthe spirit in?"

"l wasjust getting to that Legate," the sorce-and-rescue man said, and some of the sudden hopes I'd got
up came crashing down again—he didn't sound what you'd call upbest " The spirit's here—it's manifested
enough so we can move it—but it's not in good shape, not even dightly. Preliminary diagnosisisthat
whoever set the fire went after the poor creature on the Other Side, too.”

"Poor Erasmus," Brother Vahan said, with as much concern asif he were talking about one of his monks.

"Erasmus? Oh," the sorce-and-rescue man said; then: "I don't think it'll perish, but it's had arough time.
Hard to characterize torments on the Other Side, but—did it used to manifest itself with its spectacles
cracked?'

"No," Brother Vahan said, and started to weep asif that was to him the crowning tragedy of al those
which had befallen the Thomas Brothers monastery tonight. | remembered the fussy, precise spirit and
the nesat little pair of glassesit had worn. How could you crack lensesthat weren't redlly there? | suppose
there are ways, but | got queasy thinking about them.

"We can run the spellchecker on this access spirit," Thaumatech Bomholm said. "Maybe well learn just
what hit the monastery by finding out how the spirit was tormented.”

"For that matter, smple questioning may yield the same information,” said Kawaguchi, who sounded
ready to start asking poor abused Erasmus questions right then and there if the sorce-and-rescue man
would summon the spirit onto a ground-glass screen.

But the sorce-and-rescue man shook his head. "Nobody's going to run a spellchecker on that spirit any
time soon. Any sorcerous nudge right now, before it has a chance to regain some sirength, and it'll be
gonefor good. I'm not kidding—a sorcerous nudge right now Wil destroy, uh, Erasmus, and I'll st that
down on parchment. The same goesfor interrogation. If that pirit were amaterid being, it wouldve
gotten last rites. Because it's not materid, it has a better chance of recovering than thee or me, but | warn
you: youll loseit if you push.”

"| shall pray for Erasmus recovery aong with the recovery of my brethren who took hurt in thefire,"
Brother Vahan said, "and for the souls of the brethren who lost their lives." He spoke dowly and with
great dignity, partly because he wasthat kind of man and partly to hold the tears back from hisvoice.

Judy stepped up to him and put ahand on his shoulder. He twitched alittle; you could see how unused
he was to having awoman touch him. But after acouple of seconds, he redlized she meant only to
comfort him. He eased, as much as you can when everything that mattersto you is gone.

| wished I'd thought to make the gesture Judy had. | suspect the troubleisthat | think too much. Judy felt
what she ought to do and she did it I'm not saving she doesn't think—oh my, no. But it'sniceto bein
touch with This Side and the Other Side of yoursdlf, so to speak.

| turned to Legate Kawaguchi. "Do you need usfor anything more here, Sr?'

He shook his head. "No, you may go, Inspector Fisher. Thank you for your statement | expect we will
be in touch with each other about aspects of this matter of mutua concern.” | expected that, too. Then
Kawaguchi unbent alittle; maybe ahuman being redlly did lurk behind the constabulary uniform. "A
pleasure also to meet your fiancée, Ingpector. A pity to drag you out of doors at such an unholy hour,
Mistress Adler, especidly on dark, grim business like this"



"| asked David to let me come dong,” Judy said "And you're right—this businessis dark and grim. If |
can do anything to help you catch whoever did it let me know. I'm no mage, but I'm an expert on
sorcerous gpplications.”

"l shall bear that in mind," Kawaguchi said, and sounded asif he meant it.

Judy and | ducked under the tape the constabulary had put around the Thomas Brothers monastery and
walked back toward my carpet The sun was just sarting to paint the sky above the hillsto the east with
pink. I asked my watch what time it was and found out it was heading toward sx. By my body, it could
have been anywhere from midmorning to midnight.

We fastened our safety belts and headed back toward the freeway. A couple of minutes before we got
there, Judy said, "I didn't know | was your fiancée."

"Huh?" | answered brilliantly.
"Theway you introduced meto Legate Kawaguchi," she said.

"Oh. That." I'd just done it because it seemed the easiest way to explain what she was doing over at my
place at two-something of amorning. | thought about it for afew seconds, then said, "Well, do you want
to be?'

"Do | want to be what?' Now Judy was confused.
"My fiancée"

"Surel" she said, and her smile was brighter than the sun which just that moment poked itsdlf into the sky.
It wasn't the traditional way to answer aproposal of marriage, but then | hadn't proposed the way 1'd
intended to, either. | realy had intended to get around to it, but | didn't know just when. Now seemed as
good atime asany.

We hdd handson St. James Freeway dl the way back to my block of flats. After ablack night, morning
sun fdt very fineindeed.

When | got to work Monday morning, somebody ambushed mein the parking lot. No, it's not what you
think; thisfellow standing outside the entrance to my building called out " Are you EPA Ingpector David
Fisher?' When | said | was, he came trotting over to me, stuck aglass globe in front of my face, and
said, I'm Joe Forbes, Angels City Ethernet Station One News. | want to ask you some questions about
the tragic Thomas Brothersfire Friday night.”

"Go ahead,” | said, peering cross-eyed into the globe. The imp inside had enormous ears, mournful little
eyes, and amouth that stretched al the way acrossitsface. I'd never seen an ethernet imp before.

Forbes shifted the globe back toward his own mouth. "How are you involved with the Thomas Brothers,
and why were you cdled to the scene of the fire shortly after it occurred?' He held the globe out to me

again.

I'd been using some Thomas Brothers records in an ongoing EPA investigation, and the constabulary
weretrying to find out if there was any connection between that investigation and thefire," | answered,
truthful enough but not what you'd call forthcoming.

Asl taked, | watched thelittleimp in the globe. Its earstwitched with every syllable | spoke. Its mouth



moved in arather exaggerated parody of human speech. I've never had any reason to learn to read lips,
but | didn't need long to notice it was echoing what | said, about half a beat behind me. It was
transmitting my words back to Ethernet Station One, ether to one of its own clonesthat would relay
what | said on to the master broadcasting imp so all the master's clones in people's sets could hear, or
elseto aLigtener that would spesk them in front of the master imp at atime more convenient for the
dation crew.

Joe Forbes took back the globe. "Do | understand correctly, Inspector Fisher, that an immaterial witness
survived the fire and may yet provide important information about the case?"

I'd talked to Kawaguchi the afternoon before. From what he said, Erasmus was probably going to pull
through its ordedl, though the access spirit wouldn't be in any shape to answer questions for awhile yet
Actudly, Erasmus didn't have any shape at dl, but you know what | mean.

| started to tell Forbes as much, but had second thoughts. | didn't know how many people listened to the
ethernet news, but could | afford to assume none of the people who'd burned the monastery did? And if
those bastards were listening, could | afford to tell them they’ d botched the job on Erasmus? They might
try again, and they might do it right the next time.

All thiswent through my mind in about the timeit took to finish exhding, inhale, and beginto tak. If
Forbes had caught me on an inhale, | must have just started talking before | stopped to think. Asit was, |
sad, | redly think that’ s something you ought to take up with the constabulary. They know more abot it
than | do."

Forbesooked unhappy; | guess he saw from my answers that he wasn't going to get any exciting
revelations from me. He asked a couple of innocuous questions, then tried once more with something
ubgtantive: "What sort of Thomas Brothers records were you using in your own investigation?”

Maybe he'd hoped I'd not notice that one was charmed, and would blab away. But | didn't; | answered,
I'd rather not comment, sincetheinvestigation istill underway.” Thefdlow'slazinessirked me as much
asanything ese. If hed known This Side from the Other, he could have gone down to the Crimina and
Magica Courts Building and found the parchments'd filed to get my search warrant But no—he wanted
meto do hiswork for him.

Wédll, | had enough work of my own. | said as much: I'm sorry, Mr. Forbes, but | realy haveto get
upstairs now."

Thank you, Inspector David Fisher of the Environmental Perfection Agency,” Forbesboomed, just asif
I'd told him something worth knowing. | pitied his poor imp. It didn't look very bright, but | wouldn't have
been very bright after listening to and transmitting the mind-numbing stream of chatter Forbes turned out.

I'd hoped to start getting some serious work done on the sorcerous contamination at the Devonshire
dump itsdlf, but | hadn't taken into account its being Monday morning. Monday morning under Bestrice
Cartwright isaritud that, while not as old as the Mass or synagogue Sabbath rite, is every bit as sacred
the staff mesting.

Monday morning, everybody in the department sits around for two, two and ahah® hourslisening to
what everybody eseisdoing. About ninety-nine times out of a hundred, what everybody eseisdoingis,
to put it mildly, irrelevant to what you're doing yoursalf, and you could better spend the time actualy
doing whatever it isyou can't do while you're sitting around in staff meeting (thank God we're an Agency,
not a Department the way some people back in D.SIC. want; if we were a Department we'd probably
meet twice aweek, not just once).



| mean, in an abstract kind of way | was glad to hear that Phyllis Kaminsky was working closely with the
constabulary to make several Angels City Streets|ess congenid to succubi; vice of that sort does need to
be combated. But even if her report did earn Phyllisa pat on the fenny from Beg, | didn't need to know
al theichor-filled details,

And | didn't need to know about the aeria garlic spraying Jose Franco was working on with some of the
horticulture people at UCAC to try to dow down the little vegetable vampires that have played such
havoc with the loca citrus crop over the past few years, ever since they got herein acargo of imperfectly
exorcised lemonsfrom Greece. It wasn't that | had anything against Jose or his project; | don't want to
have to pay three crownsfor an orange any more than anyone else. But just the same, Medvamps aren't
my biggest worry in the world.

For that matter, even though people looked more interested than usual (which isn't saying much) when |
talked about the Devonshire mess, it didn't have awhole |ot to do with their lives or their jobs. But Bea
likesto soak it dl in, so every Monday morning we meet. World without end, amen, or so it seemsinthe
middle of agtaff meeting, anyhow.

At last wewererdeased; | felt asif | were upward bound from purgatory (no, not a Jewish concept, but
useful all the same). | stlaggered off to the jakes with the staff graphic artist "At least here | know what I'm
doing," | said aswe stood side by side. Martin laughed and nodded; he's about as fond of staff meetings
asl am.

Having accomplished at |east one worthwhile thing that morning, | went back to my desk to seeif | could
makeit two. | wished the thaumatech had been able to catch more about the incendiary sorcery that had
torched the Thomas Brothers monastery; it might have given me a better notion of which toxic spell
componentsto be aert for, and from that which consortiato suspect. But if magic werejust wishing, life
would be too smpleto stand.

| made mysdf anew chart, an expanded version of the one I'd done on my kitchen table the week
before. This one broke things out not just by consortium and type of business, but a so by specific type of
contaminant. In lieu of turning the chart three-dimensiond, | assembled a neet battle line of quills, eachin
aninkstand of adifferent color (to be surel had enough, rd borrowed some from Martin'simmense

supply).

Just when | was ready to buckle down to some serious work, the phone yammered at me. | didn't say
what | thought, but | thought it real loud That, of course, didn’t make the phone shut up. | spoketo the
mouthpieceimp: "David Fisher, Environmental Perfection Agency.”

"Good morning, Dave—Tony Sudakiscaling.”

"Good morning, Tony. How are you?' Half my annoyance went away; a least the call had something to
do with the case | was working on. "What's up?"'

"I heard about the Thomas Brothers fire over the weekend. Terrible thing. Those are good people there.
We need more like'em.”

That's certainly true. But there are less like them now—=eleven less, | understand.”

"Yeah, | know." A pause. | was getting used to pauses from people | talked with, whichisnot to say |
liked them any too well. Once Tony wasfindly done with his, he went on, "I just want you to know that
the Devonshire Land Management Consortium didn't have thing one to do with thisfire.

| chewed on that, found | didn't carefor the taste. As politely as| could, | pointed out, Tony, you can



gpesk for yoursdlf, but how can you go about declaring your whole consortium innocent?' Oh, he could
declareit, sure, but how was he supposed to make me believeit?

He surprised me—he found away that sort of worked. The consortium management staff is contributing
twenty-five thousand crowns to the constabulary's reward fund for the capture and conviction of
whoever fired the place.”

"Interesting,” | said and it was; interesting enough to write down, in feet Figuring out exactly what it meant
wasn't so Smple. The most obvious interpretation was that management staff wasinnocent The other
possibility was that somebody up there was guilty as sin and had found a particularly deviousway to
cover his—or even her—tracks. In the absence of further data, | just had to noteit and go on.

Sudakiswas dedling with my pause now. Into it he said ™Y ou don't take anything on trust do you, Dave?’
"l trust in God," | answered "He has amore reliable record than most of the people | know."

"Lifemust be easy if you can honestly giveal your alegiance to one omniscient, omnipotent deity,”
Sudakissaid. "But | didn't call you up to talk theology with you. | wouldn't mind doing that over some
beer one day, but not now. I've said what | needed to say, and I've got the usua swamp full of dligators
here"

He meant that more literaly than most people who use the line—and his particular swvamp held worse
things than mere dligators. We said our goodbyes and hung up. | looked at the phone for afew seconds
afterwards. Maybe Sudakis never had reconciled himsdlf to Chritianity, or to monothelsm generdly.
That last comment of his made me wonder. Well, the Confederacy isafree country. He could believe
whatever he wanted, aslong asthe didn't go burning down monasteries to make his point.

"Interesting,” | said again, to nobody in particular, and started squeezing the undines out of my own
swamp.

I'd decided to note the contaminants from the smaller companiesfirst, before | tackled the
light-and-magic outfits and the aerospace consortia. If one of thelittle guys was dumping something
gpectacularly illicit, my hopeswasthat it would stand out like amullah in the College of Cardinals.

| was amazed to see just how much nasty stuff some of the little guys messed around with. Take the outfit
cdled Sow Jnn Fizz, for ingance. Heaven help me, they were using thingsthere | wouldn't have
expected to find coming out of Lows Cobold Works. | mean, they were stowing stove-in Solomon's
Sealsat Devonshire. Y ou think for awhile about the thaumaturgica pressureit takes to deform one of
those things, and the likely effect on the surrounding countryside when you try it, and you'll have some
ideawhy | noted that in red.

Chocolate Weasdl had just as many nastinesses, things EPA men in most of the Confederation wouldn't
see once in athousand years—A ztecian Suff, amost exclusvely. My stomach did adow flipflop when |
saw one nearly written item on their dumping manifesto: flayed human skin subgtitute.

Asl think I've said before, human sacrifice is—officialy—banned within the Aztecian Empire these days.
But it used to be acentral part of the Aztecian cult One whole twenty-day month of their old caendar,
Tlaxipeudiztli (say it threetimesfast—I dare you), means'"boning of the men,” and amost al of it had
parades where priests capered around wearing the skins of sacrificia victims.

Obvioudy, death magic is some of the strongest sorcery thereis. But modem technology has diminated
the need that was formerly perceived for it Proper gpplication of the law of smilarity letsthe Aztecians
produce by less bloodthirsty means the same effect they used to get from ripping the hearts out of



victims. But it'sstill adaunting item to find on aform.

There are dso rumorsthat some of the flayed skin subgtitute isn't created through the law of smilarity, but
rather through the law of contagion. Y es, I'm afraid that means what you think it does: the subgtitute
materid gainsits effectiveness by touching ared flayed human skin, one hidden away since the days
when such sacrificeswere not only legal but required.

The Aztecians spend alot of time denying those rumors. The EPA spendsalot of time checking
them—we don't want that kind of sorcery getting loose in this country. Nothing's ever been proved. But
the rumors persst.

| noted that one down in red ink, too. Chocolate Weasd, | thought, would get avisit from some
ingpector soon; if not me, then someone ese. Properly manufactured flayed skin substitute isn't illegd, but
itisone of the thingswe like to keep an eye on.

None of the other little firmsthat used the Devonshire dump put anything quite so ferociousin it, though |
did raise an eyebrow to see how many roosters eggshells Essence Extractions was getting rid of.
"Cockatrices" | said out loud. Thelittle creatures are dangerous and aways have been ferocioudy
expensive because they're so rare, but | wondered if these folks hadn't found away to turn them out in
quantity.

| looked thoughtfully at that manifest before | went on to the next one. If Essence Extractions had found a
way to produce lots of cockatrices, they were sitting on the goose that laid the golden egg. Pardon the
botched ornithologica metaphor, but it'strue. And the dumping records gave some good clues on how
they were going about it Tony Sudakis hadn't worried about confidentidity for nothing.

Seeing the folkswho are trying to thwart you as people just like yoursdlf rather than The Enemy (in
Satanic red sometimes, not just capital letters) isn't easy. Y ou're better off dealing with them that way,
though, because it's surprising (or revolting, depending on how you look it a) how often they have a

point.
| knocked off at five, did down to the ground. Pickets were marking on the sidewalk off to one side of
the parking lot Pickets marched outside the Confedera Building about three days out of five, touting one

cause or another (sometimes the peopl e touting one cause run into those touting another, and then there
can betrouble).

These particular pickets weren't just marching; they were chanting, too: "Hey, hey, waddaya say, let's
throw out the EPA!"

That flicked my curiosity. | wandered over to see what they were upset about Their signs spoke for
themselves: SAVE OUR STRAWBERRIES! was one. Another said, STOP AERIAL GARLIC
SPRAYING! And athird—BETTER MED-VAMPS THAN TURNING MY BACK YARD INTO
AN ITALIAN DELI! I liked that actudly, evenif | couldn't agree withit.

Sometimes protesters will listen to reason. | decided to giveit atry, remarking to afellow with ablond
beard, "Y ou know, if we let Medvamps establish themsalves here, they'll wipe out agood part of our
agriculture. Look what they've done to the Sandwich Idands.” don't care about the Sandwich Idands,
pa," Blond Beard answered. "All | know isthat asfar as1'm concerned, garlic stinks. | haveto smell it
every hour of the day and night and | think it's making me sick. And it's gotten into my flying carpet and
the sylphsdon't likeit any better than | do. | may have to trade the stupid thing in, and with the
performance shot | won't get near what it's worth. So there!™

"But—" | started Blond Beard had stopped paying attention to me; he was chanting again. | gave up and



headed back to my own carpet. Reminding him that al the people in the spraying area had been warned
to cover up their carpets or bring them indoors wouldn't have changed his mind, it would just have made
him angrier than he was aready. Some people might aswell be zombies, for dl the congtructive use they
get out of thelr freewill.

As| garted to fly toward the freeway, | noticed afamiliar-looking man holding aglass glove up to the
mouth of one of the picketers. It was Joe Forbes of Ethernet Station One. "Thanks alot, Joe," |
muttered. Thousands of people, | had no doubt, would hear about the imaginary evils of garlic spraying
just asif they were thaumaturgically established.

| hoped he'd have the integrity to interview an EPA sorcerer or somebody from the citrus business, too.
But evenif hedid, the views of people who didn't know anything except what they didn't likewouldin
effect get equal weight with those of folks who'd been studying the problem sinceiit first bared itsteeth. |
sighed. What could | do about it? People out picketing and raisng aruckus were "news," regardless of
whether they had any factsto back them up.

The freeway wasjammed, too, which didn't do anything to improve my mood by thetime finaly got
home.

Next morning, | started adding to my chart some of the toxic spell components the aerospace firms
dumped at Devonshire. | hadn't been at it for more than a couple of hours before | saw I'd haveto talk
with my boss.

Beawas on the phone when | went up to her office. Sometimes | think she's had that imp permanently
implanted in her ear. As soon as she laid down the handset, | scurried in. Before the phone could go off
again, | tossed my ill only half-done chart on the desk in front of her.

Her eyesfollowed it down. When she saw some of the things I'd written in red, she gave ared live
theatrica gasp. "Good God in heaven, are we actudly storing these thingsinside a populated area?’ she
exclamed, raisng a shocked hand Her gaze lingered on the flayed human skin subgtitute. Even thoughit's
legd, it's gppalling to contemplate.

"Looksthat way," | said, "and thisisn't dl of ft, by any means. | wanted to ask you to let me do some
afternoon fieldwork this week, maybe talk to some of the people who use this stuff and seeif there aren't
subgtitutes. Or even subgtitutes for the substitutes,” | added, wondering if asecond-generation ersatz
skin would be magicaly efficacious.

"Co ahead," she told me without hesitation; sheredlly isapretty good boss. "Do one other thing first,
though: cdl Mr. CharlesKely and let him know what sort of mess he'slanded this officein. I've dready
had words with him about that, but you can emphasizeit, too. If we haveto holler for help from the
Digtrict of St Columba, | don't want him to be able to say he wasn't warned in advance.”

Burning brimstone makes you think of demons. Bureaucratic finagling hasasmdl of itsown, too. | went
back to my desk and made the call. When | got through to Charlie, he sounded jovidly wary, a
combination implausible only to someone who's never taken his crowns from the government "Wheat can |
do for you this afternoon, David?' he boomed. I'd expected him not to bother remembering it was il
morning for me, so | wasn't disappointed when he didn’t.

"Y ou've hear about what happened out here over the weekend?' | asked It wasn't redlly aquestion.

For a second though, he sounded asif it was. "Only news out of Angels City I've heard is that monastery
fire" He hestated just for asecond | could dmost seethe ball of St EImo's fire pop into being above his
head "Watt aminute. Are you telling me that's connected to the Devonshire case?’



"I sure am, Charlie. Eleven monks dead of arson, in case dl the news didn't make it back East” Without
giving him achancetoraly, | pushed ahead "My boss Bea says she's already spoken to you about the
way | got this case. It's bigger than you thought, it's bigger than | imagined when you dropped it on me.
Y ou should be aware that we may have to have help from D.SIC."

"If you do, you'l get it. Eleven monks. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Charlie being of the Erse persuasion, |
thought that would hit him where helived.

"Something se” | said: "Don't you think it'stimeto level with me and stop playing coy about the 'bird
who tipped you to the trouble at the Devonshire dump?”

Thistime, Kdly's pause lasted alot longer than a second Even through two phoneimps and three
thousand miles of ether, he sounded unhappy as he answered "Dave, I'd tdll you if | could but | swear |
can't I'm sorry.”

| blew exasperated air out my nose, hard enough to stir the hairs of my mustache against my upper lip.
"Okay, Charlie. Play agame with me, then. Isyour feathered friend from groups involved with any of
these...?' | named the Garuda Bird Quetza coatl, the Peacock Throne, (hesitantly) the Peacock Angdl,
and, as an afterthought, the phoenix.

More silence from Charlie. Findly he said "Y eah, the bird'sin there somewhere. Bdieve me, I'm taking a
chancetelling you even that much. So long." And he was gone, faster than a Medvamp out of a Korean
restaurant.

Nice to know one of the ideas Judy and | had come up with was the right one. It would have been nicer
gtill, of course, to know which. | thought about what held said and aswell as| could tell over the phone,
how held said it. Maybe politicswasn't what sedled hislips. Maybe it wasfear. That wasthefirst timel
darted getting alittle bit fearful mysdf.

Widl, onward—no help for it unless| fdt like quitting. And if | did that, not only would | not want to look
at mysdlf inthe mirror but Judy would drop me like something just up from the Pit So off | went to Slow
Jnn Fizz, the closest ouitfit I'd yet found that had ared-letter contaminant on my chart.

The carpet ride up into St. Ferdinand's Valley took about twenty minutes. Sow Jnn Fizz was on the
chief busnessfly-way of the Vdley, Venture Boulevard The addressitself was enough to tel methe
outfit had money. The building argued for that, too: an elegant gray stucco structure with SLOW JINN
FZZ in neat gold |etters on the plate glass window by the entry door. Undernegath, in smaler (but just as
gold) letters, it added, A INNETIC ENGINEERING CONSORTIUM.

"Ahal" | said before | walked in. The combination of the name and the Solomon's Sedls discarded at the
Devonshire dump had made mefigure jinnetic engineering was what Slow Jnn Fizz was dl about Niceto
be right every so often.

A dazzling blond receptioni<t, as expensive-looking and probably as carefully chosen asthe rest of the
decor, gave me adazzling white smile. "How may | help you, sir?* she asked in the kind of voice that
suggested she'd do anything | asked.

| reminded mysdlf | was engaged. The smile congealed on her face when | pulled out my EPA sgil. "I'd
liketo see Mr. Durani, please, in connection with some of your firm's recent dumping activities.

"One moment, Ingpector, uh, Fishman," she said, and disappeared into the back of the building.

Ramzan Durani came out acouple of minuteslater, in person. He was a plump, medium-brown fellow in



his mid-forties who wore awhite lab robe of Persan cut and an equaly white turban. "Inspector Fisher,
yes?' he said aswe shook hands. | gave him apoint for getting it right even though his receptionist hadn't
"We spoke on the phone last week, did we not?"

"That'sright, Sr. Inaway, thisis about the same matter.”

"| thought it might be." He didn't seem asvolatile in person as he had over the phone, for which | was
duly grateful. ""Please come with meto my office, and we shal discussthisfurther.”

Theonly thing I'll say about his officeisthat it made Tony Sudakis look likeadum, and Tony's beats
mine seven ways from Sunday. He poured mint tea, gave me sweetmests, sat me down, and generally
fussed over me until | felt asif 1'd gone back to my mom's for Rosh Hashanah dinner. | don't care for the
feding a my mom'sand | didn't carefor it here, ether.

| answered it with bluntness: "Devonshire dump is under investigation for leaking toxic spell components
into the surrounding environment. We haven't learned exactly what's getting out yet, but | can give you an
ideaof how seriousthe problem isby telling you there have been three cases of apsychiain the areaover
the past year aone.”

"And you think we areto blame? Slow Jinn Fizz?' Durani bounced—no, flew—out of hischair. His
volatility was il there, dl right; | just hadn't conjured it up in polite greetings. "No, no, ten thousand
timesno!" he cried. | thought he was going to rend his garment. He didn't; he contented himself with
grabbing histurban in both hands, asif he feared his head would fal off. "How can you accuse us of such
an outrage? How dareyou, Sir!"

"Cam yoursdf, Mr. Durani, please." | made alittle placating gesture, hoping held St down again. It didn't
work. | went on quickly, before he threw the samovar a me. "Nobody's accusing Sow Jinn Fizz of
anything. I'm just trying to find out what's going on at the dump ste.”

"Y ou dare accuse Sow Jnn Fizz of causng apsychial" He extravagantly wasn't listening.

"l haven't accused you," | said, louder thistime. "Have—not. I'm just investigating. And you must admit
that Solomon's Sedls are very potent magic, with astrong potentia for polluting the environment.”

Durani cast his eyes up to the celling and, presumably, past it toward Allah. "They think | am destroying
souls" he said—not to me. He glared my way a moment later. "Y ou wretched bureaucratic fool, Sow
Jnn Fizz does not cause gpsychia. I—we—this consortium—am—are—is on the edge of curing this
dreadful defect.”

| started to get angry at him, then stopped when | realized what held just said. "You are?' | exclamed
"How, in God's name?"'

"In God's name indeed—in the name of the Compassionate, the Merciful.” Durani camed down again, o
fast that | wondered how much of hisrage was real temper and how much for show. But that didn't
matter, either, not if hereally was on the edge of beating apsychia. If he could do that, | didn't mind him
chewing me out every day—and twice on Fridays.

Tell mewhat you'redoing here" | said. "Please.” People have been trying to cure gpsychiasincethe
dawn of civilization, and probably long before that. Modern goetic technology can work plenty of
marves, but that...

" Jinnetic engineering can accomplish things no one would have imagined possible only ageneration ago,”
Durani said. "Combining the raw strength of the jinn with the rigor and precision of Western sorcery—"



"That much | know," | said. Jinnetic engineering outfits have fueled alot of the big boom on the Bourse
the past few years, and with reason. The only way their profit margins could be bigger would be for the
jinni to fetch bags of gold from the Other Side.

But Durani had found something else for them to do Over There: jinn-splicing, he called it What he had in
mind was for thejinni to take atiny fraction of the spiritua packet that made up a disembodied human
soul, bring it back to This Side, and, using recombinant techniques he didn't—wouldn't—describe, join it
with abunch of other tiny fragmentsto produce what was in essence a synthes zed soul, which could then
be transplanted into some poor little apsychic kid.

"Soyou see" he said, gesturing violently, "it isimpossible—impossble, | tel youl—for Sow Jnn Fizz or
any of our byproducts to cause apsychia. We am to prevent thistragedy, to makeit asif it never was,
not to causeit.”

Whether what he aimed at was what he accomplished, | couldn't have said. For that matter, neither could
he, not with any confidence. Sorcerous byproducts have away of taking on lives of their own.

But that wasn't what was redlly on my mind "Have you actudly transplanted one of these, uh, synthesized
soulsinto an apsychic human being?' | knew there was awe in my voice, the same sort of awvethe
GarudaBird program raisesin me: | felt | was at the very edge of something bigger than I'd ever
imagined, and if | reached out just alittle, | could touchiit.

"We have transplanted three so far," he answered with quiet pride.
"And?' | wanted to reach out, al right, reach out and pull the answer from him.

The transplants appear to have taken: that isto say, the synthesized souls bond to the body, giving the
apsychic atrue spirituaity he has never before known." Durani held up awarning hand. "The true te, the
test of Judgment, however, has not yet arisen—al three individuas who have undergone the transplant
procedure remain dive. Theory indicates arisk that the synthesi zed soul may break up into its congtituent
fragments when its connection to the body is severed at desth. We shall research that when the time
aises"

"Yes, I'dthink s0," | said. A soul, after dl, exigtsin eternity: it lives here for awhile, but it's primarily
concerned with the Other Side. What atragedy it would be to give aliving man asoul, only to have him
lack one when he died and needed it most Worse than if held never had one, if you ask me—and till that
moment, I'd never imagined anything worse than gpsychia

Something ese struck me: "What happens to the soul from which you're taking out your little packets?
Arethey damaged? Can they Hill enspirit ahuman being?'

Thisiswhy wetake 0 little from each one," Durani answered. To the limits of our experimenta
techniques, no measurable damage occurs. Nor should it, for isnot God not only compassionate and
merciful but aso loving and able to forgive us our imperfections?”

"Maybe s0, but do your artificia imperfections leave these, hmm, sampled souls more vulnerableto evil
influence from the Other Side?" Thefurther | got into the case of the Devonshire dump, the more hot
potatoes it handed me. This new technique of Durani's was astonishing, but what would its environmental
impact be? The lawsuits | saw coming would tie up the ecclesiastica courtsfor the next hundred years.

Y ou may dunk I'm exaggerating, but I mean that literally. For instance, suppose somebody does
something redly horrible: oh, suppose he bums down amonastery. And suppose he's able to convince a
court that, on account of the Durani technique, he's been deprived of 1% or 0.1% or 0.001% of the soul



he would have had otherwise. Ishe fully responsible for what he did or isit partly Durani'sfault? A smart
canon lawyer could make agood case for blaming Sow Jnn Fizz.

Or suppose somebody does something horrible, and then claims as a defense that he's been deprived of
part of hissoul by the Durani technique. How do you go about proving him wrong, if heis?I'm no
prophet, but | foresaw the sons of alot of canon lawyers (and the nephews of Catholic canonists)
heading for fine collegiaon the profits of that argument aone.

And heré's another one: let's suppose the Durani techniqueis as safe as he saysit is, and doesn't do
irreparable harm to anybody's soul. Let's suppose again that his synthesized souls have even been passing
the test of Judgment. But nothing manmade can hope to match God's perfection. What happensif a
misassembled soul does break apart on degth, leaving a poor apsychic al dressed up with no placeto
go? To what sort of recompenseishisfamily entitled?

All a once, | wished again that magic wereimpossible, that we just lived in amechanica world. Yes, |
know lifewould be alot harder, but it would be alot smpler, too. The trouble with technology isthat, as
soon asit solves a problem, the aleged solution presents two new ones.

But the trouble with no technology, of course, isthat problems don't get solved | don't suppose
apsychics, suddenly offered the chance for a better hereafter, would worry about risks. | wouldn't in their
shoes.

| guess nothing isever smple. Maybeit’'sjust aswell. If things were smple, we wouldn't need an
Environmentd Perfection Agency and I'd be out of ajob.

Caught in my own brown study, 1'd missed a couple of sentences. When my ears woke up again, Durani
was saying, " —may develop a sampling technique to bring back components only from what you might
term mahatmas, great souls, those who have spirit to spare.”

"Very interesting," | answered, and so it was, though not atogether in the way he'd intended it Sounded
to me as though he had some concerns over safety himself. | wondered who his lawvyers were. | hoped
he had a good team, because | had the feding—the strong feding—he'd need one.

"Isthere anything further, Ingpector Fisher?' he asked.

Hed relaxed now; | guess he only got vehement when he thought his interests were endangered. A lot of
people are like that.

"That's about it for now," | told him, whereupon he relaxed even further. He thought the operative phrase
there was that's about it; | thought it was for now. Hed done something new and splendid, al right, but
| wasn't sure heéld ever redize any profit fromit. He hadn't had alawyer at his beck and call the week
before. HEd need one soon, or more likely awhole swarm of them.

Remembering his cal reminded me how many |—and Bea—had fielded dl at once. | asked my watch
what timeit was, found out it was afew minutes before three. | decided to go over to the Devonshire
Land Management Consortium offices and find out just how so many of their clientsfound out about the
EPA invedtigation so fadt.

My sgil got meinto the office of amarkgraf in charge of consortiate relations, a redheaded chap with
hairy ears whose name was Peabody. He showed afull set of teeth undoubtedly kept so snowy white by
sympathetic magic (I wondered what would happen if aforest fire spilled soot al over the snow to which
those teeth were attuned).



| give him credit he didn't try to cast any spells over me. "Of course we notified our clients,” he said when
| asked him my question. "Their interests were impacted by your search of files at the containment site, so
we might have been lidbleto civil pendty had we kept silent.”

"All right, Mr. Peabody, thanksfor your time," | said. Put that way, he had apoint. | might have thought
better of him if he'd talked about loyaty instead of liability, but how much can you expect from a
mercenary in afancy suit?

After that, | headed for home. | picked up adaily once | got off the freeway, for the sake of the sport
more than anything else. Over in Japan, | saw, the Giants had beaten the Dragons for their eaguetitle.
And closer to home, the Angels and Blue Devils played to ascorelesstie.

"Might aswell bered life," | muttered when | saw that. Then | shook my head Inred life, the Cardinds
would never have been higher in the standings than the Angels.

But looking at the score gave me anidea. | cdled Judy. "Fed like a Zoroastrian lunch tomorrow?" |
asked her.

She giggled " Sounds good. But to makeit perfect, | ought to fly my carpet. After dl, it'san
AhuraMazda."

That'sright, you did buy an import last year, didn't you?' | said "But let me pick you up instead
afterwards anyhow." | explained what | was doing with my red-letter list

That'll befine," Judy said "Nice you get achance to be away from the office part of your day. Too bad it
couldn't be mornings, though." She knows how much | hate staff meetings.

| smacked mysdlf in the forehead "1 should have thought of that But listen to what | came across
today—" | told her about Ramzan Durani and Sow Jnn Fizz.

That's exciting!" she breathed. To give those poor people hope... Have they worked dl the gremlins out
of the process?’

"I couldn't tell you. Durani talkslike he has, but it's his operation, so you'd expect him to.”

"Yes," Judy said "Of course, evenif he has, the moment anything goeswrong the lawyerswill say he
hasn't. The spiritua implications are—overwhelming isthe word that comesto mind.”

"Y ou know one of the reasons| love you?' | said. She didn't answer, just waited for meto goon, o
did Y ou seeimplications. So many people don’t; they just go 'Oh, how marvelous' without stopping to
think what their marvels end up costing them.”

Thank you," she said her voice surprisingly serious. That doesn't sound anywhere near asromantic as
something like"Y ou have beautiful eyes;' but | think it gives usamuch better promise of lagting. | fed the
same way about you, just so you know."

"What, that | have beautiful eyes?' | said She snorted | added "Besides, | told you that was just one of
the reasons. | wish you were here right now, so we could try one of the others.”

"Now what might that be?' She sounded so perfectly innocent, she was perfectly unbelievable. She didn't
even believe hersdf: "I wish | were over there, too, honey, but I've got to finish working out this astrology
problem for my class. Reconciling western and Hanese systemsis abitch and ahdf. I'll seeyou
tomorrow for lunch.”



Twdve-thirty al right?'
"Sounds good. Bye."

Judy worksin apart of East A.C. where you hear Spainish spoken in the streets about as often as
English. Therage for Zoroastrian diners has reached even there, though. Next year, no doubt, they'll be
passe; right now, they're fun.

The one trouble with those placesisthat Judy and | can't enjoy them to the fullest, because alot of their
dishesfeature deviled ham. We managed, though. | ate angd-hair pasta and devils-food cake, while she
had a deviled-egg-salad sandwich and angelfood cake. Just names, sure, but names have power.

"So where are you going this afternoon?’ Judy asked while we waited for the waitress to bring us our
lunches.

"Upto Loki, in Burbank," | said. "I have the fedling their parchmentwork didn't report half of what they're
dumping. They have ared reputation for secrecy; nobody except them and the military knowswhat goes
on at the Cobold Works up in the desert, and nobody at all, it looks like, knows—or will say—what
comes out of the Cobold Works."

"They'reworking in the Garuda Bird project, too, aren't they?' Judy said.

"That'sright—and if you think I'm going up there partly so | can learn more abouit that, you'reright,” |
admitted. Space travel has fascinated me ever since thefirst magic mirror let us see thefar sde of the
moon back when | was akid.

Thegirl carried our plates over to usjust then. "Thanks," | said as she set them down. Because she
looked asif she'd understand it better, | added, " Gracias."

"De nada, setter," she answered smiling. She hardly seemed old enough to be working full time. Maybe
she wasn't People who come up to Angels City to get away from Azteca find out soon enough that the
sdewalks aren't paved with gold here, either. They do what they can to get by, same asmy
great-grandparents did a hundred years ago. Most of them will.

It was a pleasant lunch. Any time with Judy was pleasant, but the good food and the chance to be out
and about in the middle of the day (she'd been right about that the night before) just added to it | hated to
leave, but she had to get back to work and | needed to be at the Loki plant early enough in the afternoon
to do some useful work.

| parked my carpet in theloading zonein front of Hand-of-Glorys office, kissed Judy goodbye before |
took off. It was a pretty thorough kiss, if | say so mysdf. Thisten-year-old who should have beenin
school made disgusted noises as hewaked by. | didn't care. Give him afew more years and heldd find
out about the sweet magic between man and woman.

| waited theretill | saw Judy safe indoors, then headed up the Golden Province Freeway to Burbank.
The Lolaworks weren't far from the little airport there. They were big and sprawled-out enough to have
separate buildings and lots for each of the consortium's many projects; | flew around till | found asign
that said SPACE DIVISION and had a stylized Garuda bird under it. | parked my carpet as closeto the
sgnas| could, then waked off some of my lunch hiking toward the entrance.

Inside, where they didn't show from the parking lot, were guards armed with pistols and holy water
gorayers. | presented my EPA sgil. Even though I'd phoned ahead in the morning, | could see how little
iceit cut here. The guards were ready to take on mgjor foes, from This Side or the Other. One



bureaucrat wasn't worth getting excited about.

Whichisnot to say they weren't thorough. They turned a spellchecker on my sigil, to make sure it wasn't
forged and hadn't been tampered with. One of them carefully compared the image on my frying licenseto
my face. The other waited till the first was done, then called my officeto confirm | really did work there.
Hedidn't ask mefor the number, he looked it up himsdif.

Only when they were satisfied did they phone deeper into the building. "Magister Arnold will cometo
escort you shortly, Sr," one of them said "Hereisyour visitor's tabbs-man.” He pinned it on me, then
added, " Once you pass through that door, the demon in the talisman will be roused and will sting you if
you get more than fifteen feet away from Magister Arnold. Just so you know, gr."

"What happensif | need to use atoilet?' | asked.

"Magister Arnold must accompany you to thefacility, Sir," he answered, unsmiling. The guy outsdethe
Devonshire dump had billed himsalf as asecurity guard ThisLoki fellow redlly was one.

| found another question: " Suppose | ditch the talisman oncel go ingde?’

"Firgt, Sir, any attempt to do so would rouse the demon. Second once inside the door there, the talisman
will welditself to your clothing and remain bonded to it until you emerge. If you're agood enough
sorcerer, Sir, you can beet the talisman, but you'll set off agreat many darmsin the process, and will be
apprehended in short order.”

"I don't want to besat it and | don't want to be apprehended” | said "l was just curious." The guard
nodded polite but unconvinced Hisjob was being unconvinced and he was real good &t it.

Magister Arnold came out a couple of minutes later. He was abig, rangy fellow in hismid-fifties, inalab
robe dmost asfancy as Ramzan Durani's. "Cal me Matt," he said after we shook hands. Come dong
with menow."

| came dong. The door closed behind us. | gave the talisman a surreptitious yank. Sure enough, it was
stuck to the front of my shirt I'd figured it would be. Loki took security serioudly.

| found out just how serioudy when we got to the door of Arnold's office: it was hermetically sealed Now
| grant you that Hermesis agood choice of protector for an aerospace office—in hiswingfoot aspect,
he's naturaly related to flight sciences, and who better to propitiate in a security system than the patron
dety of thieves?

But merciful heavens, the expense! A security systemisn't just asedl; the backup isalot more important.
Maintaining awhole cult at aleve sufficient to keep its god active and aert will kill you with priests fees,
fanes, sacrifices, what have you. | wondered how much of the bill Loki was paying itsef and how much it
was passing on to the taxpayer. Somehow cost overruns never turn out to be anybody's fault. They're
just there, like crabgrass, and about as hard to weed out.

Bethat asit may, Magister Arnold rubbed the toggle that served as the door Herm's erect phallus. The
Herm must have recognized histouch, for it smiled and the door came open.

It dosed behind us with a definitive-sounding snick. "Coffee?' Arnold asked, waving to a pot that sat on
top of alittle asbestos sdlamander cage.

"No, thanks," | answered; 1'd just as soon drink vitriol as muck that was reheeting al day. And
besdes—"Y ou redly don't fed like following me down the hdf if | have to use the men'sroom, do you?'



"Oh, yes, of course. That’ sright, you're wearing avisitor'stalisman, aren't you? | hope you don't mind if |
have acup?' At my inviting wave, Arnold poured himself one. It looked asthick and dark and oily asl'd
figured it would. Even the fumes were enough to make my nostrils twitch. When he set the cup down, he
asked, "So what have we done that's brought the EPA down on us?' He didn't say this time, but you
could hear ft behind hiswords.

"l don't know that you've done anything,” | answered. "I do know that somebody's spells are leaking out
of the Devonshire dump, and | aso know that whoever that somebody is, he's murdered monksto keep
his secret.”

That got Arnold'singtant and complete attention. His eyes gripped me like the Romanian giants Eastern
European sorcerers use to handle magical apparatus they wouldn't touch with aten-foot Pole. He was
quick on the uptake. The Thomas Brothersfireis connected to this affair, isft?' he said. "A bad business,
very bad."

"Yes" | let ft go at that; no need for him to know | was persondly involved with the monastery fire. |
pulled out my chart "Asnear as| cantell from this, Magister Arnold, Loki puts more toxic spellsinto
Devonshire than anybody else—and the ones| have here are those you admit to publicly.”

"For therecord,” Arnold said loudly, "I deny there are any others." Histonewasjust as sincere as Tony
Sudakis, and told me (in case | hadn't been sure already) aListener wasin there with us.

| liked that tone even less from the magister, because | knew he wasn't on my side while | hoped Sudakis
was. All Arnold wanted to do was play with his projects, whatever they happened to be. It wasn't that |
doubted their worth. | didn't; asI've said, I'm demonsfor the space program myself. But nobody has any
business fouling the nest and then pretending his hands are clean.

"For therecord,” | answered, just asloudly and just as snattily, "I don't believe you." Arnold glared; my
guess was that nobody'd talked to him like that for awhile. | let him steam for afew seconds, then said,
"Areyou serioudy telling me nothing too secret to get into your EPA forms goes on at the Cobold
Works?'

"What Cobold Works?' he said, but he couldn't keep atwinkle from hiseye. That the establishment in
the desert existsis an open secret. But his smile disappeared in ahurry. "If it'stoo secret to go into the
forms, Inspector Fisher, it's also too secret to talk about with you. No offense, but you need to
understand that."

"I'm not out to betray our secretsto the Hanese or the Ukrainians,” | said. ™Y ou need to understand that,
and to understand that the Situation around the Devonshire dump is serious.” | tossed him the report on
birth defects around the Site. Asheread it, hisface screwed up asif held bitten into an unripe medlar.

"Y ou seewhat | mean, magigter.”

"Yes, | do. You have aproblem there, absolutely. But | don't believe the Lola Space Division, at least, is
respongblefor it. If you'll give meachance, I'll tdl you why."

"Go ahead," | said. Nobody 1'd talked to would even entertain the idea that he could be responsible for
the leaks. Wdll, | didn't find the idea entertaining, ether.

"Thanks." Arnold steepled hisfingers, more athoughtful gesture, | judged, than a prayerful one. He went
on. "l gather thistoxic spdl leak is believed to be through the dump's containment system rather than
arborne.”

"Yes, | believethat' strue" | said cautioudy. "So?"



He nodded asif held scored a point Thought as much. I'm not breaking security to tell you that Space
Divison spdlsare universdly volatile in nature, with byproducts to match. That's not surprising, isit,
consdering what we do?'

"l supposenat,” | said. "What exactly isyour consortium's role in getting the Garuda Bird out of the
amosphere?’

That did it. He sarted ralling like the Juggernaut's car, which, considering the project we were talking
about, isn't the worst of comparisons. Loki wasin charge of two project phases, the second of which
(presumably becauseit dedlt with air eementals) had been split into two eements.

"Firgt, we handle the new spdlls pertaining to the Garuda Bird itsdlf." Arnold pointed to a picture tacked
onto thewal behind him: an artist's conception of the Bird lifting acargo into low orbit, with the curve of
the Earth and the black of space behind it Evenin apainting, the Bird is something to see. Think of aroc
sguared and then square that again—well, the Bird could turn aroc into a pebble. For a second, | forgot
about being an investigator and fdlt like akid with anew kite.

"The Bird ismagic-intensive anyway," Arnold went on. "Hasto be, or dsethat big bulk would never get
off the ground But we've had to upgrade dl the spell systems and develop awhole new set for
upper-atmospheric and exatmospheric work. They do finein smilarity modeling; pretty soon well get to
see what the models are worth. Y ou with me so far?!

"Pretty much o, yeah,”" | answered. "What' sthis other phase you were talking about? Something to do
with sylphs?’

"That's right Turns out our models show that max-Q—"
"What?'

"Maximum dynamic pressure on the Bird" he explained grudgingly, and then, because | dtill didn't get it
added more grudgingly ill, *Maximum air buffeting.”

"d],"

I'd distracted him. He gave me adirty ook, asif he were awizard who'd forgotten the key word of an
invocation just as his demon was about to appear in the pentacle. When | didn't rip off hishead or
swdlow himwhole, he pulled himsdlf together. " As | was saying, max-Q on the Garuda Bird occurs
relatively low in the amosphere, due to sylphic action on the traveler through the aery redm.”

"Sylphsarelikethat," | agreed. "Always have been. How do you propose to get them to act any
different?’

"As| said before, we have atwo-element approach to the problem—"

He pulled achart out of histop desk drawer and showed me what he meant. If he hadn't been an
aerospace thaumaturge, he would have called it the carrot-and-stick approach. Asit was, he talked
about sylph-esteem and sylph-discipline.

Sylph-esteem, | gathered, involved making the sylphs above the Garuda Bird launch site so happy they
wouldn't think about blowing the Bird around asit flew past them. Like alot of half-smart plans, it looked
good on parchment. "Troubleis, sylphs by their very nature are happy-go-lucky aready, and also
changeable as the weather. How do you go about not only making them even more cheerful man they
were dready but also making them stay that way?



If you ask me (which Magister Arnold didn't), sylph-discipline is abetter way to go. Putting the fear of
higher Powersinto the sylphs might well make the air e ementals behave themselveslong enough to let the
GarudaBird get through. True, you couldn't keep it up long, sylphs being asthey are, but then, you
wouldn't need to.

"For sylph-discipline to be effective, timing is of the essence,” Arnold said. "Implement your deterrence
activity too soon and the elementalsforget the brief intimidation; implement it too late and it isusaess.
Wearedill in the process of developing the sorcerous systems that will enable us to ensure minimal
sylphic disturbance as the Garuda Bird proceeds on its mission.”

"If you're still developing them, am | correct in assuming that no byproducts from that element of your
project would gppear on my list of contaminants from Loki?"

"Let me check, if | may,"” he said. Helooked a my chart, just as1'd looked at his. "No, that’s not
correct. Some of this activity with Bedlzebub comes from our shop.”

| remembered the patch of flies at the Devonshire dump and shivered alittle. Dealing with Bedlzebub
involves some of the most potent, most dangerous sorcery thereis. | said, "Soundslike overkill to me,
Why pick such amighty potentate of the Descending Hierarchy to overawethe air d ementals?*

My guess was that asking the question would prove awaste of time, that Arnold would baffle me with
technicd jargon till | gave up and went away. But he fooled me, saying, "It'sredly quite straightforward,
at least in broad outline. We shadl require the Lord of the Hiesto inflict aplague of his creatures on the
sylphsto distract them from the passage of the Garuda Bird."

"Y ou don't think smdl," | said. Then something else occurred to me: "But what' sto keep the fliesfrom
tormenting the Garuda Bird dong with the air dementals?*

Magister Arnold smiled thinly. "As| said, it's sraightforward in broad outline. Details of the negotiations
with the demon are anything but smple, asyou may imagine. Heis, if you will forgive me, hdlishly
clever."

"Yes" | letit go at that; if it were up to me, I'd have come up with some other way of distracting the
sylphs. After acouple of seconds, | said, "Don't byproducts from a conjuration involving Beel zebub have
achance of diding through the underground containment scheme at the dump? They aren't dl volatile, as
you clamed before.”

"l supposethat’ strue." Arnold sounded anything but happy about supposing that was true, but he did it
anyhow. | give him credit for that. He tried to put the best face oniit. Y ou haven't aluded to these
particular byproducts as being the ones which are lesking, however, Inspector Fisher. Until you show me
evidencethat they are, | hope you will forgive my doubts."

"Okay, fair enough,” | said. Going around the edges of the dump with a senstive spdllchecker, checking
ar and earth, fire and water for sorcerous pollutants would blow Charlie Kdly's request for discretion
further into space than the Garuda Bird could carry it, but that couldn't be hel ped, not now.

| got up and started to leave. I'd just about made it to the door when | remembered the demon
imprisoned in my visitor'stalisman. | turned around and headed right back toward Magister Arnold He
was coming after me.

Thanks," | said.

"Don't mentionit" Hisvoice wasdry. "My own peace of mind isinvolved in keeping you hedthy till you



get out the door, you know. Just think of al the parchmentwork I'd havetofill out if an Environmenta
Perfection Agency inspector got stung to death by the Loki security system. | wouldn't get any real work
donefor weeks."

Knowing the EPA bureaucratic procedures as | do, | was sure he was right about that. Then a couple of
casualy uttered words sank in. "Stung to death, Magister Arnold?"' | said gulping- The security guard
didn't mention thet little detall ."

"Well, he should have," Arnold answered testily. He must have noticed my face chance expression.
"Before you ask, Inspector, we do have a permit to incorporate deadly force into our security setup
because of the sengitive nature of so much of what we do here. If you like, | will be happy to show you a
copy, complete with chrysobull, of that permit.”

"T30, never mind" The assurancein hisvoice said he wasn't bluffing. And if | wanted to check, | could
doit at the Criminal and Magical Courts building. "But visitors should be warned before they enter the
secure areg, Sr. They'd have more of an incentive for following instructions carefully.”

"Oh, it seemsto work out dl right. We haven't lost one in a couple of weeks." The aerospace man had a
perfect deadpan ddlivery. At first | accepted what held said without thinking about it, then did adouble
take, and only then noticed the very corners of his mouth curling up. | snorted. Hed got me good.

Heled me out to the door by which I'd entered As soon as| was on thefar sde of it, | took off the
talisman (now | could) and dl but threw it at the security guard "Y ou didn't tell meit waslethd,” |
Sharled.

"If your intentions were good, Sir, you didn't need to know," he answered. "And if they were bad, you
also didn't need to know."

He should have been a Jesuit. After | got done gasping for air, | dunk out toward my carpet, then headed
for home. It was still early, but if I'd gone someplace el se and done my song and dance, 1'd have been
late. | was late the day before. Put the two daystogether, | figured, and they'd come out even. It wasthe
sort of logic you'd expect after aZoroastrian lunch, but it satisfied me for the moment.

Because | was early, | made good time on the way back down to Hawthorne. Of course, that left me
rattling around my flat for achunk of the afternoon. I'm usudly good at just being there by mysdlf, but it
wasn't working that day. | didn't fed like going out and going shopping; besides, with next payday getting
close and the last one only a ghostly memory, the ghouls had been chewing on my checking account.

| decided to do something to put crownsinto my pocket, not take them out | had three or four sacks of
auminum cansrattling around under the sink and in my closet; | took ‘em out (which freed up spaceto
put in more), carried 'em down to my carpet, and headed for the loca recycling center.

SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT AND SAVE ENERGY, said thesign outsde: RECY CLE
ALUMINUM. | nodded approvingly as | lugged the cans over. Some programs sdll themsalves as being
good for the environment when they're not, but recycling isn't one of them.

Thefdlow at the center tossed the cans on the scale, looked back at alittle chart on thewall behind him.
"Give you two crowns sixty," he said, and proceeded to do just that.

The smal change went into my pocket, the two-crown note into my wallet Thank you, friend,” | told him.
"Any time," he answered. " See you again soon, | hope. Y ou're making some sorcerer'slife easier.”

| let that go with anod. Since | work for the EPA, | would have bet | knew more about it than he did.



Recycded duminum lets magicians usethe law of smilarity to extract more of the metd directly from the
ore; it'salot chegper and more energy efficient than the achemy they have to resort to when they're
working without any aluminum source. .. to say nothing of the preposterous and expensive mechanica
processes you have to use to coax auminum free of the mineralsthat contain it Were it not for sorcery, |
doubt wed ever have learned what awonderfully useful metd duminumiis.

Two crowns sixty wouldn't come close to paying the bill from the Department of Water and Powers|'d
found in my mailbox. The bill was up from last month, too; the Department, alittle clipped-on notice said,
had gained approval for athree percent increase in sdlamander propitiation fees. Everything costs more
these days.

The money 1'd got for the auminum canswould just about cover a hamburger, though not the fries that
went with it A Golden Steeples was right around the corner from the recycling center. | went in there,
spent my dividend and abit more besides. It was along way from a gourmet treat, but when you're
egting by yoursdlf, alot of thetime you don't care.

A newspaper rack stood just outside the Golden Steeples: it used the same kind of greedy little imp that
dwellsin pay phones. | stuck in theright change, pulled out a Times. If I'd tried to take more than one,
the imp would have screamed blue murder. | think it's a shame the racks have to resort to measures|like
that, but they do. Lifeinthebig city.

Back inmy flat, | opened abeer and drank it down while | read the daily. One of the page-nine stories
directly concerned me: Brother V ahan was gppedling to the Cardind of Angels City for adispensation to
alow cosmetic sorcery for one of the monks badly burned in the Thomas Brothersfire.

| prayed that the Cardinal would grant the dispensation. Cosmetic sorcery can do marvelous things these
days. If the doctors and wizards have a recent portrait of someone before he was burned, they can use
the law of smilarity to bring his appearance back to what it used to be. Function doesn't follow
superficiad form, of course, but aburn victim gains so much by not becoming awaking horror show.

Troubleis, the Cardind of Angds City isa gtiff-necked Erseman who takes the mortification of the flesh
and God'swill serioudy. The story said he was considering Brother Vahan's appedl, "but the issuance of
adispensation cannot be guaranteed” He was liable to decide God wanted that monk disfigured, and
who were we to argue with Him?

That sort of attitude never made senseto me. Far as| can seg, if God wanted bum victimsto stay ugh/
forever, He wouldn't have made cosmetic sorcery possible. But then, I'm just an EPA man, not a
theologian (and especidly not a Catholic theologian). What do | know?

S. George and the Dragon was splashed dl over the entertainment section (and | wondered what the
Cardind thought about that). | hadn't gotten a good enough look at the blonde by the Hollywood
Freeway to tdl if shewasthe onefaling out of her minitunic in the ads. | wasn't about to go to the
Light-and-magic show to find out, either. That miserable publicity stunt had cost them at least one cash
customer.

When | got to work the next morning, more pickets were marching out alongside the Confedera Building
to protest the aeria spraying for Medvamps. | shook my head as | went up the elevator to work. Some
people smply cannot weigh short-term inconvenience againgt long-term benefit.

Assoon as| got to my desk, | started working like a man possessed; had a priest wandered by, he
probably would have wanted to perform an exorcism on me. But | banged through the routine parts of
my job asfast as| could so I'd have time to investigate the Devonshire case properly. | wanted to get out
to Chocolate Weasdl that afternoon.



The best-laid plans—

I'd just managed to get the wood on top of my desk out from under the usual sea of parchments and
visbleto the naked eye once more when the phone started yelling at me. Unlike some people | know, |
don't usudly have premonitions, but | did thistime. What | smelled was trouble. The phone hadn't given
memuch dselady.

"David Fisher, Environmental Perfection Agency."
"Mr. Fisher, thisis Susan Kuznetsov, of the Barony's Bureau of Physica and Spiritual Hedlth..."”
"Yes?' I'd never heard of her.

"Mr. Fisher, I'm caling from Chatsworth Memoria Hospita. | was going to notify the St Ferdinand's
chapter of the Thomas Brothers, asis usud in such cases, but due to the recent tragedy there, that was
impossible. When | cdled the East Angels City Thomas Brothers monastery, | was referred to you."

"Why?" | asked. My mind wasn't on the Devonshire dump, not that minute. But then, before she could
answer, | put together whom she worked for, where she was calling from, her likeliest reason for wanting
to get hold of the Thomas Brothers, and their likeliest reason for passing her onto me. "Don't tell me,
Mistress Kuznetsov—"

I'm afraid so, Mr. Fisher. We've just had an apsychic baby born here.”
v

| don't know much about babies: call it lack of practica experience. Give Judy and meafew yearsand |
expect well do something about that, but not now. Oh, my brother up in Portland has atwo-year-old girl
and | have somelittle cousins up there, too, but I can count on the smelly fingers of both handsthe
number of diapers I've changed.

So poor little Jesus Cordero (the irony of the name struck me as soon as| heard it) didn't look much
different from any other new-minted kid to me. Helay on histummy in the cradle, wriggling in asort of
random way, asif hedidn't redly understand he had arms and legs and could do things with them. The
only thing in the least remarkable about him to the eye was an astonishingly thick head of black, black
hair.

His mother sat on the side of the bed by the cradle. She was nineteen, twenty, something like that; she
might have been pretty if she hadn't looked so wrung out from giving birth. Her husband had ahand on
her shoulder. He was about her age, dressed like aday laborer. They talked back and forth in Spainish. |
wondered if they'd entered the Confederation legaly, and wondered even moreif they truly understood
what had happened to little baby Jesus.

In the room with them were Susan Kuznetsov—a middle-aged woman, no-nonsense variety, built likea
crate—and a priest He was atubby little redheaded fellow named Father Flanagan, but he proved to
speak fluent Spainish himsdlf. In Angels City, that's a practical necessity for a priest these days.

"Any question about the diagnosis, Father?' | asked him.

"Not ahbit of it, worse luck for the poor boy," he answered. Listening to him, | wondered if you could
speak Spainish with abrogue. But al such frivolous thoughts vanished as he went on: "1 was going
through the nursery last night theway | dways do, blessing the newborns of my creed. | cameto thislittle
fellow and—wdll, see for your own sdlf, Inspector.”



Hetook off the crucifix from around his neck, set it against the baby's cheek, murmured afew words of
Latin. That'snot my ritual, of course, but I knew what was supposed to happen: because babies, being
new to the world, are uncorrupt, the cross should have glowed for amoment, symbolic of the linkage
between goodness on the Other Side and the innocence of the baby's soul. Not for nothing did
Scandinavian converts spesk of the White Chrigt.

But nothing was dl we saw here. The crucifix might have been merely meta and wood, not one of the
most potent mystical symbolson This Side. At itstouch, little Jesus twisted his head in the hope that it
wasamilk-filled breast.

Gently, hisface sad, the priest redonned the crucifix. Susan Kuznetsov said, " Father Flanagan called me
firgt thing thismorning. Of course, | came out immediately. He repested the test in my presence then, and
| made others so asto be absolutely certain. This baby, though otherwise healthy and normal, possesses
no soul.”

Tears stung my eyes. Having something so dreadful happen to a poor tiny kid who'd never even had the

chance to commit asin struck me as horribly unjust Not even Satan got anything out of it either, because
when Jesus Cordero died, held just be gone. What did it mean? Far as| could tdll, it meant only that we
don't understand the way thingswork aswell aswe'd like to.

"Sir," | said to the baby'sfather (his name was Ramon; hiswife was Lupe), I'd like to ask you some
questions, if | may, to seeif | can learn how this unfortunate thing happened to your son.”

"S, ask," he said. He understood English, even if he didn't speak it too well. His wife nodded to show
she aso followed what 1'd said.

Thefirg thing | asked wastheir address. | wasn't surprised to learn they lived within a couple of miles of
the Devonshire dump; we were only five or six miles away there at the hospital. Then | tried to find out if
Lupe Cordero had used any potent sorcerous products during her pregnancy. She shook her head "
Nada," shesad.

"Nothing at dl?' | perdsted; contact with magic is such apart of everyone's everyday life that sometimes
we don't even think about it Y our medica trestmentswere dl of the ordinary sort?"

She answered in rapid-fire Spainish. Father Flanagan did the honors for me: " She says she had no
medica trestmentstill birth; she could not afford them.” 1 nodded glumly, that's the story with so many
poor immigrants these days. Through the priest Lupe went on, the only thing even alittle different was
that | had morning sickness, so | went to the curandero for help.”

Speaking for himself, Father Flanagan said "' Probably something on the order of camomiletes; few
curander os traffic with anything important.”

"Probably," | agreed "but | have to be thorough. Mrs. Cordero, can you give me the name and address
of this person?' don' remember,” she answered in English. Her face closed up. | could guess what that
meant it was bound to be somebody from her home village back in Aztecia, somebody she didn't want to
seeintrouble.

| tried again. "Mrs. Cordero, it's possible the medicine you received had something to do with your giving
birth to an gpsychic child We have to check that out, to make sure the same misfortune doesn't happen
to someonedse”

"I don' remember," she repeated. Her face might have been cast in bronze. | knew | wasn't going to get
any answersout of her. | caught Father Flanagan's eye. He nodded amost imperceptibly. Maybe hed try



to talk some «more with her later, maybe held just ask around in the neighborhood. One way or another,
| figured before too long I'd find out what | needed to know.

Ramon Cordero bent over the cradle, picked up his son. By the smooth way he held the baby in the
crook of hiselbow, | guessed it wasn't hisfirst " Nino lindo," he said softly. Even more softly, Father
Flanagan trandated "Beautiful boy."

Little Jesus was a nice-looking baby. "Enjoy him al you can, Mr. Cordero,” | said "Love himalot Thisis
al hehas. Hell have to make the best of it."

That's good advice," Susan Kuznetsov said She dropped into Spainish at least as fluent as Father
Flanagan's, then returned to English for me: "I told him that many gpsychicslive extreordinary liveson
This Side, maybe to help compensate for not going on after they die. Artists, writers, thaumaturges—"

What she said was true, though sheld just mentioned the good haf. There's pretty fair evidence that the

L eader of the Alemans during the Second Sorcerous War was an apsychic, and that he promoted the
massacres and other horrors of the war exactly because he wasn't afraid of what would happen to him on
the Other Side: once he was gone, he was gone permanently. That wasn't the sort of thing you wanted to
mention to an apsychics parents, though.

The baby wiggled thrashed woke up with asquall about like what you'd expect from aminor demon who
doesn't care to be conjured up. Lupe held out her arms; her husband set Jesusin them. | glanced down
at my toeswhile she adjusted her hospital robe so she could nurse him. The squals subsided to be
replaced by intent durping noises.

"Rene mucho hombre" Lupe said—"He's very hungry." She seemed pleased and proud, asanew
mother should. No, little Jesus tragic lack hadn't fully registered with her.

| stood there for a couple of more minutes, wondering al the whileif | ought to say something about
Sow Jnn Fizz. Maybe—God willing—Ramzan Durani and his outfit could fill the vacuum at d« center of
little Jesus Cordero. From what Durani had said, he could fill it. What troubled me was whether he was
creating Smilar but smaller vacuumsin other souls. He said not, out even held admitted his procedure
was gill experimentd.

Inthe end, | kept my mouth shut Part of that was not wanting to raise the adult Corderos hopes too
much. The rest was smple pragmatism: even though baby Jesus had no hopefor eternd life, odds were
he wasn't going to shuffle off thismorta coil tomorrow or next year, either. He had the timeto wait while
the gremlinswere exorcised from Durani's jinnetic engineering scheme.

| wonder what | would have doneiif 1'd been dedling with a seventy-year-old gpsychic in poor health,
someone facing imminent oblivion. Would gaining that person asoul (assuming the procedure worked)
outweigh the harm inflicted on other soulsin the process (assuming it didn't work aswell as Durani
clamed)?

| decided | was awful glad Jesuswas just a baby.

Luperaised thelittle fellow to her shoulder, patted him on the back. After afew seconds, helet out a
burp about an octave degper than you'd think could come from anything so small.

"When will you be going home from the hospital 7' | asked her.
"Mariana," shesaid.

"I'd like to come by your home that afternoon, if | could,” | said. "I have a portable spellchecker, so | can



begin investigating for toxic spdllsin the loca environment, and I'd o like alook at whatever potion you
got from your curandero.” | saw from her face that she didn't understand everything I'd said. So did
Father Flanagan. He trandated for me.

Lupe and Ramé6n looked at each other. "No questions about nothing €lse?" he asked.

They wereillegds, then. "None," | promised. That wasn't my business. Trying to find out why their son
had been born without a soul was. "I swear it in God's name.”

"Y ou don' make no cross," Ramon said suspicioudy.

Father Flanagan was giving me a questioning look, too. Tell them I'm Jewish,” | said Hisface cleared. |
was sure he didn't care much for my beliefs, but that's okay: | wasn't fond of dl of his, ether. But we
acknowledged each other's sincerity. He spoke way too rapidly for meto follow what he said to the
Corderos, but they nodded when he was through.

Lupesaid"You go, you look, you find out We tons you, the padre say we can trus you. He better be
right.”

"Heis" | saidand let it go at that. If 1'd taken another oath, the Corderos might have thought the first one
wasn't to be trusted. Father Flanagan nodded dowly, understanding what 1'd done.

Susan Kuznetsov said "Besides, Jesus there is anative-born citizen of the Confederation, and entitled to
all the protection of our laws." When she turned that into Spainish, the Corderos beamed they liked the
idea. The woman from the Bureau of Physica and Spiritual Health quietly added. "I just wish our laws
could do more for the poor little guy." Neither she nor Father Flanagan trandated that.

| said my goodbyes, collected Mistress Kuznetsov's carte de visite, and flew back to the office. The
elves hadn't magicaly cleaned up my desk whilel wasgone. | didn't care. It could stay dirty awhile
longer. | picked up the phone and caled Charlie Kelly.

The yammering at the other end went on for so long that | wondered if he was back from lunch yet It was
well past two back in D.SXC.; where the demons did those confounded Confederd bureaucrats get the
nerve to keep swilling at the public sty like that? All | needed was aminute of no answer on the phoneto
swell up and bellow like an enraged bull taxpayer, when after al | was a confounded Confedera
bureaucrat my very own self.

"Environmenta Perfection Agency, CharlesKdly spesking.” Findly!

"Charlie, thisis Dave Fisher in Angels City. We just had another gpsychic birth close by the Devonshire
dump. That makesfour in alittle more than ayear. Thisisn't going to be aquiet investigation any more,
Charlie. I'm going to find out what's lesking and why, no matter how noisy | haveto get."

Hekind of grunted. "Do what you think necessary.”

"Shit, Charlie, you're the one who sicced me onto this™" I'm not usudly vulgar on the phone and I'm not
usudly vulgar in the office, but | was steaming. "Now you're making it alot harder than it hasto be."

"Inwhat way?" he asked, asif he hadn't the dightest idea.

When Charlie Kdly goes al innocent on you, check how many ringers and toes you're wearing. The
odds arereal good they'll add up to anumber smaller than twenty. | can’t imagine how | kept from
screaming at him. Y ou know perfectly well. Tell me about the bloody bird that kegps snging in your



"I'm sorry, David, but | can't,” he said "l never should have mentioned that to you in thefirst place.”

"Well, you did and now you're stuck withit," | said savagely. Theré's something rotten in the area of that
dump. People are being born without souls. People are dying, too, if you'll remember the Thomas
Brothersfire. Y ou started me on this and now you won't give with what you know? That's—damnable.”

"l haveto pray yourewrong," Charlie answered. "But whether you are or not, | can't give you what
you're asking. Thiswhole matter is bigger than what you seem to grasp—bigger than | thought too. If |
could, 1'd shut down your whole investigation.”

This, from ahigh-powered EPA man?"Good God, Charlie? What are we talking about here, the Third
Sorcerous War?"

"If wewere, | couldn't tell you so," Kelly said. "Goodbye, David. I'm afraid you're on your owninthis
one." My imp stopped reproducing hisimp's breathing; he'd hung up on me.

| don't know how long | stared at my own phone before | hung up, too. Jose Franco walked past my
officedoor. | think he was just going to nod at me, the way he usualy does, but he stopped in histracks
when he saw my face. "What' s the matter, Dave?' he asked, red concern in hisvoice. Hesagood guy,
Joseis. "Youlook likeyou just saw your own ghogt.”

"Maybel did," | said, which Ieft him shaking his head.

Why in God's name was Charlie Kdly acting atogether too serious about a Third Sorcerous War? The
first two were disasters beyond anything imaginable even in nightmares before this century. A third one?
If mankind was stupid enough to start a Third Sorcerous War, we'd probably never have to worry about
afourth one, because nobody’ d be left to fight it.

And Charlie wouldn't even tell me who the enemy wasliableto be. Y ou ever look back on your lifeand
notice just how many sinsyou've committed to get where you are, how everything that aways seemed
solid al at once startsto crumble under your feet until you're peering straight down into the Pit? That was
what | felt like after | got off the phone with Kelly. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. No
wonder I'd alarmed Jose.

Afterwards, | needed to give mysalf agood hard shake before | went back to work. When you've spent
awhile contemplating Armageddon, environmenta concerns don't look as big asthey did. If the Third
Sorcerous War comes along, therewon't be any environment left to protect, anyhow.

| drowned my sorrowsin acup of coffee, wishing it were something stronger. Then, more or lessby main
force, | made mysdf cdl Legate Kawaguchi to find out how Erasmus was doing. People are like that: the
world may be going to hell around them (and the Third Sorcerous War would be areasonable
gpproximation, believe me), but they try to keep their own hide pieces of it tidy.

"Ah, Ingpector Fisher," Kawaguchi said after I'd made it through the maze of constabulary operatorsto
his phone. "l was going to phone you in the next few days. We expect that access spirit to become
access bleto interrogation within thet time frame.”

That'sgood,” | said, both because | hoped I'd learn something that would help my case (and,
presumably, Kawaguchis)and because | was glad Erasmus would makeit "What other news do you have
about thefire?'

Investigations are continuing,” he answered, which meant he had no news.

Or maybe it meant hejust didn't fed like telling me anything. Constables are like that sometimes. |



decided to give him anudge, seeif | could shake something loose: "Have your forensic sorcerers made
any progressin anayzing those strange traces the thaumatech picked up at the scene, the onesthe
consecrated ground erased before she could fully get them into her spellchecker?”

"Y ou have aretentive memory, Inspector.” Kawaguchi did not make it sound like acompliment: more as
if hed hoped I'd forgotten. Y et another phone pause, thisone, | suppose, while he figured out whether to
try tolieto me. Interesting choice for him. Sure, | wasacivilian, but acivilian who worked for a
Confedera agency. If hedid lieand | found out about it, my bosses could make things unpleasant for his
bosses, who would make things unpleasant for him.

Hefindly sad, the traces remain vanishingly faint, but enhancement techniques seem to indicate some
sorceriesof Pergan origin.”

"Dothey?' | said Stow Jinn Fizz moved up afew notches on the suspect list. So did Bakhtiars Precison
Burins, an outfit | hadn't yet got around to visiting. | asked him, "What enhancement techniques do the
Angds City congtabulary use?" | hoped my own shop could learn something new and useful.

But he answered, "Nothing out of the ordinary, I'm afraid. We had our best results with an albite lens
focusing the rays of the full moon on the spellchecker chamber that holds the memory microimps.”

"Y es, that's pretty much standard,” | agreed. Only a constable would cal it dbite; the more usua nameis
moonstone. Because it's opague, a moonstone lens removes moonshine from moonbeams, thereby
improving recollections.

Is there anything el se, Ingpector Fisher?' Kawaguchi asked.

| wondered if | ought to tell him one of my superiors was afraid the case was connected with the Third
Sorcerous War. Hed probably think | was moonstruck—or lunatic, if you prefer the Latin. | hoped hed
be right Better that than Charlie being right. Besides, Kawaguchi had enough worries of hisown; a
congtabl€'s job is neither easy nor pleasant.

"Anything else?" the legate repesated, more sharply thistime.

"No, not redlly. Thanksfor your time. Please do keep meinformed on how your investigation is going,
and let me know the moment Erasmus becomes available for questioning.”

"I will do that, Inspector. Good day to you."

The work 1'd meant to do that morning took up the afternoon instead. | had to keep up with it somehow,
which meant | didn't get out to Chocolate Weasdl as|'d planned to do. | wouldn't manageto do it
tomorrow, either, because | was going to take my little portable spellchecker over to the Corderos
house to seewhat it could find there. And after that, | figured Bakhtiars Precision Burins had moved
ahead of it onmy ligt if Persan magic wasinvolved in the Thomas Brothersfire.

People complain that bureaucracies never accomplish anything. | mean, | complain when abureaucracy
I'm not part of succumbsto inertia. Half the time, though, the problem istoo few peopletrying to do too
many thingsin not enough time. | felt like Sisyphus, except getting over to Chocolate Wease was just
one of the sones| had to try to shove to the top of the hill. | kept running back and forth between them,
keeping them dl from rolling down to the bottom again but not moving any up very far. And every so
often, whether | got one of the old stonesto the crest of the hill or not, new ones appeared.

All indl, the image was enough to get aman down on ancient Greek religion.

| shoved stones around till it was time to go home. After supper, | caled Judy. One of the thingsthat



makes troubles smaller ista king about them. Actudly, | suppose the troubles stay the same size, but
when they're spread between two people they seem smaler. | told her about poor little Jesus Cordero,
and also about what Charlie Kelly had had to say.

"Maybe one of these days Ramzan Durani can synthesize asoul for thelittle boy," shesaid Shehasa
knack for remembering names and other detailsthat dip through my fingers like sand Now she went on,
"But thisother... My God, David, was he serious?’

"Who, Charlie? He sure sounded that way to me. What redlly frosts meis knowing how much he knows
that hésnot telling.”

"l understand,” she said "But what are we supposed to do while he's not telling? Just go on with our lives
asif wedidn't know anything waswrong? That's not just hard that'simpossible.”

"I know, but what choice do we have?' | answered "People have been doing it aslong asthere have
been people: carrying on ingde their own little circles and holding their affairs together as best they could
no matter what was going on around them. If they didnt, I've got afeding the world would have torn
itself to piecesalong time ago."

"Maybeyoureright," she said, and then, suddenly, "Come over, David would you? | don't want to be
aone, not tonight, not after what you just told me."

"Betherein hdf an hour,” | promised.

| made ft, too, with agood five minutesto spare. Judy livesin aflat downin Long Beach,ina
neighborhood marginaly better than mine. The Guardian at the outer entrance to her building knows me
by now, so | didn't have any trouble getting in. Fair enough; | went there about as often as she cameto
seeme.

| liked her place. It wasin an older block of flats than mine, so it had occasiona plumbing problems, no
ice lementa connection for hot summer days, and awheezy excuse for a sdlamander that couldn't keep
the place warm in winter, but there were compensations. The main one, | think, was decently thick walls:
you didn't find out everything your neighborswere up to asif you watched them in acrysta ball.

Shed lived therefor five years, and the flat had the stamp of her persondity onit. It was crammed with
books, maybe even more than mine. The knickknacks (aside from the menorah and brass candlesticks
for the Sabbath) were museum copies of Greek and Roman sorcerous apparatus, al mellow clay and
greened bronze. The prints on the wall were by Arcimboldo—you know, the fellow who made portraits
out of interlocked fish or fruit or imps. They're endlesdy fascinating to look at, and you never can decide
just how far out of histree old Arcimboldo was.

If you think I'm building up to atale of lurid lovemaking, I'm sorry—it wasn't like that. We hugged each
other, she made some coffee, we talked later than we should have, and when we dept together, that's dl
we did we dept together. If you're under twenty-five you probably won't believe me, but sometimes
that’ s better—and more intimate, too—than twitches and moans. Not, believe me, that | have anything
againg twitches and moans, but to every thing its season.

My deep season ended too soon the next morning; the horologica demon in Judy's aarm clock bounced
me out of her bed with abloodcurdling ululation. | hurried back to my place (which luckily wasn't far out
of my way), showered, changed clothes, grabbed a Danish and my portable spell-checker, and headed
for the office.

Wheat | had in mind was racing through businessin the morning and heading up to the Corderos housein



the afternoon to take some readings with the spellchecker. That'swhat | ended up doing, too, but it
wasn't asmple as1'd had in mind. Something large and unpleasant landed on my desk with athud.

| don't quite mean that literaly, but the report | was going to have to produce would be fat enough to
thud down somewhere. I've mentioned that Angels City isin the middle of adrought. The note Bea
passed to me explained that some sorcerers up in the north end of the Barony of Angelstried to bring
rain with Chumash Indian charmstones, perhaps in the hope that native spirits would have more effect on
the loca wesather than imported white man's magic.

They got nothing. | don’t mean they didn't get rain. Nobody's been able to get much in the way of rain for
Anges City the past few years. | mean they got nothing—no sign that the Powerslinked to those
charmstones were il there to be summoned. What Bea wanted me to do was determine whether the
Chumash Powers werein fact extinct

That's dways ameancholy job. Extinction means something wonderful going out of the world forever,
whether from This Side or the Other. The poor Chumash, though, have been so thoroughly dispossessed
and assimilated over the last couple of hundred yearsthat no one beieves any morein the Powersthey
oncerevered. Not only does no one bdievein them, hardly anybody even knowsthey exist And Powers
without believerswill die. Even the great Pan istwo thousand years dead now.

Heavens, before| could get started, | had to go to the reference library to look up Chumash charmstones
and how they fit into therest of the Indians cult | found out they were used not only for making rain, but
asoinwar (they could make you invisbleto arrows), in medicine, and in generd sorcery. They tied in
with other talismans—'atishwin, the Chumash called those—and with the Powers who hel ped the
Chumash shamans. And now, by what Bea had passed to me, they were just little carved chunks of
dedtite, asinert asif they'd never had any magica intent at al.

| went up to Bedals office, shot the breeze with her secretary (Rose redlly runsthat place; if she ever quit
weld fal apart) until she got off the phone, then ducked in fast before it made noise again. "What's my
priority on this Chumash thing?' | asked her. "The Devonshire project istaking up alot of my timeright

"I know," she answered "It gtill comesfirg—it'sactive, whileif the Chumash Powersredly are extinct,
thereé's no hurry about saying so. Y ou'll want to get amore forma investigation going to check that out
oneway or the other, have the thaumaturges see if the Chumash gods of the Upper World, the First
People, or the Nunashish of the Lower World are till accessible to invocation.”

"Y ou've been reading up on this" | said; up until acouple of minutes before, 1'd never heard of the dark,
misshapen Nunashish.

Shegrinned a me. "Of course | have. If | knew about these spirits off the top of my head, they wouldn't
be on the edge of extinction, would they? If it turns out they haven’t gone over the edge, report back to
me right away, because welll need to try to arrange a preservation scheme—assuming we can afford
one."

Doing a cost-benefit andysisto figure out whether it's worthwhile to save an endangered deity isso
coldblooded that it's one of my least favorite parts of the job. It is, unfortunately, aso al too often
necessary. As| noted when | saw Matt Arnold's door Herm, maintaining a cult for asupernatural being
who would otherwise be gone is expensive: Itsthe Other Side's equivaent of a captive breeding program
for an animd that's vanished from the wild

If the Chumash Powers were till alive, somebody—me, most likely—would haveto figure out their role
inthe locd thecosystem, and whether that role justified the money to provide worshipers and whatever



else they needed. I'd never been part of the God Squad before. 1t's an awesome responsibility, when you
think about it.

Beamust have seen thelook on my face. "Don't get yourself in an uproar, David. The odds are that these
Powers have just faded away, like so many others the Indians reverenced before white folks—and
black—settled here. If that's o, al you'll have to do iswrite up the report It's only if the Nunashish and
therest are il around that you'll have any bigger worries.”

"I know that," | answered "Actualy, | hopethey do survive. But if they do, and if they're very much
enfeebled—which they will be—"

"Yes, | know. Holding a Power'sfate in your handsisn't easy. In the old days, they were proud of
ridding the world of godsin whom they didn't believe—some of the early Christian writings, the ones
from thetime of the Great Extinctionsin Europe, will sicken you with their gloating. But our ideas are
different now; we know everything hasits place in Crestion, to be preserved if possible.”

"But to be the one who decidesif it's possible, and then to have to live with mysdlf afterwards... it won't
be easy, Bea."

"If you wanted ajob that was easy dl the time, you wouldn't be here," she said. "Anything else? No? All
right, thank you, David"

| went back to my office and made a couple of calls, got the bal rolling on the Chumash charmstones.
Then | plowed through as much of the more routine stuff as | could before lunch. If 1'd known how bad
lunch was going to be, I'd have worked straight through it. The cafeteriamust have assembled the
unagppetizing glop on my plate with help from the law of contagion: sometime along while ago, it might
have been in contact with red food. Two crowns ninety-five shot to—well, you get the idea.

| did down to my carpet with my spellchecker in my lap. My stomach made small unhappy noises.
Hoping they wouldn't turn into large unhappy noises, | flew on up into St Ferdinand's Valey. The brown
dirt and yellow-brown dry brush of the pass were getting to look very familiar.

The Corderoslived in aneighborhood that had been upper middle class maybe thirty years before. A lot
of the houses till looked pretty nice, but it wasn't upper middle class any more. Gang symbols and tags,
mostly in Spainish, were scrawled on too many walls, sometimes on top of one another. And the houses,
even the nice-looking ones, often held three, four, or more families, because that was the only way the
new immigrants could afford to pay the rent.

The house the Corderoslived in was like that. Three women and a herd of kids not old enough for
school watched mewhilel set up the spellchecker. All the men, including Ram6n Cordero, were out
working. Lupe held poor little Jesus and nursed him while shetried to keep track of atoddler who
looked just like her.

One of the women—her name was Magda ena—spoke good English. She trandated for mewhen | said,
"Firg thingsfirst. Let me check that bottle of tonic you were telling me about, Mrs. Cordero.”

Lupe Cordero rattled off something in Spainish. The woman who wasn't Magda ena disappeared into the
back part of the house. She came back aminute later with ajar that had started out life holding tartar
sauce. It was haf full of amurky brown liquid. Lupe made aface. "Don’ taste good,” she said.

| actuated the spellchecker with Passover wine and aHebrew blessing. My rite was close enough to
what the women were used to—a L atin prayer and communion wine—that they didn't remark on it, not
even to say I'd omitted the sign of the cross. | was almost disappointed " Soy judo” isone of the Spainish



phrases| do know.

| unscrewed thelid of the ex-tartar-sauce jar, sniffed the current contents myself. The brown liquid didn't
amdl like anything in particular. | reminded mysdf that Lupe had drunk it without ill effect, and that Father
Flanagan had told me few curander os trafficked in—or with—anything dangerous. That reminded me: |
asked Lupe, "Want to tell me the name of the person you got thisfrom?"

She shook her head "Don’" remember,” she said stubbornly. | shrugged; | hadn't expected anything
different.

| started to stick the spellchecker's probe right into the liquid but the microimps insde the unit started
screaming as soon as | got the end of the probe over the rim of the jar. The women exclaimed bilingually.
| decided I'd better not put the probe in until | saw what the spellchecker was screaming about.

Words started showing up on the ground glass as the microimpstried to tell me what was wrong. They'd
been programmed to write in what was mirror image for them, but they were so agitated that they kept
forgetting. It didn't matter, | could follow either style well enough.

Theingredient listing camefirgt- octli (maguey beer to you), ocelot blood ferret flesh, dragon blood—I
blinked alittle at that one, but the Aztecans have dragons, too. Then the spellchecker'simps started
writing UNIDENTIFIED—FORBIDDEN over and over and over. I'd never seen the spellchecker do
that before. | never wanted to seeit again, either.

"Gevalt" | muttered under my bresth; sometimes English lacks the words you need | dmost wished
Judaism had a convenient gesture like the sign of the cross. | could have used one just then. To say | was
flummoxedisto put it mildly.

"Let'stry it again,” | said, as much to steady mysdlf asfor any other reason. | tried again, from square
one, shutting down the spellchecker and reactivating it Y ou have to be careful if you do that more than
onceinashort time: the spiritsingde can take on too many spirits from the wine and lose memory. But it
did make them stop screaming.

Thistime | reversed the norma order and had them anayze the sorcerous component of the tonic, not
the physical ingredients that went into making the complete magic. That'swhat | tried to do, at any rate.
The screaming started again as soon as the probe got anywhere near the jar.

| looked at the ground glass to see what the microimps had to say. They expressed their opinion in two
words. UNIDENTIFIED—FORBIDDEN. They wrote those two words until the whole screen wasfull,
then started underlining them. Whatever had goneinto that tonic, in andlyzing it I'd sent aboy todo a
man's, or maybe agiants, job.

Even moving the probe away didn't calm the spellchecker imps. They stopped underlining only when |
closed thejar astight as| could. Even then, none of the usua commands or invocationswould clear the
ground glass or make them stop screaming. | had to shut down the spellchecker to get them to shut up.

"Mrs. Cordero, whatever isin this potion, it's very strong magic and very dark magic,” | said. Magdalena
trandated for me. "My spellchecker won't even confront it, you see. | want two things from you, please.”
She nodded. | went on, "First, | want to take thisjar to a proper thaumaturgical laboratory for full
andyss”

"9, takeit," shesaid.

The other thing | want isthe name of the curandero who sold it to you,” | said "Mrs. Cordero, this stuff



isdangerous. Do you want another mother to have ababy born like Jesus?’
"Madre de Dios, no," she exclamed.

"Good" | answered more abstractedly than | should have. | waswondering if the hellbrew in the
tartar-sauce jar had caused dl the gpsychic births around the Devonshire dump. If it had, then the biggest
part of the case for leaks againgt the dump had just collgpsed But if the dump and everybody using it
were innocent, who'd torched the Thomas Brothers monastery, and why? All a once, nothing made
sense.

| pulled my attention back to the tacky little living room in which | stood (I'm sorry, but an image of the
Virgin of Guadaupe, while undoubtedly effective as an gpotropaic, isnot to my mind awork of art if it's
painted on black velvet in luridly phosphorescent colors). Lupe Cordero still hadn't said who the
curandero was. | realized she was waiting to be coaxed. Okay, I'd coax her. "Please, Mrs. Cordero,
thisinformation isvery important.”

"Y ou don' tell him who you hear it from?" she asked anxioudly.
| hedged I'll try not to."

Tomy reief, that was good enough for her. "Okay," she said "He cal himsalf Cuauhtemoc Hernandez,
and he have his house up near Van Nuys Boulevard and O'Meveny." | noted theirony of a curandero
operating by a Dutch and Erse corner; Anges City ischanging. Lupe went on, "Hissign, it say
curandero in lettersred an’ green.”

Thanks very much, Mrs. Cordero,” | said and meant every word of it | wrote down what she'd told me
so | wouldn't forget it, then left the house and started flying around looking for a public pay phone. |
finally found one outside aliquor store whose front window said CERVEZA FRIA in lettersthree times
the size of me onesthat advertissd COLD BEER.

| called the office from there, and got Rose. When | asked to talk to Bea, she said, Tin sorry, Dave, she's
aready on the phone with someone.”

"Could you ask her to come out to your desk, please?" | said. "Thisisimportant.”

One of Rose's many wonderful attributesis her dmost occult sense of knowing when somebody redlly
means something like that (and if theré's aspell to produce the same effect, way too many secretaries
have never heard of it). Haf aminutelater, Beasaid, "What is it, David?' It had better be interesting
lurked behind her words.

When I'd told her what the spellchecker had done with Lupe Cordero's potion, she sighed and said,
"Widl, you wereright that isimportant Bring it in to the laboratory right away, David, and wéell see what
redly isin it Then we and the constabulary will drop on Mr—Hernandez, did you say hisname
was?—like aton of bricks. Most of the time these curanderos are only guilty of venia sin, but desouling
ababy isn't even dightly venid."

"If that'swhat did it," | said cautioudly. "But yeah, I'm on my way. I'm just glad thelab survived last year's
budget cuts."

"Soam|," Beaanswered.

Fanning things out to private achemists and wizards would have eaten up just as much budget as
maintaining our own anayss unit specidists, naturaly, charge plenty for their expertise. Y ou're not just
paying for what they know now, but for what learning it cost them. And besides, thisway we didn't have



to stand in aqueue in case we needed resultsin ahurry.

Assoon as | got back to the Westwood Confederal building, | took the jar over to thelab. It'sonthe
samefloor astherest of the EPA offices, but tucked into a corner and hedged around with protective
charms not much different from the ones on the fence outside the Devonshire dump.

Our principa thaumaturgic anayst (bureaucratese for wizard, in case youre wondering) isabading
blond fellow named Michad (not Mike) Mangtein. HeE's very good at what he does; he brings an
Alemanic sense of precision and order to what's too often a chaotic art That he makes me want to stand
at attention and click my hedsevery timel gointo tak with himisby comparison adetail.

"Hello, David," he said, looking up from the table where he was inscribing a circle with his black-handled
knife. "What can | do for you this afternoon?’

| gave him the tartar-sauce bottle and explained where I'd got it and how my spellchecker had reacted to
it His eyebrows came together as he listened; alittle vertical crease appeared just above hisnose. |
finished, "So I'd like you to find out what redly isin the jar here and what spells made it strong enough to
set off my spellchecker likethat. | may haveto exorciseit beforel can useit again.”

"Interesting.” Michadl took thejar from me, wrapped it in agreen silk cloth with severa magical symbols
inscribed oniit in pigeon's blood. "When must you have results from the analysis?"

"Y esterday would be good,” | said. Helaughed the smdll, polite laugh of aman who not only doesn't
have the best sense of humor ever hatched but also has been besieged by importunate clients more times
than he caresto remember. | went on, "Serioudy, if | can have thistomorrow sometime, that would be
great. The stuff is suspected of being involved in an apsychia case, and may be linked to severd others
upintheVvdley."

"Ah, | see. Thistdlsmewhat | need to set my priorities for the coming work.” Michad Mangteinistoo
compulsively preciseto get doppy with the language and say thingslike prioritize.

That'snice" | said. Whatever his priorities were, the potion wasn't at the top of them. He went back to
scribing hiscircle. | turned to go; trying to hurry Mangteinislike trying to make the sun rise faster. Then |
had an afterthought "Whose sorcerer's tools do you use, Michad ?"

Hefinished the circle before he answered; one thing at atime with Michael Mangtein. "I order them from
Bakhtiars" he said at last "They've dways given me good results.”

Back before the Industrid Revolution, awizard had to be his own smith, his own woodworker, his own
tanner. If he didn't make hisingruments himsdf—sometimes right down to refining the ore fromwhich a
meta would be drawn—they wouldn't be property attuned to him and would give week results or none
aal.

Modem technology has changed all that Correct application of the law of contagion alows thaumaturgica
toolsto keep the mydtic linksto their origind manufacturer even when someone else usesthem, whilethe
law of amilarity permitstheir attunement to any wizard because of hislikeness to the mage who made
them. Some firms take one approach, some the other, some seek to combine the two.

Michadl asked, "Why do you want to know that?"'

"Because | thought you used Bakhtiar'stools," | answered, "and because Bakhtiar's may be somehow
connected to thejar of potion | just gave you. What | know isthat Bakhtiar's dumps at Devonshire, and
there may be an involvement between the Devonshire dump case and this stuff. Itsacircumatantia link if



itsthereat dl, but | figured you ought to know about it"

"You'reright. Thank you,” Mangtein said "'l have aspare set my father brought with him when he came
here from Alemania after the First Sorcerous War. 1’1l use that to make sure there's no conflict of
orcerous interest”

"Makessense," | said "And Michae—"

"y e

"Becareful of what'sinthet jar. | have the bad feding it'sreally vicious."
I'm dways careful,” Mangtein said.

Thephoneyelled at me. | fet like ydling right back. I'd spend most of the morning trying to put together
apand to investigate the thecologica status of the Chumash Indian Powers, and | wasn't having much
luck. Half the people I'd talked to seemed convinced in advance that the Powers were extinct and good
riddanceto them. If you listened to the other haf, you'd move eight million people out of the Barony of
Angels so the Powers could have free rein asthey did in the days when the Chumash lived here.

"David Fisher, Environmenta Perfection Agency.” It wasn't any of the thecologigts, for which | heartily
thanked God. It was Michad Mangtein. He said, "' David could you come down to the laboratory,
please? 'd like to discuss the specimen you brought me for andyss.”

"Okay, if you want meto."” Assoon as|'d heard hisvoice, I'd picked up aleadstick and a pad of
foolscap. "But can't you just tell mewhat'sin it over the phone?’

I'd redlly rather not," he said Judging somebody's tone on the phone is dways risky, and Michagl
wouldn't be anything but mild and serious even if the world started coming to an end around him. But |
didn't think he sounded cheerful.

Some new safety symbolswere up around the lab, but | didn't pay them any particular attention. Like any
wizard worth his lab robe, Manstein was aways fiddling with his protective setup. Technology changes
al thetime; if you don't keep up, it'syour soul you're risking. Michael Manstein wasn't aman to take
risks he could avoid.

"What do you have for me?" | asked as| came through the door. Hed arranged more amuletsinsde the
lab, too; alot of them featured the feathered serpent. | made the connection. "Isit as bad asthat?"

He stared at me. His eyes had adightly unfocused ook 1'd never seenin them before, asif hedd gone
fishing for minnows and hooked the Midgard Serpent. On hislab table stood the ex-tartar-sauce jar I'd
given him. Around it was scribed a sevenfold circle. Let me put it like this: they only protect the
intercontinental megasalamander launch siteswith eight. It wasn't "as bad asthat,” it wasworse.

Hesaid, "David, | have been apracticing thaumaturge for twenty-seven years now." Utterly characteristic
of him to be exact; had it been me, I'd've said something like going on thirty. Hewent on, "In that entire
period, | do not believe | have ever seen an abomination of this magnitude.”

"Enough to cause gpsychiain afetus?’ | asked.

I'm surprised it didn't desoul the mother," he answered. From anyone el se, that would have been
exaggeration for conversationa effect Michadl doesn't talk that way. He handed me a sheet of parchment
"Here arethe preiminary results of the andyss.”



My eyes swept down the list. For afew seconds, they didn't believe what they were seeing, just as at
firgt you refuse to draw meaning from pictures of camp survivors—and camp victims—of the Second
Sorcerous War. Some horrors are too big to take in al at once.

| went back for a second ook, the words, curse them, did not change. | made my mouth utter them:
"Human blood, Michael ? Hayed human skin? Are you sure your techniques distinguish between the
subgtitute and the red thing? Maybe it was a substitute made through contagion rather than Smilarity?"
That would be bad enough, but—I was grasping at strawsand | knew it.

But Manstein shook his head "Probability zero, I'm afraid. | hoped the samething, but | didn't just use
sorceroustests: | dso employed mechanica forensc andyss. There can be no doubt of the actua human
component of thisdixir."

| gulped. What he'd just told me meant that Lupe Cordero, avery nice girl, was also an unwitting
cannibal. | wondered how anybody was supposed to break that to her. Poor kid—all shed wanted to
do was keep her breakfast down. Asif she didn't have troubles enough.

| looked at the thaumaturgical column on the parchment. Most of it was innocuous, even beneficid:
Mangtein had found invocations of the Virgin, the Son (I remembered the name of Lupe's son), severd
saintsfrom Aztecia, acouple of minor demons related (his neatly printed note said) to childbirth. But
thereinthe middle of them, standing out like adragon in afary ring: "Huitzilopochtli," | said.

"Yes." Michad's understated agreement held aworld of meaning.

Why, | wondered couldn't the Aztecian war god have been teetering on the edge of extinction? No one,
not even the sort of people who march to save Medvamps, would have shed atear to see him leave the
Other Sidefor wherever gods go when they die. Hisinfluence on This Side has dways been baleful, his
power fuded by hearts ripped from human victims. What maniac, | wondered had imagined he should be
summoned to strengthen a potion that exdted life, not gore?

But | knew the answer to that Cuauhtemoc Hernandez. | must have said the name out loud, for one of
Michag Man-gtein's butter-colored eyebrows rose an eighth of an inch or so. The curandero who made
thisstuff," | explained.

"Ah," Michadl said. The eyebrow went down.
"Have you called the constabulary about thisyet?" | asked.
"No; | thought it appropriate that you be thefirst to know."

Thanks" | added, Thankstwice, infact | don't think I’ll eat any lunch today, so my waistline thanksyou,
too."

"Heh, heh," hesaid just likethat. I'm afraid heredly is as Sraitlaced as that makes him sound.

"We're going to beinvolved in nailing this curandero aong with the constables,” | said. "'l don't
remember the last time anything so nasty got loose in the environment, and God only knows how many
jarsare dill gtting on shelvesin the nostrums cabinet or next to the sink. If werered lucky, Hernandez
will have kept records on the women he's sold it to so he can try and poison them again with something
else. Odds are, though, well have to spread the word through the dailies and the churches.”

"Hernandez may not even betotdly responsible,” Mangtein said.
"How'sthat?' | asked indignantly.



Thetests| performed seem to me to indicate that the mild beneficia influencesin the potion were
overlain on top of the dready present summoning of Huitzilopochtli," he answered The curandero may
not have been aware that the latter was present.”

"If he didn't know it wasthere, then he's responsible for being adamned fool,” | snapped and | meant it
literdly. "He certainly shouldn't be dlowed to run around loose practicing thaumaturgy and inflicting this
garbage'—I pointed at the tartar-sauce jar—"on innocent, ignorant immigrant women.”

There | cannot disagree with you," Michael said "Do you want to cal the constabulary, or shdl 17

I'll doit,” | said after afew seconds thought I’ Il want to fly up there with them and bein on the arrest,
make sure however much of this potion Hernandez hasis sealed and then properly disposed of " |
wished Solomon had heard of Huitzilopochtli; that would have made the problem of seding the vicious
stuff smple. But however effective the greet king's design iswith jinni, badlim, and other Middle Eastern
denizens of the Other Side, its usdless against New World Powers, except those largely subsumed into a
Christian matrix. And Huitzilopochtli, as Mangtein's andysis had shown al too clearly, still had agreat
dedl of independent potency.

Then something e se occurred to me: Hernandez's horrible nostrum might end up in the Devonshire toxic
spell dump. Tasting theirony of that, | went back to my office and got on the phone.

Thefirst constable | talked to was afellow named Joaquin Garcia. " Madre de Dios! he burst out when |
told him what I'd runinto. Being of Aztecan descent, he had a culturaly ingrained understanding of just
how nasty apower Huitzilopochtli was. | knew it in my head; hefdt it in hisgut. He bumped me up to his
superior, asublegate called Higgins, and he must have given him an earful, too, because Higginswasthe
soul of cooperation.

"WEelIl get going on awarrant for thisright away, Inspector Fisher," he promised. "Any timewe get a
chanceto put one like that out of business, welegp onit.”

Hedidn't argue when | said | wanted to go along, either, sometimes constables get stuffy about things like
that | added, "Better make sure your people are well warded, Sublegate: with one potion like that
around, who knows what €se Hernandez hasin there with him?"

"Weéll send out the Specid Wizards and Thaumaturgesteam,” Higginssaid. "If they can't handle it
nobody thisside of D.S.C. can. I'll call you back as soon as we have the warrant Thanks for passing on
theinformation.”

"My pleasure,” | told him. "I want this guy shut down at least as much asyou do.”

After | got off the ether with Higgins, | went back through my files and found the names and addresses of
the other three apsychic kids born near the Devonshire dump in the past year. Then | checked inthe
phone grimoire; two of the familieswerelisted. | caled both those houses and, by luck, got an answer
each time. What | wanted to know was whether the mothers had bought any potions from Cuauhtemoc
Hernandez.

Both women | talked to answered no. | thanked them and added the data to my notes, then spent awhile
scratching my head. The curandero's nostrum was certainly vile enough to have caused Jesus Cordero
to be born without asoul, but just because it could have didn't necessarily mean it had. | kicked mysdlf
for not doing amore thorough job around the Corderos house, but | didn't lack too hard. When the
microimpsin your spellchecker start going berserk, you'd better pay attention to that.

More nearly routine stuff kept me busy the rest of the day. When Beawaked by my office door in the



middle of the afternoon and saw me there, she raised an eyebrow and said, "1 expected you'd bein the
fidd now."

I'd hoped to get to Bakhtiars Precision Burins mysdf, but it just wasn't working. | said, I’ll probably be
out tomorrow or the next day," and explained what Manstein had found in the potion I'd brought back
from Lupe Corderos house.

That's—revolting," she said "Y ou're right, we need to clamp down on that as hard as we can. With the
enormous Aztecian population in Angels City, the last thing we need hereis alarge-scae flareup of

Huitzilopochtlism.”
"It would make worries over Medvamps rather small potatoes, wouldn't it?' | said.
"I do admire your talent for understatement, David." Bea headed on down the hall.

Under statement was an understatement. If Huitzilopochtli got established in Angels City, it wouldn't be
fruit treesdrained dry, it would be people. | thought about hearts torn out on secret dtars, necromancy,
ritud cannibaliam alot lessrefined than the gented Chridtian variety.

| also thought about dl the other bloodthirsty Powers mat would be drawn to the area. The act of human
sacrificeis so powerful amagical instrument that it reverberates through the Other Side. All sorts of
hungry Thingswould head thisway, wanting their share: "When the gods smelled the sweet savor, they
gathered like flies above the sacrifice.” What Utngpishtim told Gilgamesh five thousand years ago remains
true today.

They say that’ s how the horror happened in Alemania But the Leader didn't try to throw the Powers out
Oh, no. He welcomed them with open arms and fed them, | dare say, beyond their wildest dreams.

The whole world has seen what came of that. Not here, | thought Never again.

Courtsin Angedls City open a half past nine. At exactly 9:37 the next morning (I asked my watch
afterwards), | got acal from Sublegate Higgins. "We have the warrant,” he said. It was so fadt, |
wondered if hed used Maximum Ruhollah. Maybe not; he operated out of the . Ferdinand’ sValley
substation, and he'd be sure to have aloca judge up there under his spell. He went on, "We're moving
out at ten-thirty. If you're not here by then, you'l belate.”

"I'll bethere," | said, and got off the phone. Miserable cowboy, | thought everything had to be hisway.
But | headed for my carpet asfast as| could; when you're deding with people like that, you don't want
to give them any excuse to mess you up.

Just aswell | did, too—I madeit to the substation with only about three minutes to spare. Traffic up
through the pass was just ghastly. Don't ask me how, but when abig long-haul transport carpet broke
down and had to land, aunicorn got out of its cage. People on carpets and othersriding pegas were
trying to herd it back to where it belonged, and weren't having much luck.

Asmy carpet crawled through the gawkers block, | wondered if they'd have to go to anunnery to find
someone who could calm the beautiful beast Given Angels City's reputation, they might have had atough
time finding avirgin outside of one. Catching the unicorn, thank God, was not my worry.

When | findly did get to the constabulary stetion, Higgins gave me adisapproving ook so perfectly flinty
he must have practiced it in the mirror. He introduced meto the SWAT team, who looked more like
combat soldiersthan highly trained mages. | nodded to the thaumatech. "Weve met before.”

"Sowe have." It was Bomholm. "Y ou came up to the Thomas Brothersfire."



"That'sright | till envy you your spellchecker.”
"Enough chitchat,” Higginssaid "L et'sfly."

I'd never ridden on a black-and-white carpet before. Let metell you, those things are hot. Aswe shot up
the flywaysto the curandero's place, | reflected that the sylphsin the constabulary carpet could have
used alittle discipline themsalves. A couple of turnswould have tossed me off on my ear if | hadn't been
wearing my belt. But we got therein ahurry.

Hernandez's house was on O'Mée veny, a couple of lots east of Van Nuys. | hadn't known whether he
had a storefront for his desth shop, but no, it wasjust alittle old house with a hand-lettered sign—in
green and red, as Lupe Corderos had told me—that said CURANDERO nailed onto the front porch.

Watching the SWAT team operate was something else, too. Police carpets aren’'t bound by the
governing spellsthat restrict ordinary vehiclesto their flyways. The mages drew an aerid ward circle
around Hernandez's establishment from above before anybody |anded Whatever he had in there, they
weren't about to give him achanceto useit. Constables don't live to enjoy their grandchildren by taking
risksthey don't have to.

Sublegate Higgins used an insulated umbrella (same principle as the footbridge at the Devonshire dump,
but applied upside down) to penetrate the circle. With him camefour of the SWAT team wizards,
Bomholm the thaumatech with her fancy spellchecker; and bringing up the rear, yourstruly. All the
firepower that preceded me—the constables were armed for any sort of combat, physical aswell as
magica—made mewish | was one of the mild-mannered bureaucrats the public imagines dl government
workersto be; | wouldn't have minded faling adeep at my desk just then.

Bomholm said The spellchecker's dready sniffing something nasty up aheed.”

Higgins rapped on the door. Now the boys from the SWAT team stood on either side of him, ready to
kick it down. But it opened. | don't know what 1'd expected Cuauhtemoc Hernandez to look like, but an
Aztecan version of your well-loved grandfather wasn't it He had white hair, spectacles, and, until he took
in the crowd on hisfront porch, avery pleasant expression.

That faded in ahurry, to be replaced by bewilderment "What you want?' he asked in accented English.
"Y ou are Cuauhtemoc Hernandez, the curandero?Higginssaid formdly.

"S, but—" The old man smiled "Y ou need what | got, senor? Maybe you have trouble keeping your
woman happy?'

From the way the back of Higgins neck went purple and then white, maybe he did have trouble keeping
his woman happy. But he was aprofessiona; his voice didn't change as he went on, "Mr. Hernandez, |
have here awarrant permitting the Angels City Constabulary to search these premises for substances
contravening various sections of city, provincia, and Confederd ordinances dedling with controlled
sorcerous materias, and another warrant for your arrest on acharge of dispensing such materials. You
are under arrest, Sr. Anything you say may be used againgt you.”

Hernandez stared asif he couldn't believe hisears. " Senor, you must be mistaken,” he said with
congderabledignity. "'l amjust a curandero; | don't hardly do no magic worth the name.”

"Did you sdll apotion to a pregnant woman named L upe Cordero afew months ago?' | asked "One that
was supposed to fight morning sickness and keep the baby healthy?”

"| sl lots of these potions,” he said shrugging. "It could be.”



"Lupe Cordero's baby was born without asoul,” | told him.

He went pale under his swarthy skin; had he started off fair, he would have ended up the color of his
shining hair. He crossed himsdlf violently. "No!" he cried "It cannot be!™

"I'mafraditis, Mr. Hernandez," | said, remembering Michae Mangtein's speculation that the curandero
might not even know what al was going into his nostrums. | went on, " Sorcerous analysis of your potion
showsthat part of its power comes from ingredients and spells consecrated to Huitzilopochtli.”

Like any Aztecans, he knew of the gods his people had worshiped before the Spainish came to the New
World. He got paler sill; he reminded me of acup of coffeeinto which you kept pouring more cream. "In
the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, senor, | did not usethis, this poison of blood.”

"But it wasthere" | said.
"It'sdill there," Bomholm the thaumatech added "1 can detect it ingde the house. Nasty stuff.”

"Stand aside, Mr. Hernandez," Higgins said in avoice like doom. The curandero stood aside, asif
caught in anightmare from which he couldn't wake up. One of the fellows from the SWAT team took
charge of him. Therest of uswalked past them into the house.

It was none too nest in there; my guesswasthat he lived done. A black-framed picture of agray-haired
woman on the mantle put more force behind the guess.

If hefollowed Huitzilopochtli, he sure didn't et it show. The front room had enough garish Catholic
images to stock a couple of churches, assuming you put quaity ahead of quantity. Candlesflickered in
front of a carved wooden statuette of the Virgin. | glanced at Bomholm. She nodded; the little shrine was
what it appeared to be.

One of the bedrooms was messy; it got alot messier after the boysfrom the SWAT team finished
trashing it The kitchen was pretty bad too: Hernandez was not what you'd call the neat kind of widower.
The SWAT team started in there as soon as they were done with the bedroom.

What had been the den was the curandero’ s laboratory these days. A lot of the thingsin there were
about what you'd expect to find in an Aztecian heder'sworkroom: peyotl mushrooms (few more
effective aidsin reaching the Other Side), bark of the oloiuhqu plant (which has smilar effectsbut isn't as
potent: it'srelated to jimsonweed), a potion of xtuh-amolli root and dog urine that was supposed to
prevent hair loss. Personaly, I'd rather be bald.

Hernandez had had his triumphs, too: aglass bow held dozens of what looked like tiny obsidian arrow
points. Either they were afraud to impress his patients or held been pretty good at curing ef-shot (from
which the Aztecans suffer as badly asthe Alemans, dthough Alemanian eves generdly makether
arrowheads out of flint).

We dso found an infusion for invoking Tlazol-teteo, the demon of desire: not, apparently, to provoke
lugt, but rather to put it down. The infusion had alabe written in Spainish on it Bomholm the thaumatech
trandated it for us. " To be used together with ahot steam bath." She laughed. | wouldn't be horny after
asteam bath anyhow, | don't think.”

If that had been al the curandero was up to, the visit by the SWAT team would have been awaste of
taxpayers hard-earned crowns. But it wasn't. Bornholm went over to atable in one corner of the room.
Shelooked at her spellchecker in growing concern. "It's here somewhere, in amongst this gynecological
suff," she muttered.



Again, alot of the stuff you could find a any curandero's: leavesfor rubbing against anew mother's
back to relive afterpangs, herbs to stimulate milk in women with new babies, adouche of ayo nelhuad
herb and eagle dung for pregnant women: all more or less harmless. But with them—

Bingo!" Bomholm said when she opened ajar of clear liquid. | already knew her spellchecker was more
sengtive and powerful than mine; now she showed that being a constabulary mode!, it was aso better
protected against malign influences. Her face twisted as she read from the ground glass: The microimps
are reporting human blood and flayed human skin, dl right. Disgusting.”

"Bring Hernandez in here," Sublegate Higgins ordered. As soon as acouple of fellows from the SWAT
team had done so, Higgins pointed at the jar and said, "What'sin there, you?"

"In that jar?' Hernandez said, "Isferret blood and alittle bit dragon's blood. Isfor mostly the ladieswho
are going to have babies. They get the—" Heran out of English and said something in Spainish.

"Hemorrhoids," Bornholm trandated. "Y eah, I've heard of that one." She gave the curandero alook on
whose receiving end | wouldn't have wanted to be. "Brew this up yoursdlf, did you?'

"No, no." Hernandez shook his head vehemently. "Dragon blood is mot/ euro—very expensve. | buy
this mix from another man—he say heisa curandero, too—at one of the, how you say, swap meets
they have here. He give me good price, better than | get from anybody else ever.”

"I believethat," | told him. The reason you got such agood priceisthat it's not what hetold you it was.
Tell usabout thisfellow. Is he young? Old? Does he come to the swap mests often?”

Y ou can find just about anything at a swap meet, and cheap. Sometimesit's even what the dedler saysit
is. But alot of thetimethefairy gold ring you got will turn to brass or lead in afew days, the horologica
demon in your watch will go dormant or escape—or what you think ismedicine will turn out to be
poison. The constabulary and the EPA do their best to keep the meets honest, but its another case of not
enough men spread way too thin.

Hernandez said, "He calls himsdf Jose. He's not young, not old Just aman. | see him afew times. Heis
not regular there.”

Sublegate Higginsand | looked at each other. Helooked disgusted | didn't blame him. An ordinary guy
named Jose who showed up at swap meetswhen hefdt likeit... what were the odds of dropping on
him? About the same as the odds of the High Priest in Jerusdem turning Hindu.

That’ swhat | thought, anyhow. But Bornholm said, "If we can put aspellchecker a the dedlers gates at
afew of these places, I'll bet they'll pick this stuff up—itsthat strong. I'll work weekends without
overtimeto try, and I'll be shocked if some other thaumatechs don't say the same thing. Everybody
knows about Huitzilopochtli; no one wants him loose here.”

Grester love hath no public servant than volunteering for extrawork with no extra pay. Folks who carp
about the constabulary and about bureaucracy in general have away of forgetting people like Bornholm,
and they shouldn't, because there are quite afew of them.

| said, "If you'll lend me one of these fancy spellcheckers, I'll take a Sunday shift mysdlf. | know alot of
people would rather worship than work then, but that's not a problem for me."

"I think I'll take you up on that," Higgins said after afew seconds thought I'd figured he would; the
constabulary doesn't draw awholetot of Jews. | wrote down my home phone number and gaveit to
him. "Y ou'll hear from me," he promised.



"l hopel do." | haveto confess: | had an ulterior motive, or at least part of one. The dedlersat aswap
meet get in early, so they can set up. | figured I'd bring Judy along, and after we were done with the
checking (assuming we didn't find anything), we could spend the rest of the day shopping. Like | said,
you can find just about anything at a swap mest.

Vv

A couple of days after we put Cuauhtemoc Hernandez out of business, Sublegate Higgins did indeed call
me to set up Sunday surveillance at one of the VValey swap meets. That evening, | called Judy to seeif
she could come aong with me. As1'd hoped, she could. After we'd made the date, we kept on talking
about the whole expanding casefor awhile.

| was saying, " If Hernandez can show he gave Lupe Cordero that vile potion out of ignorance rather than
malice, hell get alighter sentence than he would otherwise.”

"I don't think ignoranceisaproper defensein caselikethat,” Judy said. "If a curandero doesn't know
what he's doing, he has no businesstrying to do it" Dedling with grimoires every day, shetakesan
exacting view of magic and its abuses.

I'm not sure | agree with you,” | said. "Intent countsfor agreat dedl in sorcery. [t—" | heard anoise from
thefront part of the flat and broke off. "Listen, let me call you back. | think somebody's at the door."

| went out to see who it was: most likely one of my neighbors wanting to borrow the proverbia cup of
sugar, | figured But somebody wasn't at the door, he was aready inside, sitting on aliving room chair. |
could still see the chair through him, too, so it was somedisembody.

"How'd you get in here?' | demanded; as| may have said, | have more than the usud line of home
Security cantrips. | gavefair warning: "I forbid thee, spirit, in the name of God—Adonal, Elohim,
Jehovah—to enter within this house. Depart now, lest | smite thee with the consecrated blasting rod of
power." Y ou don't (or you'd better not) bluff when you say you're packing arod; minewasin the hall
closet behind me.

But the spirit didn't move. Calm as could be, he said, "1 think you'll want to reconsder that." Hetraced a
glowing symbol intheair.

If you've ever been to alight-and-magic thrillshow, you probably think you know that symbol. Asa
matter of fact, the one you think you know isn't the genuine article: close, but not quite. Only specialy
authorized beings may sketch the true symbol and have it take fire for them. | happen to know the
difference. My eyes got wide. An ordinary Joe like me never expects to meet ared spook from Central

Intelligence.
"What do you want with me?" | asked hoarsdly.

The CI spook looked me over. "We take an interest in Huitzilopochtli,” he said. "Maybe you'll tell me
what you know about the recent manifestation you uncovered.”

So| told him. And as| talked, | found mysalf wondering just what the devil | was getting into. Every step
into the toxic spell dump case seemed to drag me deeper into a polluted ooze from which | feared I'd be
lucky to escape with my soul intact.

After | wasthrough, the spook sat there for quite awhile without saying anything. | watched him, |
waiched the chair through him, and | tried to figure out how the puzzle piecesfit together. Evidently my
vigtor from Centrd Intelligence was doing the same thing, because he findly said, "In your opinion, what,



if anything, isthe relationship between the various d ements you have outlined the leaking spell dump, the
monastery arson, the possibilitiesinherent in the Garuda Bird project, the decline of theloca Powers,
and thistrouble with the curandero and his potions?* didn't think there was any connection between the
Chumash and the rest of the mess,” | exclaimed; that hadn't even occurred to me. "Asfor the other
things, I'm gill digging, and soisthe Angdls City constabulary. If you want my gut fedling, | think some of
the other things will prove tied together, but | don't see how right now—and | don't have any sort of
evidence to back me up.”

"Never underestimate the vaue of gut fedings," the spook said serioudy. "Y ou ignore them at your peril.
Thefinding at Central Intelligenceis essentidly- the same as yours, otherwise they would not have sent
out aspectra operative'—that's spook-talk for spook—"to bring an overview back to D.SIC."

Etheric transport is of course alot quicker than the fastest carpet the spook could just cut directly
through the Other Side from the Digtrict of St Columba and back, a privilege denied to dl mere mortas
save a handful of saints, dervishes, and boddhisatvas, none of whom, for various good reasons, was
likely to beinthe employ of Centrd Intelligence.

| said, "Since you've come crosscountry to interview me'—that seemed a politer phrase than interrogate
me—"maybe you'l tell me something, too." When the spook didn't say no, | went on, "Isthis case
somehow connected with worries about the Third Sorcerous War?*

The spook got up from the chair, took a couple of stepstoward me. "How did you make that
connection?'

Hisvoice was quiet, and cold as hemlock moving up toward the heart. He took another step in my
direction. | don't have abig front room; he was aready hafway acrossit. Three more steps and he could
do—1I didn't know what, but I'd read enough spy thrillers to make some guesses: reach inside my head
and pinch off an artery, maybe. Unless agood forensic sorcerer helped do my autopsy, 1'd go into the
Thomas Brothers demographic records as just another case of apoplexy, younger than most.

| skipped backward, yanked open the closet door, whipped out the blasting rod, and pointed it &t the
gpook's midsection. "Back off!" | told him. Thisrod is primed and ready—all | haveto doissay the
Word and you're cooked,” Of course, my flat would be cooked, too; arod operates on This Side as
wdll asthe Other. But | figured | had a better chance of escaping from aburning flat than froma Cl

Spook.

He stood very till. He didn't come forward, but he didn’t move back, not even when | thrust the rod out
toward him. As he had before, he said, | think you'll want to reconsider that. Unless you're packing
something very much out of the ordinary, you'l hurt your books and furniture much more than me.”

| knew the military had developed some high-level protection for their own spectral operatives; it seemed
reasonable that a Centra Intelligence spook would enjoy the same shielding. Come to that, some of the
goetic technology has trickled down to the Underworld, which makes constables unhappy. On the other
hand—

"ThisisaMage Abramdin Magen David Specid,” | said. "I don't care how well you're warded against
Chrigtian or Mudim magic: thisisthefire that dedlt with Sodom and Gomorrah.”

Now the spook backed up. Being transparent, his features were hard to make out, but | thought he
looked thoughtful. ™Y ou could be bluffing,” he said.

"So could you."



"Impasse." He went back to the chair, sat down again. | lowered therod, but | didn't let go of it. The
spook said, "Since we are uncertain of each other's powers, shal we proceed asif the recent
unpleasantness had not taken place? Let me ask you again, with no threet intended or implied, why you
believe this case my be connected to nationa security issues.”

"Well, for one thing, why would you have waked through my door if it weren't?' | said.

The spook grimaced migtily. "Heldelberg' s Thaumaturgic Principle: the mere act of observation magicaly
affectsthat which isbeing observed. | console mysdlf by remembering I'm not thefirst tofdl victimtoiit,
nor shall | bethelast.”

| didn't want any kind of spook, not even a philosophica one, in my front room. | went on, "If it makes
you fedl any better, | wasworried about it before | ever set eyes on you. Too many big Powersinvolved:
Bedl zebub, the whole Persan mess| haven't got to the bottom of yet, now Huitzilopochtli.” | didn't
mention Charlie Kdly. | wasn't sure he deserved my loyaty, not any more, but he ill had it.

| must advise you to keep your suspicions to yourself," the spook said after alongish pause (he might as
well have been on the telephone ran through my mind—one of those maddening bursts of irrdlevance
that will pop up no matter what you do). ""Reaching the wrong ears, your prophecy could become
Hf-fulfilling.”"

"It might help if you'd tell me which ears are the wrong ones. If | sounded plaintive, can you blame me?

He shook hismurky head. "No, for two reasons. Firgt, theinformation is classified and therefore not to
be casudly disseminated under any circumstances. And second, the more you know, the more gpt you
areto betray yoursdf to those who may have reason to beinterested in your knowledge. Y our basic
assumption should be that no one may be privy to your speculations. If anyone with whom you comeinto
contact shows undue interest in this area, summon me at once from Centra Intelligence headquartersin
D.&C."

"How do | get hold of you in particular?" | asked—I mean, Centrd Intelligence hasalot of spookson
the payroll.

"My nameisLegion," hesad. "Henry Legion." Heturned around, walked out through my chair and wall,
and was gone.

Next day, thank God, was Friday. Traffic waslight going in, asit often ison Friday mornings. | wasn't
fooled; | knew I'd have the usua devilish time getting home. | tried not to think about that. Maybe, | told
mysdlf as| floated up the eevator shaft, I'd have mysdf anice easy day, knock off early, and besat the
weekend crunch on St James Freeway.

| walked into my office, took one look at the IN basket, and screamed. Sitting there was one of the
ugliest Confederal forms ever designed In big block |etters, the cover said, REQUEST FOR
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT. Slightly smaller letters added, PROPOSED
IMPORTATION OF NEW SPECIESINTO BARONY OF ANGELS.

Having got the scream out of my system, | merely moaned as | sank into my chair. Who, | wondered,
wanted to bring what into Angdls City, and why? | just wished Huitzilopochtli had to fill out al the forms
he'd need to establish himsdlf here legally: wed be free of him till Doomsday, or maybe twenty minutes

longer.

Huitzilopochtli and his minions, unfortunately, didn’t bother with forms. With trembling fingers, | picked
up the report request and opened it. Somebody, it seemed, was proposing to schlep leprechauns over



from the Auld Sod in hiberniation, revive them once they got here, and establish acolony in Angels City.

At firgt glanceit looked reasonable. We have agood number of Erse here, and alot more who pretend
they arewhen . Padraig's Day rolls around The leprechauns wouldn't have any trouble feding a home
in Angels City. Tracking the little crittersto their pots of gold would help afew poor folk pay off the
mortgage. The odds were about like winning the lottery, but who doesn't plunk down afew crownson
the lottery every now and again?

Theway of environmentd issues, though, isto get more complicated the longer you look at them.
Figuring out how leprechauns would affect the locd thecology wasn't going to be easy: tracing the
interactions of beingsfrom This Sdeis complicated enough, but when you start having Powers
involved—

| moaned again, medium loud. One of the thingsI'd have to examine was the impact importing
leprechauns would have on the Chumash Powers (assuming those weren't extinct). If the Chumash
Powerswere gtill around, hanging by ametaphorica fingernail, would bringing in leprechauns rob them of
the tiny measure of devotion they needed to survive?

Beawalked by the open door just in time to hear that moan. She stuck her head into the office. "Why,
David, whatever isthe matter?' she asked, asif she didn't know.

"This" | said, pointing to the orange cover of the environmenta impact report request Do you by any
chance have aspell for making days forty-eight hourslong so | can do everything I'm supposed to?'

"If 1 did, I'd useit mysdf," shesaid, "but | don't think God's been in the habit of holding back the sun
since Joshua sday."

"Thisisgoing to be abear to handle" | said, "especialy on top of the Devonshire dump case and the
Chumash extinction sudy—"St. EImo's fire came on above my heed, just like you seein the cartoons.
"That'swhy you passed it onto me: so | could run it pardle to the Chumash project.”

"That'sright, David." She amiled sweetly. Beaisn't what you'd call pretty, but she can look dmost angelic
sometimes. being sure you're on the right path will do that for you, | guess. Shewent on, "l figured it
would be better to have both of them in your hands than to make two people run back and forth
checking with each other dl the time and maybe working at cross purposes.”

"Okay," | said; put that way, it made sense. Beadidn't get to be boss of my unit on the strength of an
angelic smile; she hasahead on her shoulders.

"The easiest way to handle the issue would be to work up two scenarios,” she said "one for the
leprechauns environmentd effects without worrying about the Chumash powers, the other assuming
those Powers do still manifest themselves here™

"Y eah, that makes sense.” | scribbled anote on a scrap of foolscap on my desk. "Thanks, Bea."

"Any time," she said, sweetly ill, and went off to inflict impossible amounts of work on someoneese.
To befair, | haveto admit she worked like ateam of Percherons hersdlf.

And she had put her finger on the most efficient way to handle the two studies Side by side. They ill
wouldn't be easy or quick. I'd have to design smulations approximating the immediate effect of
leprechauns on the thecology of Angels City with and without taking into account the Chumash Powers.
Then an EPA wizard would animate the smulations and follow them under the crysta bal asfar into the
future as he could, noting changes every year or two until the images faded into uncertainty.



I'd haveto judtify every assumption | used inmy initia Smulations, too. The people who wanted to
import leprechaunsin carpetioad | ots and the folk who were convinced bringing in even one wee fellow
would disrupt the local thecosystem would both be preparing their own models and running them under
crysta balls. I'd need to demonstrate that mine were the most accurate representations of what was likely

to happen.

All of which meant that | didn't get out to Bakhtiar's Precison Burinsthat afternoon, let alone Chocolate
Weasdl. And neither | nor anybody else did any fancy spellchecker sniffing around the Devonshire dump
to try to find out just what (if anything) wasleaking out.

Peoplelong for the days (or at least they say they do) when the king ruled ingtead of reigning, when the
power of the barons was undiluted, when the prime minister kept quiet and did what he wastold. They
say the government's gotten too big, too complex.

Maybe they're right some of thetime. | couldn't tell you for sure; paliticsisabrand of theology that never
excited me. But | will tell you this: someimportant EPA work wasn't getting done because my
department didn't have enough people to ded with projects asfast asthey came up. Am | supposed to
assume were the only government outfit with that problem?

| know | worked overtime that night; | madeit to the synagogue with bare minutes to spare before the
rabbi started singing L'khah dodi to welcome in the Sabbath. Judy was Sitting so close to the front on the
women's sde that she didn't even see me comein. | didn't manage to nod at her—let done say
hello—until the service was done.

"l was afraid you weren't coming,” she said after we hugged.

"Work." | madeit sound like the four-letter word it was. "Listen, have you eaten yet?' | grimaced when
she nodded. "All right, you want to come a ong with me anyhow? I'll get you pie and coffee or something.
| flew straight here from the office.”

"Sure," she said. "Where do you want to go?'

We ended up at aLenny'snot far from the synagogue: a step up from the Golden Steeples, a step down
from area restaurant. | just wanted to feed my face—and they do have pretty fair pie.

And besides, | thought, remembering Henry Legion, it wasn't aplace that waslikely to have a Listener
plantedinit.

| hadn't called Judy back to tell her about the spook: by the time he got out of my flat, | wasimagining
people (and Things) listening to my phone cdls. When | was through, she stared at me for afew seconds.
Then shesaid, "Y ou're not making that up,” in atone of voice that meant she'd been wondering right up
to theend.

"Not abit of it." | wasalittle hurt she had trouble believing me, but only alittle, because | would have
had trouble believing agtory like that from anybody ese. | mean, people don't just start having visitsfrom
gpooks with threatening manners... except | did. | added, "From what he said, maybe | shouldn't be
teling you any of this"

"David Fisher, if you even thought of keeping mein the dark, 1'd show your picture to amirror and then
bresk the mirror," she said indignantly.

"| sort of expected asmuch,” | said. Thing is, from what Henry Legion said, it's liable to get dangerous.”

"Y ou didn't worry about that when you took me to the Thomas Brothers fire—"



| tried to interrupt: "1 didn't take you there; you invited yourself."

She rode over melike the demon horses of the Wild Hunt. "—and you invited me to the swap meet with
you day after tomorrow."

"| did that before the spook showed up,” | muttered.

"Do you want me not to come?' she said " Do you want me not to go back to your flat with you tonight?
Do you want me not to bother going ahead with the arrangements for the wedding? Do you think I'm
afraid? Don't you see | want to get to the bottom of this as badly asyou do?’

| did the only thing | could possible do at that particular moment: | surrendered | did it literally—I took a
white handkerchief out of my pocket and waved it in the air between us. Judy, bless her, went from
furiousto giggling in the space of asecond and ahaf. The waitress who'd been about to refill my coffee
cup undoubtedly figured I'd gone out of my mind but that wasasmall priceto pay for keeping my fiancée

happy.
Only trouble was, | waskind of afraid mysdif.

After sunset Saturday, | flew up to . Ferdinand's Valey to pick up (he heavy-duty constabulary
spellchecker. An advantage of dedling with the constabulary isthat they never close (given human nature,
they'd better not). A disadvantageisthat their parchmentwork is even more cumbersome than what the
EPA uses (and if you didn't think that was possible, you're not the only one). By the language of their
forms, they figured I'd abscond with the gadget the second their backs were turned unless | promised not
to inwriting ahead of time.

"Why don't you just lay ageason me?" | asked sarcastically.

"Oh no, gr," said the clerk who kept shoving parchments a me. "That would be aviolation of your
rights" Apparently sgning away my lifewasnt.

Because | spent solong signing forms, | didn't get back to my place until going on ten. | lugged the
spellchecker upgtairs (it was nominally portable, but being part troll didn't hurt if you wanted to carry it
more than afew feet), put it down so | could open the door, picked it up again with agrunt, and set it
down in the middle of the front room.

"It's about time you got back," Judy said "l was sarting to worry about you."

"Forms," | said and tried to make it sound as blagphemous as one of your more usual maledictions. |
must have managed, because Judy laughed. | stretched. Something in my back went pop. It felt good. |
suspected 1'd lost about haf an inch of height manhandling the spellchecker up to my flat Maybe the pop
meant | was getting it back again. | glared at the gadget "Miserable thing.”

Twenty years ago, there weren't any portables,” Judy reminded me. Ten years ago, one with the capacity
of the 'checker in your closet would have been bigger and heavier than thisbeast. Ten years from now,
they'll probably pack even more microimpsinto acase you can carry around in your hip pocket.”

Too bad they haven't doneit yet," | grumbled, and stretched some more.
Judy gave me asideong look. "Areyou trying to tell me you want meto get on top tonight?”

"If that’ swhat you'd like," | said Far as| can see, it'swonderful either way, or any others your
imagination conjures up.



She asked her watch what time it was. A tiny vertica frown line appeared between her eyes.

"Whatever we do, let'sdo it soon. Were going to have to get up early to makeit to the Valey when the
swap meet deders sart coming in."

Sowedid it soon, and it wasfine. Judy is one of the most thoroughly pragmatic people I've ever met but
that doesn't keep her from being able to enjoy hersdlf. It just means she makes sure she blocks out the
timein which to enjoy hersdif.

My darm clock woke us up much too early on an otherwise perfectly good Sunday morning, then
laughed at us as we staggered around like a couple of the not-quite-living dead. | swore I'd haveto get a
new clock one day soon. | think I've said that before, but thistime | really meant it

| showered, then shaved while Judy went in after me. | was dressed by the time she came out, and fixed
breakfast while she got that thick, wavy hair of hersdry. Scrambled eggs, toast coffee—very basic. |
threw the dishesin the sink for later, did my he-man weightlifting routine with the constabulary
spellchecker, and off we went.

They hold the Sunday morning swap meet at the Mason Fly-In. By night it's the biggest outdoor
light-and-magic housein the Valey. By day it'sjust an enormous parking lot, so they get some extra
use—and some extra crowns—out of the space.

Because we were good and early, we got to park closeto the deders entrance, for which my
overworked back was heartily grateful. The only people there were a couple of guards drinking coffee
from abig jug. They looked like (and turned out to be) sunlighting off-duty constables.

Their names were Luke and Pete; | had trouble remembering which one was which. They both had the
same short, dark hair, the same watchful eyes, the same big shoulders. They'd been told we were
coming—somebody was on the ball there. They helped set up (he spellchecker at the Side of the gate,
then poured more coffee for Judy and me. It was nice and hot; the jug must have had atiny salamander in
the base.

Some of the new storage vessals have a sdlamander on one Side and an ice elementa on the other, so
they can keep hot things hot and cold things cold. The only problem is, you don't want to drop them. If
the partition between the two elemental s breaks, they fight like cats and dogs.

| explained what | was looking for, and why. Both guards looked grim. Pete—or maybe it was
Luke—said, "I hopeyou nail the bastard. | got threelads at home; | don't like thinking about anything
like that happening to one of "em."

Luke—or was it Pete?—pointed to the spellchecker and said, "'l wish that thing could spot theft dong
with sorcery. It would sure make the department'slifealot easier.”

Pete(?)—anyway, the other one—said, | was at a briefing about theft detectors a couple of weeks ago.
From what | heard, they operate by spotting guilt in a perpetrator's soul. Trouble is, most perpetrators
don't fed enough guilt to set 'em off."

Judy said, "l understand they've recently identified the sorcerous component of intent. That may make
some new kinds of anti-theft magic possible, provided the discrimination spdll routines are sengitive
enough totdll redl larceny from amerchant's legitimate appetite for profit.”

The guards had given her the usual looks aman gives an attractive woman, They were polite about
it—nothing to bother her or me. Now they looked at her in adifferent way. 1'd seen that happen alot of



times before, when people redized how sharp shewas. | just smiled; I've known it for years.

"| sure hope they make something like that work," Pete said. "An awful lot of stuff you see hereis stolen.
Everybody knowsit, but how do you proveit? If you could—"

"It'll happen,” Judy said. "Not tomorrow, probably not the day after, either, but it'll happen. The
principles are there. The gremlins are in engineering the actuating sorcery and the support systems.”

"By God, I'd cheer for anything that made my job easier for once," Pete said.

"I'd cheer louder if | thought the techniques would just be used for tracking down thieves, but I've got a
bad feding they wont," Judy said. "The more effective magic becomes, the more the powers that be will
useit to pokeinto ordinary people'slives. That' s the way things seem to work, anyhow.”

Pete and L uke represented the powers that be. Now they looked at each other, but neither of them said
anything—I told you they were polite. For that matter, I'm part of the powers that be, too, but | stood
with Judy on this one. People often don't redlize how preciousjust being left doneis.

Even if the guards had decided to argue, weld have been too busy to carry it very far: deders Sarted
showing up. Pete and L uke checked their permits and made sure they'd paid for their stall space. Judy
and | monitored the spellchecker as they came through the gateway. Some of them had their goods and
sall setups on cartsthat they pushed or pulled, others piled them onto little carpets. That sort isn't
flyway-legd, but it'sawfully handy for hauling things around.

Quite afew dealers weren't happy about passing in front of apdlchecker. "What isthis, the airport?’
one of them grumbled.

So many dealers asked questions that my spiel got real smooth red fast By the timethefirst four or five
had gone by, 1'd taken out my EPA sgil and set it on top of the spell-checker. I'd point to it and say,
"We'relooking for avery specific contaminant that we have reason to believeis being sold at swap
mests, perhaps unwittingly. Nothing €l se we notice will get cited"

That probably wasn't quitetrue; if somebody’ d come by with something as conspicuoudy illegd asa
crate of black lotuses (better known as Kali's flowers), for instance, we wouldn't have let him take them
in. But, to my relief, nothing like that happened, and the explanation kept the deaersfrom getting antsy.

Heavens, what alot of stuff therewas! Clothes, food, jewelry, nostrums (the microimpsin the
spellchecker seemed dubious afew times, but not dubious enough to make me stop anybody), ethernet
receiver imp modules (I wondered how many of those were stolen), toys both mechanica and sorcerous,
guitars, grimoires (Judy |ooked more than scornful at the quality)—I could go on for alot longer.

The dederswere asvaried as the stuff they sold; men, women, blonds, blacks, Aztecians, Persians,
Hanese, Samoans, Indiansin dhotis and saris, the other flavor Indiansin feathers. | watched one
bronze-skinned fellow dip out of hiswork shirt and put on afeather bonnet He noticed me watching him,
grinned kind of sheepishly. "Gottalook authentic if you want the people to buy your medicine, man,” he
said as he pushed his cart past me.

"Why not?' | answered agreeably. | glanced down at the spellchecker. From what the microimps had to
say about them, the medicines weren't strong enough to be worth buying. | wondered if the dleged Indian
was even as genuine as the stuff he sold.

The next fellows through were apair of Aztecans. They had arug with their Suff onit, and were chatting
with each other in Spainish.



Judy gave me a hard shot in the ribs with her ebow. "Huh?" | said. Then | looked at the ground glassin
the spellchecker. If they hadn't been trained to tell what they were sensing, the little imps would have run
and hid Asit was—My stomach lurched when | saw what they reported "Hold on there, you two," | said
sharply.

They hadn't noticed me or the spellchecker. "What's the matter?' one of them asked at the sametime as
the other one said, "Who areyou?"

| picked up my sSgil. "Environmental Perfection Agency,” | said. "What do you have in those boxes?'

"Nostrums,” one of them answered. "I got afriend, his brother-in-law hunts dragons down in Aztecia. He
getsthe blood, sells someto us, we diluteit, sell some here. Everybody makes some money.”

He didn't sound like acrook, just afellow doing ajob. That'swhat he looked like, too, he and hisfriend
berth: ordinary guysin work shoes and jeans, cotton tunics and caps. Thefirst thing you learniis, you
can't tell by looking. Pete and Luke came dert. They didn't move toward us, not yet, but they quivered
like lycanthropesjust before the full moon rises.

"Which one of you is Jose?" Judy asked suddenly.
Theoneinthered cap jerked in surprise. "How'd you know that, lady?"

| unreeled the long probe from the spellchecker (actualy, | wished | had one of those eeven-foot
Rumanians). I'm going to have to ask you to open one of those jars of dragon blood for me,” | said.

Jose shrugged. " Sure. Why not?' Heflipped the lid off one of the boxes. Thejarsinside looked like the
ones Cuauhtemoc Hernandez kept in his workroom. Once upon atime, they'd held mayonnaise. Now. ..
As soon as Jose unscrewed atop, | knew what they held: Judy, who was at the spellchecker, made a
smadll, strangled noise. I'd told her what kind of stuff wasin there, but hearing about it doesn't pack the
same punch asseeing it in the ground glass.

| waved to Pete and Luke. They cametrotting over. The fellow in the blue cap, who'd kept pretty quiet
up till now, saw them and said, "What the hell's going on”?"

"That'sjust what | want to know," | sngpped. Consdering what wasinthejars, | meant it literally. |
turned back to Jose. "Y ou ever sdll any of this, ah, 'dragon blood' to a curandero named Cuauhtemoc
Hernandez?' sl to lots of people, man,” he answered. They pay cash. | don't ask who they are. You
know how that goes." He spread his hands and looked at me, one man of the world to another.

| knew how it went, dl right. It meant he didn't pay taxes on the money he made at the swap mests. It's
theoretically possiblefor the Crown to keep track of al the crownsin the Confederation. The financia
wizardsin the gray flannd suitsback in D.SIC. would loveto doiit, too. Troubleis, of course, that the
sorcery involved is so complex that it makes getting the Garuda Bird off the ground look liketossing a
roc by comparison. And so people like Jose will go on cheating on what they owe, and people like you
and mewill end up footing the bill for them.

Except now Jose was feeing sometime at public expense of an altogether different sort | said, "By what
the spell-checker showsme, sir, thereisn't any dragon blood in here. There's human blood, and human
skin, and"—I looked back at Judy, who nodded—"a godawful strong stink of Huitzilopochtli."

Jose and blue-cap (I found out later his name was Carlos, so I'll call him that) looked at each other. If
they weren't utterly appalled, they should have been making their money at the light-and-magic shows,
not swap meets. They wouldn't have gotten it in cash, but they'd have made enough to keep from



complaining.

As soon as he heard Huitzlopochtli, Pete (or maybe Luke) said, ™Y ou gentlemen are under arrest.
Anything you say may be used againg you."

The off-duty constable who hadn't arrested the nostrums peddlers—whichever one he was—headed for
the office. "I'll call the station, get 'em to send asquad carpet over here.”

As soon as he'd gone maybe twenty feet toward the door, Jose and Carlostried to run for it. Being off
duty, Pete carried only aclub. He yanked it out and pounded after Jose. That left me with Carlos. "Be
careful, Dave!" Judy yelled at my back. It was good advice. It would have been even better had | beenin
apostion totakeit.

Carloswasalittle wiry guy, and shifty asajackrabbit. But every one of my strides ate up twice as much
ground ashis.

Helooked over his shoulder, saw | was gaining, and didn't watch where his feet were going. He fell splat
on hisface. | jumped on him.

His hand darted for one of the pocketsin hisjeans. | didn't know what he had in there: maybe something
assmple as aknife, maybe atalisman like the ones at L oki, except with a demon ordered to attack
whoever was bothering him. Whatever he had, | didn't care to find out the hard way, either. | grabbed his
wrist and hung on for deer life.

"Don't be stupid,” | panted. "Y ou won't get away, and you will get yoursdf in moretrouble.”

"Chinga tu madre," he said: no doubt sincere, but less than germane. Then hetried to kneemeina
place which would have interfered with my carrying out hisingtructions.

| managed to twist away s0 | took it in the side of the hip. It ill hurt, but not the way it would have. Asif
from very far away, | heard people shouting back and forth, the way they do when they have no idea
what's going on and just get more confused trying to find out Carlostook another shot at refaceting my
family jewds.

Then, from right above us, somebody ydled, "Freeze, assholel” Somewherein hispast, Carlos must have
painfully found out what happened when you disobeyed that particular command He went limp.

Very cautioudy, | looked back over my shoulder. Therewas (1 think) Luke with his club upraised to do
some serious facia rearrangement on anybody who fdlt like arguing with him. "He's dl yours," | croaked,
and got to my fleet.

| hadn't noticed till then that I'd torn my pants, ripped achunk of hide off one knee, and scraped an
elbow, too—not quite as bad. Things started to hurt, al a the sametime. | felt shaky, theway you doin
the first few seconds after atraffic accident.

Pete had hold of Jose. Luke wasfrisking Carlos: turned out he'd had a blade in his pocket, maybe two
incheslong. Not exactly aterror wegpon, but not something I'd have wanted diding aong—or maybe
between—my ribs.

Judy ran up. "Areyou dl right, Dave?'
"Yeah, | think s0," | said taking stock one piece a atime.

| hadn't beenin afight sncel wasin high school; I'd forgotten the way you could taste fear and fury in



your mouth, the way even your sweat suddenly smelled different.

I'd sort of hoped sheld throw her arms around me and exclaim, " Oh, you wonderful man!" Something like
that, anyhow. As I've remarked, however, Judy isavery practica person. Shesaid, "Y ou're lucky you
weren't badly hurt, you know that?" So much for large dumb masculine hopes.

A little man with abig mustache burst out of the office L uke had been heading for when the fun and
games started. By then Luke had Carlos handcuffed He pointed to me and said, "Here, losef, fix thisguy
up, would you? Unless | miss my guess, he's been working harder than he's used to at the EPA." losef
looked a my elbow, my knee, and my pants. "Y ou'reright,” hetold Luke. His accent—seems
everybody has an accent in Angels City these days—was one | couldn't place. He reached up, patted me
on the shoulder. "Y ou comewith me, my friend. Wefix you up.”

| camewith him. Hefixed me up, al right He sat me down in the office (an amazing collection of pictures
of girlsand succubi filled onewal; | was glad Judy hadn't come dong, even if she wouldn't have done
anything more than sniff), bustled out and returned a couple of minuteslater with afellow who toted a

black bag.

The doctor—his name was Mkhinvari—had the same odd accent as losef. He looked at my elbow, said,
"Rall up your pants,” looked a my knee. "Isnot too bad," he said, which was about what | thought.

He cleaned the scrapes (though, being adoctor, he caled them abrasions) with spirits, which hurt worse
than getting them had. Then he touched each one with a bloodstone to make it op 0ozing, dapped on a
couple of bandages, and went hisway.

losef said, "Now wefix trousers. You wait here” | dutifully waited there. Thistime he came back with a
gray-haired woman. Thisis Carlotta. She's best in the business”

Carlotta nodded to me, but she was more interested in my pants. She touched the two edges of the hole
together, murmured under her bregth. Yes, | know you'll say any tailor's shop has somebody who
specidizesin repairing rips. Its easy to apply thelaw of smilarity because the torn materia isin essence
like the untorn cloth around it, and to use the law of contagion to spread that cloth over the areawith
which it wasformerly in contact.

But on most repairs you'll be ableto see, if you look closdly, the seam between theredl cloth and the
whole cloth from which the fix was made. Not with Carlotta'swork, though. Asfar as| could tell, the
pants might never have been torn. | even got the crease back.

Theat |eft afair-szed bloodstain. Carlottaturned to losef and said, " Shut the door, please.”" After hedid,
she reached into her sewing bag and pulled out alittle nightbox, of the sort that are made so carefully no
light can get in. When she opened it, asmall pdlid fuzzy creature crawled out "Vampire hamster,” he
explained. "They are drawn to cloth and—well, you will see.”

The vampgter didn't like even thetiny bit of day diding under the bottom of the door, it made asnuffly
noise of complaint Before Carlotta could tell him to, losef went over and shoved athrow rug into the
crack. The vampster relaxed Carefully—any undead, even arodent, needs to be handled with
respect—Carlotta picked it up by the scruff of the neck and set it on my pantsleg.

| sat very ill; | didn't want the creature going after blood | hadn't already spilled But it waswdll trained
It sniffed around till it found the stain on my trousers, then stuck out a pae, pae tongue and began to lap
the blood right out of the cloth. When it was finished not atrace of the stain was|€ft. .. and the vampire
hamsters tongue had turned noticeably pinker as my blood began to enter its circulation.



When Carlottaplucked it off me, it wiggled and hissed it was fedling frisky now. She plopped it back into
the nightbox, closed the lid and touched a crucifix to the latch so the vampster couldn't get out by itself.

My pants didn't even fed damp. | guess vampire hamsters don't have spit. And the stain was al gone.
"Thanks very much,” | said to Carlotta. That's beautiful work."

"For afriend of losefs, it'sapleasure. Of course”—shewaved at thewall of succubi and girls—"losef
haslots of friends.”

I'd have shriveled up and died (or at least looked for anightbox to hidein) after acrack like that, but
losef must have been shriven againgt embarrassment. "Oh, if only they were" he said, rumbling laughter.
"I would die young, but | would die happy.” Heturned to me. "Y ou are dl right?"

"l amadl right," | answered "Thanksfor taking care of me."

| went back outside, blinking against the daylight asif | were undead mysdlf. The black-and-white
constabulary carpet had just flown in. One of the constables (he looked just like Pete and Luke, except
he was blond) took my statement ™Y ou'll hear from us, Inspector Fisher," he promised.

"Good enough.” | looked over to where his partner was transferring the vile potion from Jose and Carlos
rug to the squad carpet. "Handle that stuff with extreme respect. Y ou don't want it spilling.”

"So welve been warned” He nodded back toward Luke and Pete, then touched the brim of his cap.
"God give you good day."

He went back to the carpet to keep an eye on Carlos and Jose. Judy walked over to me. She inspected
the bandage on my elbow, then the knee of my trousers. Shefelt the material. | winced anticipating shed
poke the raw meat under there, but she didn't. That's awonderful patch job," she said.

"losef has connections,” | said "'l just wish people were as easy to repair as clothes.” The elbow and knee
were throbbing again.

Luke ambled up and said "Now that we've dropped on the guys you were looking for, shal we let the
rest of the dedlersin without running ‘em past the spellchecker?' He pointed outside the gates. Nobody
had gone through since the dustup with Jose and Carlos started. Now they were lined up like carpets on
S James Freaway on Friday night and not moving much dower.

"Sure, go ahead” | told him. "Like you said we caught the people we wanted" Glad cries came from the
dederswhen Luke started waving them through. | stuck my head into losef’ s office and asked if | could
store the spellchecker there so Judy and | could do some shopping. When he said yes, | cut acrossthe
incoming stream of dedlers and lugged the gadget back across. | wondered for amoment if it would react
to the pictures of succubi, but it didn't. 1osef sure seemed to, though.

Judy said, "I'm glad we caught them. Now we can enjoy our own Sunday knowing they won't be
spreading their poisonsto anyone ese.”

"That pair won't, anyhow," | agreed, but | wondered how much other contraband would get sold right
here at this swap meet, and at dl the others around Angels City. A lot, unless| missed my guess. | tried
not to think about that.

The dederswho'd been delayed were dl setting up their stdlsin atearing hurry. When you try to rush
things, alot of the time you end up doing them wrong. Some of the deders seemed asiif they were doing
music hall comedy turns: poles and awnings and signswould go up, then asecond later they'd fall down
again. One guy had hissign fdl over threetimesin arow. After the third time, he gave it agood kick.



Maybe that knocked the gremlins loose, because on the fourth try it stayed where he put it.

A couple of minutes later—right at ten—I found out why the dedlerswerein such afrantic rush. The
customer gates opened then, right on time, and never mind that the dealers had been delayed. 1osef was
not about to waste a chance: if hed held up the customers, some of them might have gotten miffed and
gone home,

And customers he had aplenty: Jews, Persians, Hanese and Japanese, and Indians, none of whose
Sabbath rituals were disturbed by getting there on Sunday and spending money. Along with themwerea
goodly—but not godly—number of folks I'd have guessed to be Christian, both of Aztecan descent and
every other variety. Some people of any faith fed more attachment to money than to any other god.

It may seem crazy, but every once in awhile | wish the Confederation were alittle less prosperous, a
littleless secure. In flush times, people think of themselves, and the devil with anybody and anything else.
They sometimes need reminding that what's happening now isn't Forever.

Which probably sounds like sour grapes, since | was out there shopping right alongside everybody ese.
But you wouldn't—I don't think—have found me there on a Saturday.

Judy and | wandered up one asphalt aide and down the next, pausing at one stall here, another one there.
Judy picked up agreen silk scarf that went well with her red-brown hair. | bought anew alarm clock; |
was sick of the shrieking horror | had at home, and even sicker of it laughing at me. This one was made
in Siam, with anative horological demon. It cost lessthan five crowns. If | didn't likeit, I'd tossit, too,
and try onemoretime.

We both got sausages on buns from a Persan fellow's pushcart. Given his own faith, he wasn't one
who'd sdll pork.

| think I mentioned that one of the dedlers had brought in aload of grimoires. Getting ascarf or aclock at
aplacelikethat isonething, but it never ceases to amaze me that people think you can acquire sorcerous
skill and power on the chesp. Aswith anything important, you need to learn from the one who's be<t, not
the one with the best price.

Naturaly, Judy paused at the display. She flipped through a couple of volumes, turned away snaking her
head. The fellow who was hawking them scowled in disgppoi ntment; he thought he'd found another
sucker.

"Hurt bad?' | asked.

"Worse," she said, "Thefatter book there is one of those compendia of spellsin the public domain, and

they're in the public domain because they weren't very good to begin with. The other one, the onein the
blue binding, is one of those teach-yoursdl f-to-be-a-mage-in-three-weeks books. | spotted a couple of

typos toward the end. They might be dangerous under other circumstances.”

"Why not now?"

"Because ninety-nine people out of ahundred won't get far enough in the course to stumble across them
and the odd one, the one who does stick to it, will have learned enough to spot them before he does
something Supid.”

"Okay, | see what you're saying. That makes sense.”

But once she got rolling, Judy wasn't one who stopped easily: The folkswho buy those things are the
same women who'll plunk down fifty crownsfor a'magic' cream to make their breasts bigger—or men



who'l pay acouple of hundred for 'magic’ to make something else bigger. The only magic thereisthe one
that the people who sl thiskind of junk have for spotting fools."

She didn't bother to keep her voice down; a couple of middie-aged |adies who'd been about to inspect
the grimoirestook off for another sl asif they'd been caught looking at something blasphemous. "Lady,
please,” whined the guy who was peddling the junk. I'm trying to makealrving."

"So why don't you try to make an honest one?' she said, but then she threw her handsin the air. "What's
the use?'

I'd seen her in those moods before. The only thing to do is get her interested in something new. | said,
"L ook over there a the jewe ry that woman is selling. It isn't something you see every day."

All I'd aimed at was distracting Judy, but by sheer luck | turned out to be right. Some of the pieces from
the jewdler—TAMARISK'S GEMS, her sgn said—were of the modern sort, clunky with crystas, but
even those were in finer settings than you usudly find at afancy store, let done aswvap meet. And the
rest—

Judy isenamored of things Greco-Roman. A lot of the necklaces, bracelets, rings, and other pieceswere
copies so killful that, but for their obvious newness and their profusion, they might have been museum
pieces. And Tamarisk, a sharp-faced brunette who wore her hair tied up in akerchief—knew her
business, too.

Her eyeslit up when Judy pointed at what looked to me like agold safety pin and caled it afibula, and
she practicdly glowed when Judy identified alittle pendant head dangling from anecklace asabulla
They lost me after that; asfar as| knew, they might have been incanting when they started throwing
around terms like repousse’ and |ost wax.

| saw how Judy's eye kept coming back to a Roman-style ring with an eaglein low relief on awide, flat
gold bezd. It wasin profile; atiny emeradd highlighted itsvisble eye. Normdly | would have said it wasa
man'sring... but Judy'slast nameis Adler, after dl, and Adler means eagle.

In the most speculative voice | could come up with, | remarked, ™Y ou know, hon, I haven't found you an
engagement ring yet.”

Every oncein awhile, you say the right thing. Judy, asyou will have gathered, isasteady, serious
person—more o than | am, and | lean in that direction myself. Making her facelight up asif the sun had
just risen behind her eyesisn't easy. Watching it happen made me light up, too.

Then | got hugged, and then | got kissed, and dl the while Tamarisk wasjust standing there, patient as
the Sphinx, and | figure every smooch | got upped the asking price of that ring about another fifteen
crowns, but so it goes—some things are more important than money. That'swhat | told mysdlf, anyhow.

We haggled for awhile; considering that Tamarisk knew she had me where she wanted me, shewas
more merciful than she might have been—but not much. When wefindly agreed on aprice, shesad,
"And how will you pay? Cash?"

"No; | don't like to carry mat much on me. Do you take Masterimp?”
"Certainly, gr. I'dlose hdf my businessif | didn't.”

| dug into my hip pocket, pulled out my wallet and from it the card. Tamarisk took areceiver plate out
from under her display table. When | was akid, credit was acomplicated business, full of solemn oaths
and threats of vengeance from the Other Side on renegers and much default anyhow because so many



people find gold and God easy words to confuse.

It's not that way any more. A lot of the mystiqueisgone, but soisalot of the risk. Modem technology
again: aswith the burgeoning phone system, ectoplasmic cloning has made dl the difference. | put my
thumb on the card to show | wasits rightful possessor. Tamarisk did the same with the receiver plate.
Together we declared how many crownswed agreed to transfer from my account to hers.

The conjoined microimpsin the card and the plate completed the circuit by ethericaly contacting the
accounting spirits at my bank, which confirmed that | did have the crownsto transfer. As soon asthe
transaction was complete, the card started diding around on the plate asif it were on aouijaboard. |
picked it up and stuck it back in my wallet.

Then, with Tamarisk smiling the smile of abusiness-person who'sjust had agood day, | picked up the
ring and set it on Judy’ sfinger. Because I'd found the style alittle masculine, | was afraid it would be big.
Tamarisk said, TD szethat for you if you need meto."

But Judy held up her hand and showed both of usthat it fit well. Sheand | grinned, liking the omen. "It's
wonderful," she said. Thank you, David." | got kissed again, which couldn't help but improve things.

"I'm aways glad to see my customers happy,” Tamarisk said, beaming, "and | hope you won't take it
amissif | tell you | aso do wedding rings."

"I think we may just make anote of thet,” | said in my most solemn voice as| pocketed one of her cartes
de visite. Judy nodded. With alast backward look at the other lovelies on display, we wandered off to
have alook at the rest of the swap meet.”

Judy kept murmuring, "It'swonderful," over and over. Sheld hold up her hand so the ring would sparkle
inthe sun and the little emerdd caich fire asif it were the eye of aliving bird.

| said "First chance you get—maybe tomorrow evening—you ought to take it to ajeweler you trust |
know it looks good and | know Tamarisk seemsfine, but | want to make sure you only have the best.”

"I'll do that" she said and then, amoment later, "or maybe | won't have to. Weve got a
constabulary-quality spellchecker sitting in the officewaiting for us. If it won't tel uswhether weve just
bought fairy gold what good isit?"

Trueenough,” | admitted "And if anything iswrong—not that | think there will be—Mistress Tamarisk
will have avigt from Pete and L uke when she sets up here next week."

"Which one of them iswhich?' Judy asked.

"Oh, good!" | exclaimed. Tin not the only onewho couldn't tell, then." And when somebody like Judy has
trouble telling two people apart, you know then? Isn't much to choose between them.

Before long, we went back to the deders gate: after Tamarisk's sdl, the rest of the meet was strictly a
downhill dide. | manhandled the spellchecker out of losef’ s office, poured out alittle wine to enspirit the
microimps, and touched the probe to Judy's ring.

Physicaly it was gold and copper in aration of three to one: it had an 18-karat stamp, and lived up to it.
Thelittleemerdd was ared little emerad. That was plenty to satisfy me, but aslong asthe microimps
werelooking at thering, | let them examineits magical component aswell.

| wouldn't have been surprised if they’ d drawn ablank: jewery isatrade you can, if you so choose,
carry on largely without sorcerous aid. But no—Tamarisk had worked asmall spdl of fiddity onit, by



andogy with the legionary's faithfulness to his Eagle asa symbol of Rome. That just made me happier
what better enchantment to find on an engagement ring?

Judy was reading the ground glass upside down. When she saw that, she squeezed my hand, hard | shut
down the spellchecker, hauled it to my carpet, and took it back to the constabulary station. | got around
of applausewhen | brought it in. "Sign him up!" somebody shouted, which made me grin like afool.

Weflew back to my block of flats after mat. When we got back up to my place... well, | won't say | got
molested, because | didn't fedl in the least that it was amolestation, but it was something on that order.
Judy and | liked pleasing each other in lots of different ways, which aso augured well for the daysthat
would come after we stood under the khuppah together.

After Sunday, worse luck, comes Monday. With Monday, worse luck, would come the weekly office
gaff meeting. Asif that weren't enough to start things off on the wrong foot, congealed was the only word
that fit traffic on St James.

Freeway. What with my weekend peregrinations, | was starting to think | lived on that miserable
freeway. Itsacurse of AngdsCity life.

When at last | got up to my desk, | discovered somebody had put atoy constabulary badge on top of
the papersin my IN basket "What'sthisabout?' | said loudly, carrying the souvenir out into the hall.

Severd people heard me squawk and stuck their heads of out their offices to see what was going on.
"Wedidn't know till yesterday that we had aredl live hero herein the office,” PhyllisKarninsky said. She
batted her eyesat mein away sheld evidently borrowed from the succubi she wastrying to control.
From her it came off as more sardonic than seductive.

That'sright," Jose Franco chimed in. | wish my garlic-spraying program would get as much good ethernet
publicity as Dave pulled in last night.”

"Oh, God," | said, and meant every word of it "What have they been saying about me?' | didn't redly
want to know. One more argument against having an ethernet receiver: that way you don't haveto listen
to what reporters do to things you were involved in.

"We heard what a brave fellow you were, breaking up this contraband ring and capturing the leader
snglehanded,” Martin Sandova said. The graphic artist paused before he stuck the gaff inme: "Sowedl
clubbed together to buy you that symbol of our gppreciation.”

| looked down at the little tin badge. If it cost half a crown, whoever bought it got cheated. "I do hopeit
won't bankrupt you generous people.”

Bea swept into the office just then. "What won't bankrupt whom?' she asked which meant everybody
had to tell the story dl over again. | resigned myself to getting ribbed worse than Adam until people got
tired of thejoke. Beasaid | know a better way to commemorate the occasion: David can lead off at the
meseting thismorning.”

Thank you, Bea," | intoned If sheld told me | could leave after I'd given my report, that would have been
worthwhile. Asit was, | figured I'd taken the early lead in the running for the dubious achievement of the
week award.

| went back into my office and did asmuch as | could till haf past nine, which was meeting time. Just to
make sure we couldn't pretend to forget and so accomplish something worth doing before lunch, Rose
cdled everyoneto remind us dl to come on up to Bea's office. Even Michadl Mangstein wasthere,



looking out of place in hiswhite [ab robe among al the business clothes and Martin's casud getup (snce
he doesn't go out in thefield, he can dress as he pleases, the lucky so and s0).

"Good morning, everyone," Beasaid" when we'd all assembled, bright and not too eager, before her. "'l
think welll begin with David thismorning. By al accounts, he's had the most exciting week of any of us."

| flashed the little tin badge and growled, "Now listen up, everybody, or dse.”

Actudly, my report went pretty well. Michagl backed me up on the sorcerous details of the potion I'd
found at Lupe Cordero's, and everyone looked suitably grim on hearing them. | told about the arrest of
the curandero who'd sold L upe the stuff, and about being lucky enough to come across Jose and Carlos
on Sunday.

"Y our diligence does you and the EPA credit, David," Beasaid, which was enough of abrownie point to
make me want to set out abowl of milk.

The other nice thing about having been so busy with al that stuff wasthat | didn't get in trouble for the too
numerous things | hadn't managed to accomplish during the week. Thetoxic spell dump investigation per
se was stdled; | hadn't managed to get out to Bakhtiars Precision Burins, let alone Chocolate Weasdl or
the light-and-magic outfits. | till didn't know whether the Chumash Powers were coming or going. And
asfor the leprechauns, well, the environmenta impact survey hadn't sarted going anywhere, either.

All of which meant, of course, that for the next severa days 1'd be running around like acephaous
poultry, trying to catch up on those projects and whatever elselanded on mein the interim. Not a
pleasant prospect to contemplate of a Monday morning.

Beasaid, "Jose, you and Martin are going to report together, am | right?”

They did Martin produced the mockup for aposter of an ugh/ little green fellow sinking hisfangsinto an
orange. Thetext said, HESNOT YOUR FRIEND—DONT GIVE HIM A RIDE in English and

Spainish.
"That's very good," Beasaid, "very good indeed It ought to make alot of people who have been raising

the roof about garlic spraying see Medvampsin awhole new light Y ou can start reproducing it right
away, asfar as1'm concerned Comments, anyone? Am | missing something?"

With alot of bosses, you'd better not didike something after they said they loved it. Bea, bless her, ian't
like that Michael Manstein stuck up his hand and said The poster does not accurately reflect the
gppearance of the Mediterranean fruit vampire.”

Hewas right of course. Medvamps (not that Michagl would use such acolloquialism) are as pale as any
other un-dead creatures, and the sap they suck from fruits and vegetablesis commonly clear, too. But
Beasad patiently, "We don't need to be precisely accurate here, Michael. We want to get acrossthe
notion that the Medvamp is a dangerous pest not something that ought to survive and flourishin Angdls
City. Does the poster meet that objective?

Manstein shrugged "1t should be obviousin any case." And it would be obvious, too, if everyone were as
rational as Michael. The genera run of people being what they are, though, rationdity needsal the help it
can get.

The poster was passed by acclamation and we went on to Phyllis. By then it was getting close to eleven
o'’clock, and my stomach was starting to rumble. But Phyllis had landed a project even uglier than my
intertwined investigations of the Chumash Powers and the wisdom of naturaizing leprechauns. shed



started doing a study on the pros and cons of changing the way Angels City handlesits sewage.

Not to put too fineapoint on it Angels City produces awholelot of shit For the last many
years—Phyllis, who is avery thorough person, said how many, but | forget—we've used the demon
Vepar to process al thiswaste. Vepar' s provinces are the sea and putrefaction, so the arrangement has
aways seemed logica enough.

Thetrouble is, members of the Descending Hierarchy just arent reliable. Lately, asthe population of
Angeles City has grown, so have the number of sewage spills and the number of daysthe water in St
MonicasBay istoo foul for swvimming or fishing or anything ese.

And 0 there's been some serious discussion of transferring the job to Poseidon. If anyone on the Other
Side has avested interest in keeping the ocean dean, he'sthe One. Not only that, he also has power over
earthquakes. In Angels City, that matters. Having one Power in charge of both those aspects of locdl life
might well save the taxpayer some crowns.

Or it might not Posaidon's curt, like that of Hermes, is artificidly maintained these days. Angels City
would haveto pay into the fund that municipalities and organizations which use the sea god's services
have set up to provide for hisworship. That wouldn't be cheap. Vepar, like any Judeo-Christian demon,
has enough genuine believersto keep him active without any expense the city would have to assume.

Beaasked, "What communities are currently using Poseidon to handle their sawage, and what sort of
results have they gotten?”

"Thereare severd,” Phyllissaid. Thefirst onethat occursto meis Athenai/Piraievs over in Ellas—"

"Not afair comparison,” Michadl Mangtein put in. "In Ellas the god comes much closer to having a
continuous tradition of worship than he would in Angels City, and islikely to be significantly more
efficacious. | will be happy to provide documentation to support this assertion.”

Phyllisglared a him; no doubt he'd just undercut the example she was going to use. But when Michael
says acomparison isn't appropriate, he will have evidence to back him up. Fumbling alittle, Phyllis
talked about Carthage instead (I watched Michadl stir in his sest, but he kept quiet).

Thered trick, | gathered from what she had to say, was keeping Poseidon happy about getting his hands
dirty, so to speak. Some Powerswith artificidly maintained cults are patheticaly eager to do anything at
al, aslong asthey keep their last handful of worshipers. Others have more pride. Poseidon seemed to be
part of the second group.

"But he does do a satisfactory job when properly incentivized?' Bea perssted. Michael visbly flinched
when he heard that, but again held histongue. Beawas a bureaucrat, after all; every so often, she went
and talked like one.

That ismy impression,” Phyllisanswered "L et me remind you: if Vepar were perfectly rdiable, wed have
no reason for contemplating a change. And there€'s the added benefit of increased earthquake protection.”

"Or increased earthquakerisk, if the daity isangered,” Michael said Phyllisglared at him again, but | think
he was right to point out the problem. Environmenta issues are the most complicated onesthis side of
theology, and reading the text of the world is often (though not aways) more prone to ambiguity than
interpreting a sacred scripture.

Beasaid Thank you for the presentation, Phyllis. Do you think you'll be ableto give apreliminary
recommendation on whether to pursue making this change in, hmm, two weeks time?"



"May | havethree?' Phyllis asked.

Bea scribbled something on her calendar. Three weeksit is." Shelooked around at the rest of us. "Does
anyone have anything more?' | sat very ill, willing sllence on everybody around me. Sometimes that
works and sometimesiit doesn't Today, to my vast relief, it did nobody said anything. Bealooked around
again, just in case she'dd missed someone on her first check. Then she shrugged Thank you al." That was
the signd for usto get up and head for the door asfast as we could without being out-and-out rude. "Oh,
and David—" Beacdlled after me.

Caught! | turned around "Y es?" | said asinnocently as | could do hope you'll have more progressto
report on your other projects a our next meeting,” Beasaid.

I'll do my best," | promised thinking that if | had fewer projects| could get more done on each of them. |
aso made anote to mysdlf, not for thefirst time, that Beadidn’t missmuch. And, | thought but didn’t
dare say, | could also get more doneif | didn't have to spend closeto Haifa day every week in staff
mesting.

The papers on my desk were starting to create arampart effect, asif | were going in for trench warfare,
alathe First Sorcerous War. | wasjust getting ready for a serious assault on them when the phone
delivered asnesk attack from the flank.

"Environmental Perfection Agency, David Fisher," | said, hoping the switching imps had misspelled and
given me awrong number.

But they hadn't "Ingpector Fisher? Thisis Legate Kawaguchi, of the Angels City Constabulary
Department.”

| sat up straighten "What can | do for you, Legate?" | stopped fegling guilty about getting interrupted:
after al, the call involved one of the other projects | was working on. Beawould be pleased.

"Can you come up to the Valey subgtation, please, Ingpector?' Kawaguchi said, " The scriptorium spirit
Erasmus now appears capable of communicating.”

| wanted to whoop with glee, right in hisear. | don't know how | stopped mysdlf. "I'm on my way,
Legate" | chortled. The ramparts on my desk would undoubtedly get higher while | was out of the office.
So what?| told mysdif: this is more important.

Which wastrue, but sooner or later 1'd have to catch up with the other stuff anyhow. | tried not to think
about that as| hurried toward the side.

Vi

My stomach was making little plaintive grumbles by thetime| got up into St Ferdinand's Valey. Even
without too many addenda, Bea's meeting ran long, and Kawaguchi had caled before| got achanceto
think about lunch. | grabbed a dachshund sausage at the first mom-and-pop joint | cameto once | got off
the freeway, and | must confessthat | walked into the constabulary substation smelling of mustard.

Some of the people who'd seen me on Sunday |ooked surprised to find me back again. "What isthis,
Fisher?'Y ou want to move in?' Bomholm the thaumatech called to me. Offhand, | couldn't think of a
notion | liked less.

Legate Kawaguchi's office was amusty little cell, smaler than amonk would rivein and messier than an
abbot would tolerate. I'm not exaggerating; Brother Vahan wasin there when | walked through the door
and, by thelook on hisface, he would have given Kawaguchi aredly nasty penanceif heldd thought he



could get away with it.

"How areyou faring?' | asked him after we shook hands. "Did the cardinal ever grant that dispensation
s0 your burned monks could get cosmetic sorcery?!

"No," he said. With that oneword, his heavy face closed down completely, so that he looked like nothing
s0 much as one of those darmingly redligtic portrait busts from Republican Rome. The St EImo'sfire from
the ceiling gleamed off his bare pate asif it were polished marble.

Kawaguchi said, "The scriptorium spirit—Erasmus—was more severely harmed in the fire than we
realized. Even now, a couple of weeks after the arson was perpetrated, we've needed ateam of
specidigs to establish contact with it | was just explaining thisto the abbot when you camein, Inspector
Fsher."

"Please go on, men," | answered. "If | find mysdif logt, | hope you won't mind meinterrupting with a
guestion or two."

"Certainly," Kawaguchi said. "As| wastelling Brother VVahan, Madame Ruth and Mr.
Cholmonddey"—he pronounced it, correctly, asif it were spelled Chumlee—"combineto facilitate
communication between This Side and the Other. Sheisamedium and he achannder, by pooling their
talents and infusing new technology into their work, they've achieved some remarkable results. We have
every reason to hope for another success here today."

"L et us hope you are correct, Legate," Brother Vahan said, and | nodded, too.

"They arewaiting for usin Interrogation Room Two," Kawaguchi said. "Nomindly, since the scriptorium
spirit ison the Other Side, it could be manifested anywhere. However, evoking it in an interrogation room
will hopefully add to the weight of the questions being asked. And"'—the legate coughed—"the chamber
in question has more space available than this office, which might otherwise have been suitable.”

Take usto Interrogation Room Two, men,” | said.

Brother VVahan got up from his chair. The fire and its aftermath had taken alot out of him. His stride had
been strong and vigorous, but now he walked like an old man, thinking about where held plant each foot
before it came down.

Interrogation Room Two lay hafway down along, gloomy hall that seemed especialy designed to put the
fear of God into miscreants brought there. Kawaguchi opened the door, waved Brother Vahan and me
through ahead of him. Introductionstook up the next couple of minutes.

Madame Ruth was atal, swarthy woman with a gold-capped tooth. She was aso enormoudy fat; her
bright print dresswould have been atent on anyone else, but had to stretch to cover dl of her.
"Pleased'tmeetchuz,” she said. When she shook hands with me, she had agrip like alongshoreman's.

Her partner Nigel Cholmonde ey couldn’t have been more different from her if held spent hiswholelife
deliberatdly trying. He was as Britannic as his name: e egant accent; long, thin, red-cheeked face
completewith alittle brush of sandy mustache; old school cravat... Let me put it thisway: if held been
born under acaul, it would have been atweed one.

Legate Kawaguchi said, "Before we begin, would you care to give the holy abbot and the inspector a
notion of thetechniquesyou will utilize?'

Thelarge medium and the English channeler looked at each other for amoment before Cholmondeley
sad, "Allow me." Madame Ruth shrugged massively. | tried not to show how relieved | was; 1'd sooner



have listened to him than her any day.

He sad, "While communication with the Other Sideis as old as mankind, techniques have recently taken
severd sepsforward. Asyou'll notice, much of the equipment we employ would have been unfamiliar to
the practitioners of only afew decades ago.”

He pointed to the battered table shoved off to one side of meinterrogation chamber. On it werefive of
the strangest-looking helmets I'd ever seen. They looked asif they’ d been made to cover the whole top
of the head, from the middle of the nose on up. | didn't see any eyeholes for them, and they had long,
blunt projections out from where your ears would go. With one on, you'd look something like an insect
and something like a man who'd just had alength of tree trunk pounded in one ear and out the other.

After giving Brother Vahan and me afew seconds to examine those curious artifacts, Cholmondeley
resumed: "By your expressions, gentlemen, | should venture to say thisisyour first experience with
virtuousredlity."

Hewaited again, maybeto let usdeny it If held kept on waiting for that, hed have had along wait.

He saw as much himsalf and smiled, exposing aformidable mouthful of yellowish teeth. "Virtuousredity,
my friends, lets us Smulate the best of the world; it crestes aplane neither fully of This Side nor of the
Other, whereon, for example, awounded spirit may meet and communicate with uswhile not having to
return fully to thelocus of its misfortune.”

"How do we go about reaching this, uh, virtuous redlity?" | asked.

"Madame Ruth and | shdl be your guides.” Cholmondeley smiled again, even more toothily than before.
"If you will just come over to the table there, Sit around it and place ahemet over your head—"

The prospect did not fill mewith enthusiasm, but | went over to the table anyhow. As| sat down on one
of the hard Constabulary Department chairs, Madame Ruth said, "Once you put on your helmet take the
hands of the people to either side of you. Well need an accomplished circle to access virtuous redity.”

| reached for the helmet nearest me. It was heavier than I'd expected; maybe the weight lay in those
ridiculous earpieces. | dipped it on. It seemed to conform to my face. I'd expected to be blind; | hadn't
expected to be deaf aswell. But the helmet seemed to suck away all my senses, leaving meavoid
waiting to befilled.

Digtantly, | remembered what Madame Ruth had told usto do. | was sitting between Brother Vahan and
Nigel Cholmondeley. | made myself reach out to take their hands, though | could hardly tell if my own
were moving.

| found Brother Vahan's hand first. His grip was warm and strong it helped remind me | still needed to
get hold of Cholmondeley. | fought againgt the gpathy the helmet imposed on me. At last, after what
seemed avery long time, my fingers brushed his. His boneswere thin, ddlicate, dmost birdlike; | was
afrad I'd hurt himif | put any pressure on them.

Then | waited another long-seeming while. I'd expected things to start happening as soon as my hands
joined my neighbors, but it didn't work that way. | il lingered, my sensesvitiated by the helmet. After a
while, | began to wonder whether | was still touching the abbot and the channeler. | thought so, but it was
hard to be sure.

All at once, color and sound and touch and al my other senses came flooding back. | found out later that
that was the ingtant in which the last two of usfinaly took each other's hands, completing the circle, as



Madame Ruth had said. At thetime, | wasjust relieved to return to... well, where had | returned to?

Wherever it was, it wasn't dingy old Interrogation Room Two. It was a garden, the most beautiful I'd
ever seen. Colors seemed brighter than life, sounds clearer and sweseter, smells as sharp and informative
asif they came through a cat's nose instead of my own.

"Welcome, friends, to the world of virtuousredlity,” Nigel Cholmondeley said. Suddenly | could seehim,
though he hadn't been there amoment before. He still looked Like himself, but somehow he was
handsome now instead of horsefaced.

Thiswill be anew experiencefor you, so look around,” Madame Ruth chimed in. She too appeared
when she spoke. The big city had vanished from her accent, as had the cap from her tooth, and | saw
that about sixty percent of the rest of her had disappeared, too. Shewas still Madame Ruth, as
Cholmonded ey was still Cholmondeley, but now she looked good.

"Amazing," Legate Kawaguchi murmured softly, which made him spring into view. While remaining
himself, he dso looked like arecruiting poster for the Angels City Congtabulary Department no cynicism
was |eft on hisface, and no tiredness, ether.

Thisis—remarkable" | said. | presumethat let me become visible to the others, but not to myself: asfor
as| could tdl, | remained adisembodied viewpoint Too bad; | would have liked finding out what an
idedlized verson of melooked like.

"Let us proceed,” Brother Vahan said. Now | saw him, too.

"He doesn't look any different!” | exclaimed, which wastrue: the abbot remained acareworn manina
dark robe.

Nigd Cholmondedey spoke with enormous respect "'In virtuous redlity, only those who are themsdlves
truly virtuous before the experience have their seeming unchanged during it" Suddenly | wondered how
much I'd atered to my companionsin this strange place. Maybe | didn't want to be idedlized after all.

Then al such petty concerns faded into insgnificance. Y ou seg, | saw a serpent in the garden, and—I
don't quite know how to explain this, but it's true—the serpent wasn't crawling on its belly. "Thisignt
just agarden,” | said, awein my voice asthe redization crashed over me. Thisis The Garden.”

That's right—very good.” Madame Ruth sounded pleased I'd caught on so fast "Virtuous redlity has
trandated you to asmulacrum of the place mankind enjoyed before the Origind Sin, while we weretruly
virtuous oursglves.”

"l am not sure| approve,” Brother Vahan said heavily. The theologica implications are—troubling.”

"Itsonly athaumaturgical Smulation, asymboal, if you will," Cholmondeley assure him. "We don't pretend
otherwise. Thetest of asymbol isits utility, and we have found this one to be of enormous vaue. On that
basis, will you bear with us?*

"Onthat basis, yes," the abbot said, but if he was happy about it he concedled the fact very well.

"Good. Without the willing consent of the participants, the smulationisal too likely to break down,
which would precipitate us back into the mundane world where, sadly, virtueisless manifet”
Cholmonddley said. "And, as| said, virtuous redlity can be valuable—as you see.” He pointed.

Coming through the trees was Erasmus. In the strange space of virtuous redlity, the scriptorium spirit
seemed asred and solid as any of the rest of us—more rea and solid than | seemed to myself. Brother



V ahan made a choked noise and ran toward the spirit Erasmus ran toward the abbot too; they
embraced.

"| can fed him!" Brother VVahan exclaimed. Finding his old friend pa pable seemed to wipe away his
reservations about virtuous redlity at astroke.

While Brother VVahan greeted Erasmus, | took alonger look at the trees from which the scriptorium spirit
had emerged. | recognized some of them: orange and lemon, pomegranate and date palm. But others
were strange to me, both in appearance and in the scents that wafted from their fruits and flowersto my
nose.

| wondered if the Tree of Knowledge grew in this version of the Garden, and what would happen if |
tasted of it Have to ask that serpent, | thought but when | looked around for it, it was gone. Just as

well, | suppose.

"| grieve that you were wounded,” Brother Vahan was saying. We all gathered around him and Erasmus.
The abbot went on, "Never in my worst nightmare did | imagine evil being so bold asto assail our

peaceful monagtery.”

"Nor |," Erasmus answered mournfully. 1'd never heard him speak till that moment; on This Side, held
manifested himsdlf only with written words on the ground glass. His gpparent voice perfectly fit his
studious appearance and the spectacles he affected: it was dry, serious, on the pedantic Side. If you
imagine Michael Mangtein as a scriptorium spirit you're close.

"Areyou in pain now?'Brother Vahan asked anxioudy.

"No. Pain, | think, isimpermissiblein thisremarkable place." Erasmus peered from one of usto the next
"I recognize here Inspector Fisher of the Environmenta Perfection Agency, and this other gentleman’s
semblanceis dso somehow familiar to me, dthough | do not know hisname.” am Legate Shiro
Kawaguchi of the Angels City Congtabulary Department,” Kawaguchi said when Erasmus|ooked his
way. Perhaps you sensed my auraduring thefire; officers under my command hel ped rescue you.”

That must account for it,” Erasmus agreed "l fear | have not yet made the acquaintance of the other two
individuashere"

"Madame Ruth and Mr. Cholmondeley have made it possible for usto use what they term virtuous redity
asamesting ground with you," Brother Vahan explained.

"Yes, | have encountered the concept in recent journa issues'—Erasmus voice suddenly grew sad
again—"now without doubt lost to the flames. Intriguing to observe an gpplication of it."

"Speaking of the flames," Legate Kawaguchi brokein, "1 would be grateful for your account of what took
place during the evening on which the Thomas Brothers monastery fire took place.”

"Must | recount it?" Even invirtuous redlity, Erasmuslooked scared " So dose came | to being
extinguished forever.”

"If you want the perpetrators apprehended, we must have your statement,” Kawaguchi answered Tours,
| think, isthe only reliable testimony asto what occurred on the Other Side during the commission of the

fdony.”

Brother VVahan added Y ou should aso know, old friend that eleven of the brethren lost their livesin the
fire, and many others were badly burned” Hisface twisted | thought about the stiff-necked Cardinal of
Angels City and his doubts about cosmetic sorcery.



"I did not know," Erasmus whispered His pale, thin visage twisted too. Remembered pain? Fear? |
couldn't tell. They warned meit would be folly of the purest ray serene to speak of what they did to me,
even assuming | wastheregfter able to manifest mysdlf, which they found unlikely. But eeven of the holy
brethren—Very well, abbot, Legate: | shal speak in praise of folly."

Legate Kawaguchi held astylus and note tablet in hishands. | don’t know where they came from; they
hadn't been there an instant before. Maybe it was just the nature of virtuous redlity to accommodate itself
to thewills and desires of those who occupied it. Being a constable, Kawaguchi felt he needed written
documentation when he questioned awitness. Since he needed it, he got it. Or maybe I'm dtogether off
base; | don't pretend to be athaumaturge.

At any rate, note tablet poised, the legate asked, "What do you mean by ‘they,’ Erasmus?’
"Theindividuas who tormented me on the night of thefire," the scriptorium spirit answered.

Kawaguchi scribbled anote. Then he said, "Let ustakethat night in chronologica order, if possible. That
may be the clearest method of ascertaining the factsin this matter. Isthat areasonable request?!

"For many denizens of the Other Side, beings not so bound up in Time as you humans, the answer would
be no," Erasmus said. "But as a scriptorium spirit, concerned not only with order in my records but aso
with regular access to those records by the holy brethren and other researchers’—he looked toward
me—"| have adear sense of duration and sequence, yes."

"Go ahead, then." Kawaguchi poised hisstylus.

Erasmustook him literaly. Beginning with the monks celebration of vespers, he began to givea
minute-by-minute account of everything that had happened within range of his sensorium. At firdt,
everything was both tedious and atogether irrdevant. If he kept up in that vein, | began to fear wed stay
invirtuous redlity forever. It would certainly fed likeforever.

Nigel Cholmondeey held up ahand "Forgive me, Erasmus,” he brokein, "but could you perhaps skip to
that portion of the evening when you first noticed something amiss?'

"Ah." Erasmus gave Kawaguchi a why-didn't-you-say-what-you-wanted? ook, then took up thetale
anew: "At 12:04 in the morning, two unauthorized persons entered the scriptorium. | attempted to give
the darm, but was prevented.”

Before Erasmus could answer, Brother VVahan put in, "We noted nothing out of the ordinary, Legate, as|
told you on the night of thefire. That evildoers should trespass upon hallowed ground without drawing
the notice of anyone within, and that they should overcome darm spdlslain down with the authority of
the Holy Catholic Church... they had no smal power behind them. Till the day, | would not have thought

it possible”

Like any other mgjor faith, the Catholic Church maintainsthat its connections with the Other Side are the
most potent around (I'd say the most omnipotent, but purists like Michagl Manstein and Erasmus
wouldn't approve). With the powers the Church has Over There, it's not easy even for aJew like meto
disagree very loudly. Having his holy protection fail must have been adreadful shock for Brother Vahan.

"I cannot answer the question with certainty,” Erasmus said. | know only that | was sllenced, asthe holy
abbot has suggested, by a spell of grest force."

"What flavor did it have?' | asked, "Wasit some strong ancient ritua revived specidly for this purpose,
or did it carry the precision of modern magic?'



"Again, | cannot say," the scriptorium spirit answered. If | may use an anaogy from your Side, aswell
ask amouse crushed by aboulder in alanddide whether it was granite or sandstone.”

"Very wdl, we are to understand you were forcibly silenced and prevented from aerting the brethren,”
Kawaguchi said, trying to keep Erasmus moving in theright direction. "What transpired subsequently?'

"l wasinterrogated,” Erasmus answered "My questioners sought to learn what Inspector Fisher here had
gleaned from our records. | tried to refuse, | tried to resist; the holy abbot had ordered meto treat the
ingpector in al ways asif he were one of the brethren, and | should never have betrayed their secrets
who cameinto the scriptorium like—or rather, as—thievesin the night. Then they began to torment me."

So much for virtuousredity. | didn't fed virtue, not after | heard that—what | felt was guilt. | didn't need
to ask that disappearing serpent where the Tree of Knowledge grew; I'd already eaten of it at the
Thomas Brothers monastery. And because | had, Erasmus had suffered.

Brother VVahan made anoise that said he was suffering, too. He embraced the scriptorium spirit They
clung to each other.

Whatever Legate Kawaguchi wasfeding, he didn't et it interfere with hisinterrogation. He said, "Could
you please describe for me the torments performed upon you?”'

Brother VVahan angrily turned on him. "Why are you trying to force Erasmus to reexperience the torments
those murderersinflicted?”

"Because their nature may provide important information on the perpetrators,” Kawaguchi answered. "
The particular magics utilized will be cluesto the backgrounds of those who performed them. | assure
you, thisis standard constabulary procedure in dealing with cases involving the Other Side, Brother
Vahen."

"| pray your pardon,” the abbot said; he was one of the rare people I've met who didn't find his manhood
threatened by backing down. "Y ou don't tell me how to conduct my affairs; | owe you the same
courtesy."

"Erasmus?' Kawaguchi said.

The scriptorium spirit didn't look happy about recounting what had happened to him, but after alittle
while he nodded. "L et it be asyou say, Legate, and may the truth bear out your hopes. First camefire:
thiswould have been at 12:32, when my questioners decided | was and would remain obdurate.”

"Fire wasn't reported in the monastery until after one," Kawaguchi said.

"Not the Fire of This Side, but that of the Other, which bumsthe spirit rather than the materid,” Erasmus
replied. "Not for nothing, | can now tell you, do so many mortalsfear the pangs of hdllfire, for to endure
such eterndly would be anguish indeed.”

Kawaguchi scribbled notes. | wondered how much good they'd do him. Counting the magicsthat don't
have fire in them somewhereisamuch easier job than reckoning up those that do. And theway Erasmus
talked about what had happened to him suggested the fire sprang from Christian or Mudlim sources, the
former, especidly, didn't lend itsdlf to narrowing down the list of suspects.

The scriptorium spirit continued, "At 12:41, the invaders concluded fire was inadequate to persuade me.
They resorted instead to the venom of sorcerous serpents, which coursed through my ichor and brought
with it suffering different from, but not lessintense than, that which the flames had produced”



"Snakes, you say?' Kawaguchi repeated with anow-were-getting-somewhere air. "And of what nature
werethey?"

"With al respect, Legate, | must remind you that | am a scriptorium spirit at amonastery, not a
herpetologist’ s establishment,” Erasmus answered in adignified voice. "'l can state with authority that they
were dissmilar to the oneinhabiting the garden here, for which claim | have Scripturd authority behind
me. Past that, fools may rush in but, whilel am no angdl, | fear to tread.”

| found aquestion | thought Kawaguchi had missed " Can you describe the men who tormented you,
Erasmus?'

"Again, | fear not," the spirit answered They were masked againgt the sight of Y our Side, and so cloaked
around in sorcery that | have no notion of their true spiritual semblance, elther, save that wereit benign
they would not have used me asthey did."

| sghed Kawaguchi sighed Even Brother VVahan looked alittle less saintly than he had Nigel
Cholmondel ey and Madame Ruth shifted from foot to foot They'd brought us dl together herein virtuous
redlity, but for the amount of information Erasmus had given us, they might aswell not have bothered.

"Very well, then," Kawaguchi said sghing again. "What happened next?"

"| gtill refused to divulge the nature of the research Inspector Fisher had been conducting,” Erasmus said
"At 12:48, the intruders again became discontented with their means of torment and shifted stratagems. |
found myself tramped under the sharp hooves of an enormous cow.”

That made me St up and take notice: metgphoricaly, you understand. L egate Kawaguchi leaned forward
toward Erasmustill hewasfdl past the point where | thought he'd fall on hisface. Maybe you can't do
that in virtuousredity; | don't know. "A cow, you say?' he pressed. "Not a bull? Are you sure about
thet?"

"] am certain,”" Erasmus declared.

"Interesting,” Kawaguchi said. | saw what he was flying toward Bull cults are common. Straight
Mithraism has never quite died and there are modern revivalist sectstrying to pick up supporterswho
don't get the spiritua charge they need from Chrigtianity and Idam. Persondly, | don't need to get
drenched by the blood of adaughtered bull to fed aunion with the Godhead hut some folks evidently do.

But cows, now... two of the places where the cow isafocus of magic are India—home of the Garuda
Bird—and Persia, from which sprang, among othersin the case, Sow Jinn Fizz and Bakhtiar's Precison
Burins (aplace | hoped I'd get to before | died of old age).

Erasmus went on, "The hooves of the cow seemed sharp as whetted stedl. They flayed me past any
anguish | had previoudy imagined. And o, to my lasting shame, Inspector Fisher, at 12:58 | yielded to
my inquisitors torment and described in detail the records | had copied for you. Judge me as you will; the
deedisdone.

When aspirit talks about lasting shame, it means|asting forever unlessit'sasylph or one of that flighty
breed. | said, "Erasmus, you did the best you could. What you went through is more than | could have
stood. I'm sure of that. Y ou don't need to feel shame on my account.”

"You aregracious," the scriptorium spirit said Brother Vahan dso inclined hishead in my direction. That
made me fed good winning Brother Vahan's good opinion isn't easy, but it'sworth doing.

"What happened after you finished providing the perpetrators with this information, after"—Kawaguchi



glanced down &t his notes—"12:587"

" finished betraying Ingpector Fisher at 1:.03," Erasmus said bleakly. "I hoped that would be the end of it
that the malefactors would take what they had learned and depart.

Instead, as you know, they forthwith kindled the fire which | gather resulted in the destruction of the
Thomas Brothers monastery. Asto that, | could not spesk with certainty, for when the ground glassesin
the scriptorium melted or shattered from the heet of the flames, | lost my interface with Y our Side and,
gl in agony, awaited my own dissolution.”

"The firecrew and constabulary rescued you," | said.

"Exactly s0. At thetime and since, | have doubted whether they did me any great favor, but, aswith my
betraya of you, the deed is done and we now must proceed to act upon its consequences.” The
scriptorium spirit turned to Legate Kawaguchi. "Oh: thereis one thing more. For sometime after | was
tormented, | lacked much of my normal awareness of self and surroundings. Were | flesh and blood, |
gather you would say | was semiconscious. Only quite recently have | regained my full sensorium. When
| did 50, | found as part of my immediate surroundings—this.”

| hadn't figured Erasmus for a sense of the dramatic. But from behind his back he pulled out ashort green
feather. Kawaguchi held out hishad. "May | seeit?' Eraamus gaveit to him. Hefdt it, held it closeto his
facein agesture mat said he was nearsighted. He shrugged. "Just seems like afeather to the eye and the
hand." He turned to Madame Ruth and Nigel Cholmondeley and asked, "Are magical forensic tests
possblein virtuousredity?'

They both shook their heads. Madame Ruth said, "Remember, that isn't the actud feather you're holding,
Legate, but itsandog in this sorcerous space. And, like everything esein virtuousredlity, it isimbued
with specid properties springing from this space and thus not afit subject for testing.”

"I should have thought of that" Kawaguchi clicked his tongue between histeeth, not so muchin
disappointment asin annoyance at himself. He turned to Brother Vahan. "Further questions?”

T haveone," | said. "How did the two men react when you findly yielded to the cow's hooves and told
them what 1'd been investigating?'

"One of them said to the other, 'HEl get his, too, | expect,' Erasmus answered. It didn't surprise me, but it
didn't ddight me, either. If somebody was willing to bum down amonastery, the added burden of sin that
would accrue from going after an EPA ingpector couldn't have been heavy enough to worry him.

Brother Vahan said, "Old friend, how soon will you be able to manifest yourself normally on Our Side
once more?'

"It shouldn't be much longer, holy abbot,” Erasmus said. "The metaphysicianstell me| could do it now if
my familiar haunts were restored. Asit is, I'm given to understand it'samatter of daysrather than
weeks."

"Good," the abbot said. "1 shdl pray that the time will be soon, for purely sdfish reasons: | find | missyou
very much.”

An undead who hadn't fed in athousand years had infinitely more blood in him than Erasmus ever could,
so when | saw the scriptorium spirit blush | just chalked it up to virtuousredlity. And if we were out of
questions, we didn't need to be there any more. | asked, "How do we get back to Interrogation Room
Two?'



"Y ou must return to awareness of the body you left behind there,” Nigel Cholmondeley answered. "As
soon as your hands leave contact with those of the personsto either side of you, the circuit will be
broken and you—and al of us—will return to the mundane world."

My hands? | looked down, and of course | couldn't see them. From what my eyesreported, | might as
well not have had any hands, or anything else—I wasjust there. Virtuous redity isan ingdious kind of
place: it so completely involves dl the senses and seems so thoroughly red that leaving wasn't aseasy as
Cholmondeley made it sound. | wondered if early explorers had got stuck in it forever. If they had, |
wondered if they'd redized it.

Anintenselook of concentration came over Brother Vahan'sface. Presumably he couldn't see hisown
hands, either. But an ingtant later, | was Sitting on ahard chair with agtifling helmet over my eyesand
ears. | clawed it off. The grimy redlity of the interrogation room was along, long way from the Garden
where I'd been amoment before.

Everyone el se was taking off the masks, too. Now that we were back in the constabulary station, Nigel
Cholmondeley was horsefaced again, Madame Ruth fat as any two people you want to name, and
Legate Kawaguchi short and skinny and tired-looking. | suppose | looked the way | dways do, too.

Onthetablein front of Kawaguchi, dong with the cigarette burns and coffee rings, lay anote tablet full of
scribbles. | didn't remember its being there when we sat down. | didn't think he could have brought it
back from virtuousredlity... but then | saw, right in the middle of the table, abright green feather.
Kawaguchi spotted it at the sametime did. He grabbed it and stuck it in alittle transparent pouch made
of spirit gum to keep it from being magicaly influenced.

"Remarkable," Nigdl Cholmonddey said. "One seldom sees artifacts returning with participantsin a
virtuous redity experience.

"Officidly, thisis not and cannot be evidence," Kawaguchi said "Itstrail of provenanceis severely tainted;
any judge to whom it was presented would throw it out of court, and very likely the case withiit.
Unofficidly, | shal convey it to thelab and find out what our forensics people make of it."

"Let meknow, please,” | said. If I'd snatched it firgt, I'd have taken it straight to Michael
Manstein—assuming, of course, that Kawaguchi and half adozen big constables with clubs hadn't started
working out on me to make me giveit back. Since they might have done just that, constables being
demonsfor evidence, maybe it wasfor the best Kawaguchi got it instead of me.

Brother Vahan dipped his head to Madame Ruth and then to Cholmondeley. "L et me apologize to both
of you for my previous doubts asto the nature of virtuousredity," he said; hewas, asusud, nothing if not
gracious. "l can seethat it will become avauable tool in thaumaturgic research.”

Thanks right back atchafor thinkin' fast and breskin' the circle.” Madame Ruth sounded like herself
again, too. Too bad "That can be thetricky part, gettin' back here where we belong.”

Nigel Cholmondeley put it more pioudy: "Mankind was ever reluctant to leave the Garden.”

"So | thought," the abbot agreed "But then | remembered | had no true right there, burdened as | was by
the weight of Original Sin. After that, recalling my body to action in this actual world was essier.”

The channdler and the medium looked at each other. "Let'stalk about that some more, Brother Vahan, if
you don't mind,” Cholmondeley said. The extraction technique you describe might well be incorporated
into one of the helmets ritud subroutinesif we are able to isolate the symbolic essence of your thought
sequence.”



"It could make you anice piece of change, and us, too,” Madame Ruth said. "Like you said, virtuous
redlity isthe coming thing, and if you wasto get apiece of it—"

"Wedlth means nothing to me," Brother Vahan said. I've heard alot of people say that; he was one of the
handful who made me bdieveit.

"Asmay be" Nigd Cholmondeley said, which meant he had his doubts, too. He dso had ahook: "No
matter how fruga you persondly may be, have you not got a monastery to rebuild?" Brother Vahan
dared a him.

| watched the hook snag thefish. The abbot said, "L et usdiscussit, then, for the grester glory of God.”

"Let's et somethin’ whilewetak," Madame Ruth said, which struck me as more honest than let's do
lunch and most of the other ways people try to combine business and food.

Despite my sausage, | was hungry, too, but not as hungry as | thought I'd be. When | asked my watch
what timeit was, | found out to my amazement that 1'd been in the world of virtuous redity for only about
five minutes. It had seemed like acouple of hourswhile | wasthere. Oneiromancers say dreamsarelike
that alot of things going on but compressed very tightly in terms of time. Judy keeps up ontheinsand
outs of theoretical thaumaturgy better than | do; | made anote to ask her how virtuous redlity smulated
the dream effect.

| didn't have lunch with Brother Vahan and (he medium and channder; enough things were going on at
the office that | wanted to put in asmuch timeas| could there, trying to claw my way through the piles of
junk on my desk, | wouldn't starve before dinner. So | went south through the passinto Westwood a
little faster than a constable armed with a tracking demon would have agpproved of. Fortunately, | didn't
spot any black-and-white carpets al the way back down St. James Freeway.

After agood trip on the freeway, | got stuck in regular fly-way traffic on the way back to the Confedera
Building. | peered around the carpets ahead of me, trying to figure out what had gone wrong thistime.”

The fellow on the rug next to me leaned over and called, "There's ademon stration up there at the
corner.”

Up there at the corner, of course, waswhere| wastrying to go. | growled. "So what if therésa
demonstration? There's ademonstration at that corner about three days aweek.” Then what held said
redly sank in."A demon stration?’ | didn't want to believe I'd heard that.

But he nodded. | wondered if | ought to turn my carpet around and get out of there asfast asthe sylphs
would take me. No wonder there was atraffic jam, if demons were out protesting Confedera policy. |
hoped the building would survive. Thereéd be SWAT teams and God only knowswhat al ese up there,
trying to keep the irate Powers from turning the place into an inferno.

My sense of duty got the better of my sense of sdlf-preservation. | kept going toward the Confedera
Building. It took awhile for meto inch close enough to find out what was going on. 1'd been wrong in my
first guess. the Powers at the demon stration weren't apt to turn violent, and they didn't need constabulary
thaumaturges to hold them at bay. But as soon as | saw them, | understood why they stopped traffic.

Y ou see, they were dl succubi.

Actualy, that's not quite true. Some of them wereincubi, and some of them—well, I'm not quite certain
whose fancy some of them catered to, but whosever it was, I'm sure they met it.

Asfor me, | barely noticed those others. | was busy watching the succubi. | couldn't help myself. Some



of the pictures up on losef’ swall were pretty spectacular, but pictures don’t begin to convey the essence
of what succubi are al about. When you see them in the quasi-flesh, you can't help but think they'rethe
crestures men were redly designed to mate with; they make women look like clumsy makeshifts.

Phyllis Kaminsky, bless her heart, was down there arguing with some of them, trying to convince them to
give up and go away. Phyllisisanice-looking gal, severd years younger than | am and in better shape,
too. The company she was keegping made her seem a poorly jointed wooden puppet turned out on a
lathe by somebody who didn't know now to run alathe very well.

Onelittle devil with a blue dress on happened to catch my eye. The promise on her face, theway sheran
an impossibly moist tongue over unbelievably sweet, unbelievably red lips, the Snuousness (and you can
turn that into a pun or not, just as you please—it works either way) of her hip action—put ‘em all
together and it'saminor miraclel didn't run into the carpet in front of me.

One of thereasons | didn't was that the gal flying that carpet wasn't exactly where she was supposed to
be, either instead of keeping her eye on the carpet in front other, she'd been gaping at an incubus who
wastaller, darker, and handsomer than he had any business being.

When you think about it, you shouldn't be surprised our sexual demons are o strong. They've been
evolving right dong with usfor aslong as weve been human, proof of which ishow strongly they
manifest themsalves on This Side. They're used to coming Across, they've been doing it for millions of
years.

(You have adirty mind, do you know that? Filtering out dl the double entendres that come naturaly [you
see, there you go again] when discussing succubi is more trouble than it'sworth.)

Unlike the Medvamp protesters, the succubi and incubi didn't carry signsor chant dogans. They just
paraded; they were their own best message.

By then I'd got close enough to hear Phyllisaswell as see her. She was saying, "—but the existence you
lead degrades both you and mankind. Don't you see that sexua exploitation iswrong and damaging to
the soul 7!

"If thiswere aMudim country, we'd be honored, not hunted,” a succubus retorted. Though irate hersdlf,
she made Phyllis sound shrill and screechy by comparison: her voice brought to the ear the taste of Erse
Cremeliqueur. She went on, "We have no souls to worry about; we exist for pleasure. And sinceyou

humans endlesdy prate about free will, surely you'll admit you can choose us or avoid us asyou seefit.”

Phyllis had been over that ground before. She said, "Part of your attraction comes from the Other Side,
it distortsfree will. Besides, humans of unsavory sorts carry on their sordid affairsin areas you
frequent because they know they'll find alot of customersthere. Y ou don't just haunt
neighborhoods—you blight them.”

The succubus shrug was magnificent. Thisisyour problem, not ours. We get we want from humans, they
get what they want from us. We find it an equitable arrangement.”

Asl findly flew into the parking lot, Phyllislost her temper and Sarted shouting at the succubus. It's
aways amistake to let Powers, even minor ones, get your goat. They have more patience than people
anyhow; what with their far longer terms of being, they can afford it.

Besides, herel feared Phylliswas fighting alosing game. The succubus knowledge of biology was
empirical and extremely specidized, but she had a point: her kind and mankind were essentialy
symbiotes, and nobody was likely to make either turn loose of the other. If that hadn't happened all



through recorded history, it wasn't likely to start in modern Angels City.

But Phyllis had a point too. Because the people in our society who go to succubi and incubi are generdly
out for achegp thrill, they're often the people who go after other thrills. Find a neighborhood with succubi
on the streetcorners and you'll generally find it's not the kind of place where you'd want to bring up your
kidsif you had a choice. Kegping sexua demons of any flavor off the streets makes pretty fair senseto
me.

| parked my carpet, got off, and went over to seeif Phylliswanted ahand from me. As| waswalking up
to her, that succubusin blue gave methe eye again. My breath went short | couldn't help it succubi have

been perfecting the art of seduction probably since the days of the man-apes. Natural selection workson
the Other Side no less than on this one—Powers that aren't adored perish, and otherstake their place. If
my reaction meant anything, that particular succubus would stay around forever.

Phyllis saw me not quite davering and made an exasperated noise. | suppose | can't blame her | must
have seemed more like part of the problem than part of the solution. She said, "What do you plan on
doing, Dave? Will you whip out your little tin badge and runthem dl in?!

Y ou don't want to get into awar of sarcasm with Phyllis, or at least | don't I've been scorched often
enough to keep that in mind at al times. So—please believe me—I was about to answer with something
mild and soothing.

But before | could, the succubusin blue said, I'm sure heéld rather whip out something else instead, dear.”
Just ligening to her was enough to set my heart racing like a couple of laps around the track. But when
shelicked her lipsagain, | started sweeting so hard | did the only thing | could (short of whipping out
something ese, | mean)— fled.

Phyllislost it Again, | can't say | blame her—here she was, watching one of her own people turned into a
bowl of quivering gelatin (1 was definitely quivering, but at least part of mewas alot stiffer than gelatin)
by one of the sexy little demons she was trying to control. She started screaming at the succubus. The
succubus screamed right back, with invective from just about every language since primeval
Indo-European. Sheld had alot of satisfied customers, dl right.

Sincel obvioudy wasn't going to be of any use a the demon gtration, | went upstairs to work on other
things. Rose had left amessage on my desk: Professor Blank of UCAC had caled while | was out.

Scratching my head, | took the message up to her. "Professor Blank?' | said, pointing. "Wouldn't he
leave hisname?'

Now Rose looked puzzled. | think he said hisfirst name was Harvey."

There | was, looking and fedling like an idiot twice in the space of ten minutes. Harvey Blank was chair of
the Goetic Sciences Department at UCAC; he was one of the first people I'd phoned about investigating
whether the Chumash Powerswere still around. | dunk back to my desk and returned hiscall.

The telephone imps reproduced his voice even more blurrily than istheir habit; he must have been egting
something when he answered. After asentence or two, he spoke more clearly: "Hello, Inspector Fisher.
Thanksfor returning my cal. | wanted to get back to you about some preliminary results of the extinction
invedigation.”

"Go ahead,” | said, grabbing for apencil and a scrap of parchment "What have you learned?!

"Not asmuch asl'd like," he answered yes, he was a professor. The experiments | have conducted



however, do indicate that the Powers formerly venerated by the Chumash Indians are not currently
manifesting themsdvesin the Barony of Angels.”

They're extinct, you mean?' | had curioudy mixed fedings. Most of mewas sorry, as|I'm dways sorry
(well, dmost dways—I'd make an exception for Huitzilopochtli) to see the Other Side diminished But
that nasty, lazy piece everyone haslurking ingde, the one Chrigtians identify with Origina Sin, let out a
cheer because | wouldn't have to work as hard on the leprechaunsif the Chumash Powers were gone for
good

"l didn't quite say that,” Professor Blank said.
That'swhat it sounded liketo me" | told him.

"It wasthefirgt concluson | drew from the thaumaturgic regression analysis," he admitted A more
thorough evaluation of the data, however, leadsto adifferent interpretation: it ssemsmore likely that the
Powersin question have not so much vanished as withdrawn from any contact with This Side. The
withdrawd gppearsvoalitiond.”

"Areyou sure?' | said. I've never heard of anything like that" The generd ruleisthat Powerswill keep a
toehold on This Sideiif they possibly can: the more active they are, the more they show themsalvesin the
world, the better chance they have of attracting and kegping worshipersto give them the veneration they
need.

Professor Blank said, "No, I'm not sure. The void in the thecological contours of the barony is certainly
there. It is, however, if you will permit me to employ metaphorica language, more asif the Powers made
the hole and pulled it in after themsalvesthan asif they Smply disappeared from spiritual starvation.”

"They are gone, though?"

They'regone," he agreed. That much isindisputable. I have been unable to contact or detect them in any
way, either by recreating the old Chumash ritua's or through modem scientific sorcery.”

"But they might come back?"

"If the dtuation isas | envison in the highest-probability scenario, that possibility remains open, yes. If on
the other hand thisis merely an unusualy sudden extinction, asremains possible, they are indeed gone for

"Can you find out which more precisaly?* Thelazy part of mewas till hoping to get away with running
only one st of projectionsfor the thecological impact of |eprechauns on the Barony of Angels. If | had to
runtwo, al right. But if | had to run two and then didn't know which one to use—nightmares spring
from such things. So do blighted careers.

"I'm working on that now," Professor Blank said. By theway he said it, he hadn't the faintest idea
whether what he was working on would work, if you know what | mean.

"L et me ask you something dse,” | said: " Suppose the Chumash Powers have withdrawvn voluntarily—in
their terms, suppose the great eagle whose wings support the Upper World has flown away. Isit
gostically even possible for them to reverse the process?'

"l don't know, just as| don't know why they've withdrawn," Blank answered. "My research team is il
working on that, too. We're exploring various possibilitiesthere.”

"Such as? | prompted.



"Speculation (and that'sal it isat this point) ranges from withdrawa to maintain someleve of
surviva—the Other Side's equivaent of fungi forming spores when the environment grows too hostile for
norma growth—to an active protest againgt the thecological changes here over the past two centuries.”

When | heard that, | wanted to bang my head on the desk. Protests about environmental issues are hard
enough to deal with when they come from This Side. What was going on down on the sidewalk showed
how much more complicated they could get when Powers started playing what had at first been ahuman
game. Absurdly, | wondered whether the Chumash First People and Sky Coyote had gotten the idea
from the parading succubi. After amoment, | redlized that wasimpossible: the Chumash Powers had
disappeared before the sexua demons went on the march.

"Hunger strike" | murmured, as much to myself asto Professor Blank.
"| pray your pardon?' he said.

"Maybe the Powers are starving themselves of recognition to force usto notice them and give them the
veneration they require.”

Thank you, Ingpector Fisher, that will go onto thelist And let me thank you again for involving me and my
graduate students'—I presume that was what he'd meant when he talked about his research team
before—"in this project | am confident we shall eventually learn agreat ded from ft."

| didn't like the sound of that eventually. "When do you hope to have someresults| can useto help plan
policy, Professor?1 think | ought to remind you that thisisn't just aresearch project, but one where the
answerswill be put to practical use.”

"l understand that of course," he said, alittle sulkily. He might have understood it, but he didn't like it one
bit. A professor indeed, | thought. He went on, "We shall endeavor to be as expeditious as possible,
provided that we remain cons stent with gppropriate experimental protocols.”

That'sfine, s, but | think | ought to warn you thet if | don't have harder data than you've given by, hmm,
three weeks from today, | can't guarantee that your report will become part of the decision-making
process.”

Weas| playing fair? Of course not, not even dightly. Professors aways claim they go into the university or
take holy orders or whatever so they can devote their full attention to whatever the/re interested in:
Roman epigraphy or beekeeping or the thaumaturgical arts of avanished Indian tribe. Sometimes they
even mean it. But alot more often, I've found that professors who see a chance to influence events
outsde academewill legp at it in pite of their alleged lack of interest Truth to tell, | don't know if a
savant of Roman epigraphy ever got that kind of chance (at least since the days when the Empirewasa
going concern), but my guessisthat held grab it, too.

And so now Professor Blank said, Three weeks, eh?' Even with two phone imps between his mouth and
my ear, he sounded distinctly unhappy. Another phone pause followed | understood the reason for this
one: hewas giving me achanceto say |'d made amistake and the rea deadline was three months—or
three years—away. | didn't say any such thing. Blank sighed "Very well, Ingpector Fisher, | will attempt
to meet die chalenging timeframe you have outlined God give you good day, Sr."

The sameto you, Professor, and I'm grateful for your help. | look forward to seeing your detailed report;
it will be most vaduable both to me and to the Environmental Perfection Agency asawhole” Aslong as
he was going to do what | wanted, | had no problem with letting him down easy. It worked too; he
seemed alot happier by the time he got off the phone.



| spent the next several minutes making notes on the conversation, both as an aide-memoire for me and
to let me have something to show Beaso sheld know | redlly and truly was working on all the casesthat
crowded my desk. In an ideal world | wouldn't have had to waste my time with worries like that, but no
one has ever claimed Plato would recognize the Confedera bureaucracy asanided world.

| asked my watch what time it was, found out it was amost half past four. A busy day. | was getting tired
of not having the chance to get up to Bakhtiar's Precision Burins, but | had made onetripto St
Ferdinand's Vdley. Maybe tomorrow, | told myself. | wrote anote reminding meto call Tony Sudakis
tomorrow, too-, the investigation had gone so many different wayslately that | hadn't done much with the
Devonshire dump itsdlf in quite awhile. Sudakis probably figured 1'd fallen off the edge of theworld, not
that hed missmeif | did.

Instead of finding something congtructive to do with thelast half hour of my work day, | looked out the
window to seeif the succubi were still marching down below. They were, and traffic in the building rush
hour on Wilshire Boulevard, aways heavy, was becoming downright eephantine. Maybe | could duck
south down side flywaysto St Monicas Boulevard and get on the freeway there.

It was agood plan. It should have worked, too; V eteran was crowded heading north because people
couldn't turn onto Wilshire from it, but southbound traffic didn't look too bad. | felt pretty smug diding
down to the parking lot—this once, | figured, | had afighting chance of bearing the system.

Thaumaturgy hasn't found them yet, but there must be gremlinswho sit around listening for thoughtslike
that. | «vasjust strapping on my safety belt when apriest happened to fly down Veteran. In an ingtant, all
the succubi who had been on Wilshire sarted running after his carpet, shaking everything they had (and
believe me, they had plenty) and caling out blandishments that made my ears turn red—and they weren't
even directed at me.

Succubi, of course, ddight in tormenting priests: that’ s been obvious ever snce Chrigtianity began. And
priests, being mortal, have been known to yield to temptation. Some of the temptation here was pretty
tempting, too.

A norma rulein Westwood isthat you can't find a parking space to save your soul. The priest, though,
must have had the power of the Lord behind him, because he managed to dide his carpet into one. The
succubi squealed with delight and jounced after him, sure they'd found another sinner in clerical collar.

They got arude surprise. The priest hadn't stopped to dally with them, he'd stopped to give them aload
of fire and brimstone to take the place of the sweet scents they were wearing: bitch wolves was the nicest
thing he caled them, and went on to things like haughty, vainglorious, lecherous betrayers, ready for
every wickedness, and ficklein love (which, when gpplied to a succubus, is about like calling the ocean
damp). He roasted them on both sides. Meanwhile, though, half the males on Wilshiretried to turn onto
Veteran so they could keep ogling the succubi, which meant the traffic jam spread with them.

At firg the succubi didn't believe the priest was serious. They had a thorough understanding of the way
people work, and knew too many folkslike to condemn in public what they do in private. So they kept
on pressing themsalves againgt the priest, rubbing their hands over him, kissing his cheek and his ear and
the bare circle of histonsure, paying no heed to his outraged bellows.

Then he pulled out an ampule of holy water. The succubi's squed s turned to screams. They ran, youl
pardon the expression, like hell. And the priegt, hisvirtue intact evenif his clothes were mussed, got back
onto his carpet and flew away.

Heflew away dowly. By then, that wasthe only way it was possibleto fly on Veteran. Everyone ese
flew dowly, too, including me. | shouldn't have been thinking such uncharitable thoughts about a man of the



cloth, especially onewho had just proved hisfaith against achalenge to which many would have
succumbed. .. but | was. If hed flown by five minutes later, I'd have had an easy trip to the freeway.
Getting snarled in traffic instead would have tried the patience of asaint.

| made it home much later than I'd intended, and in amuch fouler mood. These things happen. After a
bottle of e and a steak, my attitude improved agood dedl. | know what would improve it more, too: |
called Judy.

I'm so jedlous, I'm going to hit you the next time | seeyou,” she said when | told her I'd been involved in
using virtuous redlity to contact Erasmus. "We were just talking about that at the office today. The
consensusin the businessisthat it's the biggest advance in sorcerous technology since ectoplasmic
doning."

"I didn't think it was that important,” | said. Look at the ways having large numbers of identica
microimps has changed our lives. spellcheckers, telephones, ethernet sets, al sorts of things our
grandparents couldn't have imagined. Thinking of that much change happening again—and probably
happening faster, because it would be dlied to the developments that are aready in place—made my
head spin.

But Judy sad, "Oh, itis, David. Theworld will be adifferent place twenty years from now, because well
have figured out dl the thingswe can do in virtuousredlity. Think about it: what's the biggest problemin
sorcerous applications today ?!

"Ask meahard one," | answered. To accomplish everything people want to do these days, spellskeep
getting more and more complex, and errors creep in." Some of the errors are pretty ghastly, too, likethe
one at the Union Kobold worksin Indiaafew years back, where a Rakshawas mistakenly ordered to
turn out wood alcohol instead of the more friendly sort. Hundreds died from drinking it, and a couple of
thousand more were permanently blinded—all from one smal goof in trandating aspell from Latin into
Sanskrit so, the Hindu demon could understand it.

"You'reright, of course," Judy said, which took my mind off the contemplation of disaster. Just aswell,
too. She went on, "But think what will happen when any old mage can go into virtuous redity to develop
his sorcerous subroutines. Because of the nature of that space, the number of errors should drop way
down. Idedlly, it should fal to zero, but | think the fdlibility principleswill keep that from happening.
Stll—"

"I hadn't thought of it in thoseterms,” | admitted. "It just seemed a handy way to reach a spirit who'd
been too badly damaged to manifest himsdf in thisrough, rugged world." | thought about some of the
things the wizards had done to poor Erasmus. Judy didn't need to know about those.

Shesad, "I'mjust glad I’ ll have my master's and be out of the copy-editing and proofreading end of the
business soon. Mark my words, the accuracy breakthrough that will come with virtuousredlity isgoing to
throw alot of sharp people onto the Streets.”

"Change has away of doing that the more efficient the spells get, the more they do and the less anybody
needs actua people,” | said One of the reasons the Generd Movers plant in Van Nuysisgoing under is
that the Japanese have figured out away to power the looms that make their flying carpets by kamikazes
—divinewinds.

That does ook to be the way it'sgoing,” she said, "but what do we do with al the people who lose jobs?
Eventualy nobody will need people for anything, and then where will we be?!

The two answers that occur to me are bored and broke" | answered. "But those are for peoplein



genera. Peoplein particular—us, | mean—will be married. We may end up broke, but I don't think welll
be bored."

"No, not bored" she agreed "especidly not with children in the house.”

"Uh-huh," I said. | know children are usudly one of the things marriage is about. | even looked forward in
an abgiract sort of way, to being afather. But it didn't seem real to me; | had trouble imagining myself
giving ababy abath or hdping alittle girl with her subtraction problems.

Then | thought about the Corderos. They were nice lads who'd had every reason to expect anice,
normal baby. Instead they got Jesus, born without a soul. How were they handling it? How could |
handle something like that if it happened to me? The very ideawas nearly enough to put me off
parenthood for good.

"You till there? Judy asked when | didn't say anything for awhile. "Relax—it's not asif you're going to
have to start changing diapers tomorrow.” The woman can read me like one of the grimoires she proofs.
| suspect that, like them, I'll end up better for the editing, too.

Just to show her | had other things on my mind besdesimmediately turning into adaddy, | sad
"Something else interesting happened today—or at least | thought it was." | told her about the demon
gration outside the Confederad Building.

I’1l bet you thought it was interesting,” she said darkly. Women take a particular tone when they talk
about attractive competition that bothersthem. They take a different—but not very different—tone when
they talk about attractive competition that amuses them. Over the phone, | had atough timetelling which
one Judy was using. Shewent on, " See anything you liked in particular?’

"Well—" Theimage of the succubusin blue legped into my mind, asfully three-dimensiond asthelittle
demon had been hersdlf. "Asamatter of fact, yes." | did my best to sound sheepish, but | didn't know
how good my best was.

Judy left me hanging for a couple of seconds before she started to laugh. "Good," she said between
chuckles. "If you'd told me anything ese, I'd have figured you were lying—succubi are made to be
succulent, after dl. | wish I'd been there; | could have leered a some of the incubi. Watching isfun,
though | think men may be more apt to enjoy it than women."

"Maybe," | said. "It didn't seem to matter much to the traffic, though. Everybody was staring, men and
women both."

"Oh, God, | hadn't even thought about that It must have been awful." Commuting every day from Long
Beach upinto East A.C., Judy knows al about traffic tangles and loves them as much as anyone else
who hasto get on the freeway to go to work.

"It was worse than that" She laughed again when | told her how the strong-minded priest had foiled my
effort to escape down Veteran. Thinking back on it | decided it was funny, too. It certainly hadn't felt
funny why | was sitting on my carpet twiddling my thumbsfor an extratwenty minutes. " So how was
your day?' | asked.

"Certainly not asinteresting asyours,” she answered. "Very much the usua: looking at sheets of
parchment and making little marks on them in red It keeps me out of the baron's Paupers Home, but
past that it doesn't have awholelot to recommend it. | can't wait to finish my master's so somebody will
hire me to work on the theoretical side of sorcery.”



Then youll beworking in virtuousredity dl thetime, if it turnsout to be asimportant asyou think it will,"
| said.

[t will, and | will. Then I'll come home and we can be less than virtuous together.” Judy hesitated, just a
beat "But well be married, so I'll be virtuous after al. Hmm. I'm not sure |l like that."

"I think itl befine any whichway," | said. " And spesking—indirectly—of such things, do you want to
have dinner with me tomorrow night?"

"Indirectly indeed," she said "Sure, I'd loveto. Shall we go to that Hanese place near your flat again?'
"Sounds good to me. Y ou want to meet here after we get offwork?"

"All right,” Judy said "It' Il be good to seeyou. | loveyou.”

"Love you too, hon. See you tomorrow. "Bye."

Thinking of seeing Judy kept me going through amiserable Tuesday at the office. | did get some of the
small suff done. Lord the things that show up on an EPA man's desk sometimes! | got aletter froma
woman up in the high desert asking it the ashes of a coyote's flesh had the same anti-asthmeatic effect as
those of afox's flesh when drunk inwine and if o, whether she could set traps for the onesthat kept
trying to catch her cats. Just answering that one took a couple of hours of research and aphonecal to
the Chief Huntsman of the Barony of Angels (in case you're interested the answers are yes and she had
to buy atwenty-crown licensefirg, respectively).

The environmenta study on importing leprechauns, though, took alarge step backwards. | got avery
fancy-looking lega brief from an outfit that called itself Save Our Basin, which opposed dlowing the
Little People to establish themsalves here. SOB put forward the fear that, once we had leprechauns here,
al the Sidhe would henceforth pack up and move to Angels City. I'm condensing, but that'swhat the gist
of itwas.

Now on first glance this stuck me as one of the more idiotic environmental concerns|i'd seen lately. The
climate here, both literal and theological, isn't congenia to Powersfrom cool, moist Eire. But the Save
Our Basin folks had so many citationsin their brief—from the evocatio of Juno out of Vel and into
Rome to the establishment of the Virgin at Guada upe in what had been a purely Aztecan thecol ogy—that
| couldn't dismissit out of hand It would have to be countered, which meant more research, more
projections—and more delay. | wondered how long leprechauns could stay in hiberniation. | hoped it
wasalongtime,

| looked at the names on the | etterhead of the Save Our Basin parchment | didn't recognize any of them,
but somebody in that organization was one clever lawyer. Asfar as| could see, none of the citationsin
the brief was precisely anaogous to what would happen if we imported leprechaunsinto Angels City, but
they were dl close enough to being andogousthat | (and, again by andogy, our legd staff) couldn't
afford to ignore them. We'd have to examine every one of those instances, demonstrate that it was
irrdlevant and withstand challenges from Save Our Basin trying to establish that the instances werent
irrdlevant at dl.

Inaword, amess. | figured the best way was to tackle their citations chronologicaly, so | started
researching the Roman sack of Vell. | found out in ahurry that al the accounts of the sack are legendary,
some more S0 than others. Legends aretrickier to ded with than myths. Mythicad materid definitely has
theologica overtones; you know what the thaumaturgic content is. But in alegend you can't tell what's
from This Side and what from the Other. A lawyer's paradise, in other words.



I'm sure Save Our Basin did it on purpose, too. Not for thefirst timelately, | had thefeding | was
wading deeper into quicksand.

When quitting timefindly rolled around | breathed a heartfdt, "Thank God!" My spiritsimproved
consderably as| left behind the spirits1'd been wrestling with at work and did down to my carpet | was
looking forward to dinner with Judy, and to the rest of the evening being even more enjoyable than that.

On my way home, someonetried to kill me.
VII

Everything wasfinetill | got off the freeway a The Second Traffic, in fact had been alittle lighter than
usua, though on St James Freeway a rush hour alittle light than usua isn't the same aslight, or even
closetoit Still, | wasfeding pretty good about the world as | headed east up The Second toward my
fla.

| had to wait for crosstraffic at the corner of The Second and Anglewood Boulevard; asmall church was
being moved up Anglewood on top of acouple of extra-heavy-duty carpets. When at last it cleared the
intersection, | tried to start across fast but couldn't because the little old lady on the carpet in front of me
didn't. That probably saved my life, though | sent foul thoughts her way at thetime.

A carpet had been idling in the parking lot of the fried chicken place on the far sde of Anglewood. I'd
noticed it, and wondered what the two guys on it were thinking about Most likely nothing, was my
disparaging opinion; if they'd had any brains, they would have taken advantage of the holein traffic the
traveling church made and headed up The Second themselves.

They got moving fast enough after | went by. Too fadt, in fact—if a black-and-white carpet had been
anywhere nearby, they'd have picked up aticket just likethat | saw in my rear-view mirror that they
didn't seemto like theway | wasflying, either they zoomed up above meto pass. That would have
earned them another ticket from any constable who saw them.

| thought about sgnifying my opinion of the way they flew with an ancient fertility gesture, but | decided
not to. As've mentioned, Hawthorne is atough town, and people have been known to get shot or have
other unpleasant things happen to them on the flyways of Angels City. So | just did my best to pretend
the louts didn't exist asthey went up and over me.

Asthey did, though, one of them leaned out past the fringe of his carpet and dropped something down
onto mine. They sped away... and my carpet didn't want to fly any more.

| had time for one startled squawk and the first two words of the Shma before the carpet, suddenly just a
rug, hit the ground with athump that made me bite my tongue and left my backside bruised for the next
two weeks. If | hadn't been wearing my safety belt, if the carpet hadn't rolled up around me when | hit, or
if I'd been going faster, | don't care to think what might have happened.

Asthingswere, | wasn't badly hurt, but | had that weird sensation you get after an accident | was pretty
shaky, but | had amogt tota perception and recall of everything going on around me. Other carpets kept
flying by afew feet overhead, the people on them intent on their own business and not caring at all about
somebody who'd just had his carpet fail him.

But why had it failed?1 couldn't figure that out. Did it have something to do with whatever the punk had
dropped on my carpet? | looked around for that, trying to find out what it was. | didn't see anything on
the carpet itself, but something was stirring out on the weed-covered dirt just beyond the fringe.



| bent my head closer. The earth itsalf seemed to be writhing. For a second or two, | didn't understand
what | waslooking at. Then | did, and ice ran through me: it was atiny earth emental, busily digging
itself back into its proper home.

Fire and water are the opposing e ements we most commonly notice, but earth and air are opposites,
too. Matt Arnold had talked about sylph-esteem and sylph-discipline, but if those two guys had tossed
an earth elementa down onto my carpet, that was nothing short of sylph-abuse.

The elementa had gone now, though, back to its own proper home. | tried the starting spell. My carpet
lifted off the ground as smoothly asif nothing had ever been wrong with it Very carefully, looking every
which way as| went and wishing for eyesin the back of my head, | flew on home.

All theway there, | tried to make some sense out of what had happened, the way theologianswrestle
with God'swill. Wasit just acouple of hooligans out to have some sport with whoever drew the short
straw? That's the sort of random violence that gives Angels City flyways abad name, but thistimel
wished | could believeit | couldn', though.

Those two guys on that rug had been waiting for mein particular. I'd noticed them sitting afew feet off
the ground in the parking lot while the church dowly flew by on Angle-wood Boulevard If they'd wanted
to head up The Second, they'd had dl the time they needed to do it They'd just waited.

But why? Again, | didn't have much trouble coming up with an answer it had to have something to do
with the case of the toxic spell dump. | did my best to remember what the two punks had looked like. All
| could come up with was swarthy and dark-haired. They might have been Persans or Aztecians. They
might have been hired muscle, too: Isradlites, Druzes, Indians from the Confederation or from India, even
Hanese or Japanese. | hadn't got areal good look at then, and an awful lot of peoplein Angels City
match up to the description swarthy and dark-haired.

| cameto that dispirited conclusion about thetime | set my carpet down in its parking space back at my
block of flats. Somebody was going downstairs from his carpet as | was coming up from mine. He gave
me an odd look aswe passed on the stairs, but | didn't think anything of it past wondering what was
haunting him that afternoon.

Then | turned the knob to my own flat. Judy sat curled up on the couch in the front room, reading a book
on the Garuda Bird I'd picked up afew days before and hadn't got around to putting on ashelf yet What
Sarted out as her smile of welcome turned into something € se when her mouth sagged open in surprise.
"Good God, David, what happened to you?

A lot had happened to me, but | asked foolishly, "What do you mean, what happened?’

She sprang to her feet, grabbed me by the arm, and dragged me to the bathroom mirror asif | wasn't to
be trusted to do anything that required rationa thought on my own. "Look at yourself!" she commanded.

| mentally gpologized to the fellow who'd stared &t me whilel was coming up to my flat | looked like
someone who'd been French-kissed by avampire: streaks of blood ran from the corners of my mouth
and had dripped down onto my shirt Before | woreit again, I'd have to go visit Carlotta or somebody
elsewith avampster. All my clotheswere disheveled, asif 1'd been through a carpet crash in them.
Funny how that works, | thought vaguely.

"What happened?’ Judy said again.

So | told her, in asmuch detail as| remembered: pieces seemed blank, while others that happened only
moments later were there in incredible perfection—I could have described exactly how every tiny clod of



dirt wiggled and wavered asthe earth eementa pushed its was through them after it rolled off my carpet
| started to, until Judy's face told me that wasn't something she needed to hear.

"Y ou could have been killed," she said when | was through.

That wasthe generd idea," | said. If | hadn't been wearing my safety belt, or evenif 1'd been going faster
when they dropped the elemental on me—" | didn't care to think about that, much lesstalk about it |
turned on the cold water, splashed it onto my face. That, and then burying my head in atowel to dry off,
gave me an excuse not to talk for acouple of minutes.

Then | tried to unbutton my shirt. That waswhen | discovered how bad my hands were shaking: | had a
dreadful time making my fingers hold onto the smooath little buttons. After watching me struggle with the
first two, Judy took over. Asin everything she did, she was quick and deft and capable.

Thefed of her fingersfluttering against my chest inflamed me asif sheld turned into a succubus. I've
heard that living through a battle makes you horny. | didn't know about that, not firsthand; | hadn't been
inafight, let doneabattle, ancel got out of primary school. But by the time Judy got to the last button, |
couldn't wait any more. | grabbed her and kissed her—not quite as consumingly as1'd had in mind,
because my tongue was till sore.

"Well," she said when she came up for air. Before she could say anything ese, | kissed her again. "Waell,"
she repeated aminute or so later, and this time she managed to go on: "Itsagood thing | drank the cup
of rootswhen | got hereingtead of waiting till after dinner.”

It turned out to be avery good thing: for the next half hour or so, | forgot al about what had happened
on The Second. The only problem with making love to put aside your problemsisthat they're fill there
when it's over. Sitting up on the bed afterwards, | said, " ou'd better be careful, too, honey. Y ou've
gotten yoursdlf involved in this case. If they come after me—whoever they are—they're liable to come
after you, too."

That'snon—" But it wasn't nonsense, and Judy must have known it, because she didn't finish the
sentence. She sat up beside me. Her nod made her jiggle most pleasantly, but her voice was serious as
shereplied, "What have we gotten oursalves into here?’

| thought about Charlie Kelly and Henry Legion. "'l don't know," | said grimly, "but I'm going to find out."

Dinner at the Hanese place was good In fact, dinner was probably wonderful, but we were both too
distracted to enjoy it as much as we should have—and, not meaning to be crude, my rear end hurt. And
when we flew to the restaurant and then back again, | kept looking over my shoulder, wondering who
was behind us... and why. | dmast jumped out of my skin when a carpet zipped by closer than it should
have, but it was just a couple of teenage lads with more machismo than brains.

When we got back to my flat—safe, sound, and overfed—Judy said, | want you to do something for
me." Like some people you may know, Judy has a Serious Voice. Shewas using it now.

"What isit?" | asked.

She said, "Before we went out, you said | should be careful from now on. Well, you should, too. | want
you to start doing what they do in thethrillers: leave for work afew minutes early one day, then afew
minutes |ate the next Don't get onto the freeway at The Second every morning, or off it there every night
The samefor Wilshire at the other end of your commute. Don't make yourself an easier target | mean.”

| started to laugh, to tell her that was dl silly stuff. But it didn't seem silly, not after those guys had tried to



domein. "Okay," | said and found mysdf nodding. ™Y ou do the same.”
" will," she promised.

| wondered if we ought to stop seeing each other for awhile. If sheld said she wanted to do that, |
wouldn't have let out apeep. But | didn't suggest it mysalf. Maybe that was sdlfish of me. In feet, I'm sure
it was, alittle. But the main reason | didn't wasthat | was pretty sure she wasin too degp to turninvisible
0 eadly.

"Do you want to stay the night or do you think you'd be safer going home now?' | asked her.

"I'd intended to stay," she said "'l stuck achange of clothesin your closet” She did some very vishble
thinking. "If they're interested in me—whoever they are—they haw to know where| live. They could be
waiting for methere aswell ashere. I'll gay." She made aface. "Oh, | don't likethisl Having to think
about everything before you do it—isit safe?Isit risky? | don't likeit at al.”

"Menether,” | said "But I'm glad you're staying. | wasn't what you'd call keen on being here by mysdf. |
think 1'd probably wake up every time a cat screeched or adog barked." Was that selfish? Well, yes,
probably. It was aso very true.

| did something else then: | went into the hall closet, took out my blasting rod, and put it under the bed
wherel could get at it in ahurry. Judy watched without saying aword, but nodded soberly when | was
done.

Judy and | woke up once in the middle of the night with ahorrible start when the sylphsin somebody's
carpet sarted screaming because the anti-theft geas was violated—or maybe because they thought it
was, or maybe for no reason in particular. Y ou never can tdll with spirits of the air. Their nocturna
screams are asound you hear fairly often in Angels City or any other good-sized town, generaly when
you least want to. At last whoever owned the carpet went down there and made them shut up, or maybe
thethief flew away onit. Anyway, quiet returned.

"Jesus,” Judy sad.

"Or Somebody," | agreed We both settled down and tried to go back to deep. It took me along time,
and by the way Judy was breathing, she had as much trouble as | did. What had happened to me | eft
both of usjumpy.

The horological demon in the darm clock 1'd bought at the swap meet caterwauled to get usup alittle
past six. The noise it made was so awful, | figured the Siamese exported its kind so they wouldn't have to
listen to 'em. But at least it had the courtesy not to laugh as Judy and | woke up and untangled—wed
drifted together after wefinally drifted back off, and were sort of deeping al over each other.

Shower, shave (for me), dress, breakfast, coffee. We'd spent the night at each other's flats often enough
that we had aroutine for it What wasn't routine was the way | walked Judy out to her carpet, looked

around to make sure nobody was lurking nearby, and watched till she was out of sight Then | went back
to the garage, gave my own carpet a careful once-over before | got onto it, and finally headed for work.

| got there unscathed, shut the door to my office, and got on the phone. The first person | called was
Legate Kawaguchi. He heard me out, then asked, "This occurred where? On The Second past
Anglewood, you said?'

Thet'sright”

"Thislocation, unfortunately, is not within the jurisdiction of the Angels City Congtabulary Department,



Inspector Fisher. | suggest you contact the Hawthorne constables and report it to them.”

So | did, feding foolish. People dways say "Angeles City" or "A.C.," but the metropolitan areahaslots
of other municipdities, somelarge like Long Beach, others minuscule, but dl of them jealoudy hanging
onto as much autonomy as they can. The Hawthorne constables took my report and promised they'd
look into it but | didn't have any grest faith in the promise. Unlike Kawaguchi, they had no fed for the
kind of casein which I'd gotten myself involved. The decurion &t the other end of the line asked if my
flying could have angered the two men who dropped the earth elemental on my carpet. He wanted to
keep thingsinsde asmple framework.

When | findly got off thelinethere, | cdled CharlieKdly in D.S.C. | listened to theimp at thefar end
squawk. It sounded very far away. | know you're going to tell me that's nonsense: thanksto the ether, no
two points are more distant than any other two. | don't care; I'm telling you what | heard.

CharlesKdly, Environmenta Perfection Agency.” Took him long enough to answer his bloody
telephone, | thought.

"Good morning, Charlie)" | said; it was till morning back in D.SC., with half an hour to spare. Thisis
David Fisher, out in Angels City. A couple of men tried to kill melast night Charlie. Asfar as| cantell,
the only reason anybody would want to do that isthe toxic spell dump case I'm working on—your toxic
spell dump case. Don't you think it's about time you gave me the gospd truth, Charlie?”

"David, |I—" There was along, long silence on the other end, then atiny sound, and then more silence.
Even though it was reproduced through two phoneimps, | recognized the sound: it was a handset, going
gently back into its cradle. Charlie had hung up on me.

| didn't believe—no, | didn't want to believe—what that meant. Maybe, | told myself, Charlied had
somebody important walk in and he'd get back to me later. Back in D.SC., there were lots of important
people, and even more who thought they were. | fooled with the parchment on my desk for fifteen
minutes, then called back.

The phone squawked even longer than it had before. Finally | got an answer: "Environmental Perfection
Agency, Melody Trudeau spesking.” It was awoman'svoice, dl right, not the gravelly tones that made
Charlieidentifiablein spite of phoneimps.

"Mistress Trudeau, thisis David Fisher, from the Angels City EPA office. I'm looking for CharlieKelly. |
was on the phone with him alittle while ago, and we got cut off." That was more than giving him the
benfit of the doubt, but | till thought | might aswell.

Then Mdody Trudesu said, "I'm sorry, Mr. Fisher, but Mr. Kdlly |eft for the day about fifteen minutes
ago. Would you like me to take down a message for him?"

The kind of message | wanted to give him, | couldn't send over the phone. | said, "No, that'sdl right;
thank you for asking," and hung up.

After that | just stared at the phone for about five minutes. | needed that long for what had happened to
soak in. Asfar as| could tell, Charlie Kelly had told me he didn't give adamn whether | lived or died. |
know the Confederation has been only remotely feudal since not long after we broke away from England,
but | il thought supervisors owed subordinates something in the way of loyalty, especidly when they
were the oneswho'd got their subordinatesinto the messin thefirst place. Go ahead, cal me naive,

| started to go up front and dump my troubles on Bea, but stopped about two steps away from my door.
What was | supposed to tell her?"I'm sorry, boss, but | may not be in tomorrow because someone will



have murdered me"? That didn't do the job, and what point complaining to her about Charlie Kelly? She
couldn't do anything; she wasjunior to Charlie, too. Sheld think he was contemptible, sure, but | aready
thought he was contemptible.

| stood there, halfway between my desk and the door, getting madder by the second. Then | turned
around and stomped back to my chair. If Charlie wouldn't listen to me, Henry Legion would.

Seemslogical, right? Getting hold of the Cl spook wasn't as easy as| thought it was going to be. Centra
Intelligence wasn't in the D.St.C. telephone directory, apparently on the assumption that if you couldn't
figure out how to reach them, you redly didn't need to talk to them.

After I'd scratched my head for aminute or two, | called Saul Klein. He works for the Confederal
Bureau of Investigation; his offices are a couple of floors above mine. I'd gotten to know him on the
elevator and in the cafeteria. He's agood enough fellow. When he answered the phone, | said, " Saul?
How areyou? Thisis Dave Fisher down inthe EPA. Can | pick your brain for aminute?"

"Sure, Dave," he answered "What's up?"
"Y ou know those little musical spritesthey import from Alemania?’
"Theminisngers? Sure. What about 'em?”’

"I've heard some peopl e express concern that they don't just learn new songs while they're here—that
they might be picking up other thingswhich could be useful for Alemanicintelligence.” Asfar as| knew,
there was nothing to that Minisingers aren't S000ks; you just take 'em to your lieder and turn 'em loose.
A lot of taverns have them for background music, thingslike that But my madness had method to it
Ingenuous as al get out, | asked, "Would that be CBI business, Saul?'

"Intelligence by foreign Powers? No, we don't touch that, Dave. Y ou need to talk to Centra Intelligence
back at the capitd,” he said.

"Thanks. Do you happen to have their number?”

"Sure. I'vegot it right here," he said, and gave it to me. | wrote it down, thanked him again, and made my
phone call. Sometimes the indirect approach is best.

Oncel was actudly talking with ared rive human being (or so | presumed—you never can tell with Cl),
things went better. | got connected to Henry Legion raster than I'd ever been transferred before.

"Good day, Inspector Fisher," the Cl spook said. His phone voice sounded more like hisrea voice than
any natural person's. | wondered if that was because he, like the phone imps, was a creature of the Other
Side, so they could pick up the essence of hisvoice aswell aswhat he said. While | was wondering, he
went on, "1 thought | might hear from you again, but not so soon asthis. What isthe occasion of the cal?*

"Somebody tried to kill melast night,” | answered bluntly. The only reason | can think of for anybody
wanting to do that isthe toxic spell dump case. | want to get to the bottom of that, and you're the only
channd | have now."

No denying Henry Legion was sharp; he pounced on that last word like alycanthrope leaping onto a
roast of beef. "Now?" he said. "Y ou previoudy had another source of information who has become
inaccessibleto you?'

"Inaccessibleisjust theword.” | know | sounded bitter; I'd thought Charlie Kelly was afriend—oh, not a
close friend, but somebody who wouldn't let me down if things got tough. HEd shown me what that



notion wasworth, though. Well, my loyalty to him stopped at the point where it wasliable to get me
killed. | told the spook, "Y ou asked how | got wind of the danger of a Third Sorcerous War?'

"Yes?' Acrossthree thousand miles, | could visuaize his ectoplasmic ears springing to attention.

"Waitaminute," | said. "Before| tdll you, | want your promise that you'll let me know what's going on.
Everybody keeps saying that the more | know, the more dangerousit'll befor me. | can't think of
anything alot more dangerous than getting killed.”

"I can," Henry Legion said. Maybe he redlly could; maybe he wasjust trying to scare me. But | was past
being scared of—or by—phantoms, and didn't answer. After a couple of silent seconds, the spook took
another tack: "Why should you believe any promise | make? | am of the Other Side, and have no soul to
Stake on an oath.”

"Promise on your pridein your ownwitsand I'll believeyou,” | told him.

Another telephone pause. When it was done, Legion said, "Y ou're not the least clever mortal with whom
| have dedlt Let it be asyou say. By my pridein my wits, Ingpector Fisher, | shdl tell you what | know in
exchange for your information—on condition that the secret go no farther than you."

"Uh," | said. | couldn't think of a condition better calculated to make Judy want to wring my neck. "My
fiancéeisdso involved in this case, and has been just about from the start She knows about the threst of
the Third Sorcerous War. | can't promise not to tell her, but she doesn't blab."”

Henry Legion let out along sgh. "Sexudity,” he said, asif hewere cursing. "Very well, Ingpector Fisher,
| agreeto your proposed amendment provided she agreesto tell no one. Now speak, and withhold
nothing."

So | spoke. | told him about Charlie Kelly, and about the bird Charlie kept being too coy to name. And |
told him what Charlie had said about the risk of war—and about how Charlie had hung up on me and
bugged out of hisoffice.

"Ah, Mr. Kely," the spook said. "Matters become less murky."
"Not to me, they don't” | told him.

"Although of low rank himsdlf* (Charlie was severd notches above me, but | |et that go) "your Mr. Kdly
iswell-connected palitically,” Henry Legion said "Heisthe close friend and familiar—I use theword
amogt in the thaumaturgical sense—of a Cabinet subminister whose name | prefer not to divulge but
who, | think, islike to be the source of his, ah, sengtive information. That matter can be—and shall
be—rectified | assureyou.”

| didn't carefor the way he said rectified. | wondered if the anonymous Cabinet subminister was about
to have the fear of an angry God put into him... or if hed have to suffer what they call an unfortunate
accident. But that, for me, wasasideissue. | said, "'l told you what | know. Now you keep your end of
the bargain.”

At that point, much too late, | wondered how | was supposed to make him keep the bargain if he didn't
fed likeit. But he said, "Perhaps this conversation would be better continued face to face rather than
through the ether. Y ou are on the seventh floor of the Westwood Confedera Building, isthat not
correct?'

"That'sright,” | agreed.



"Hang up the phone, then. | shal seeyou shortly.”

| dutifully hung up. Sure enough, a couple of secondslater Henry Legion materidized in my office—or
rather, the top haf of him did the floor cut him off a what would have been hisbelly button if spooks had
belly buttons. The soundproofing in the Confederal Building is pretty good, but | heard the woman in the
officeright below melet out astartled squed, so | presume Henry's legs end popped into being just
below her caling.

The spook peered down at himself. Helooked mitily annoyed, then said, "A three-foot error on a
crosscountry journey isn't bad. It'snot asif | were materia." He sounded like someone trying to convince
himsdf and not having much luck. He pulled himsdf up through the floor so his ectoplasmic wing-tips
rested on the carpet.

It's a good thing he's not material, | thought. Two different sets of matter aren't designed to occupy the
same space at the sametime. Thelikeliest result of that would have been one big bang.

Once hewasdl in the room with me, hisdignity recovered in ahurry. He draped himsdlf over achair,
gave meanod, and said, "By my pridein my own wits, David Fisher, | shal tell youwhat | can. Ask
your questions.”

Hiswitswere gill working pretty well, | noticed if | didn’t come up with the right questions, | wouldn't
find out what | needed to know. Well, firgt thingsfirst: "Who'strying to kill me?

Henry Legion'sindigtinct features distinctly frowned.

"Without further information, | cannot answer that with any more assurance than you possess yourself. |
redizeit isof the essenceto you, but | trust you will understand it isnot my primary concern.”

"Yeah," | sad grudgingly. Understanding didn't mean | had to likeit | tried something ese If thereis,
God forbid, a Third Sorcerous War, who's going to be in it? And whose side will we be on?"

"God forbid indeed,” the spook said "Asfor who would begin the fighting if war came, again | cannot say
with any certainty. The Confederation's place would depend on the patterns of other belligerents, asyou
may know, some of our aliance systems overlap others.”

"Asamatter of fact, | do know that" | was getting angry. "1 aso know that | gave you straight answers
and you're giving methe runaround | don't call that afair exchange." | didn't know what | could do about
that, unfortunately. If Henry Legion didn't fed like answering questions, al he had to do was disappear
and ignore my phone cals from then on out.

But he didn't disappear. He held up atransparent but placating hand. Before he could say anything, Rose
tapped on the door, then opened it and stuck her nose into my office. I'm sorry, Dave," she said quickly.
"l didn't redlize you had someonein here." Then she got agood look at Henry Legion. Her eyes widened
as sheredized what sort of someone he was. But she closed the door and went away anyhow. Roseisa
wonderful secretary.

"Y ou were saying—"| prompted the spook.

"So | was," Henry Legion agreed "1 do gpologize for appearing evasive, but the matter is more complex
than most mortas, even thosein high places, fully grasp. The turmoil that has marked this century—and
that may yet precipitate the Third Sorcerous War—nhas roots that go back hundreds of years. Itisan
outcome of afundamental shift in the balance of Powersthat occurred with and asaresult of the
European expans on which began haf amillennium ago.”



"l dofollow you," | said "Remember whereyou are: thisisthe EPA. One of the things I'm working on
that has nothing to do with the toxic spell dump case is whether the Chumash Indian Powers have gone
extinct inthe past few years.”

Thisisatrivia example of the phenomenon to which | refer,” the spook said. " Powers have been
reduced and displaced and others magnified on a scale unseen since the diminution and near-destruction
of the Greco-Roman pagan deities and the rise of Christianity. And that impacted only Europe, North
Africa, and western Asia; thisisworldwide in scope. To give you some notion of what | mean, consider
that Sarganatas and Nebiros, the one brigadier-major, the other field-marshal and inspector-general of
the Judeo-Christian Descending Hierarchy, have for severa centuries made their residence herein the
Americas”

"| grant that they're wickeder than Huitzilopochtli, but are they any nastier?' | asked. The Aztecian
war-god wasn't evil in and of himself the way the demon princes were, but his proper food was blood.
My stomach twisted when | thought about the flayed human skin in the potion Cuauhtemoc Hernandez
had sold to Lupe Cordero.

But Henry Legion said, that isnot the point. The point isthat Huitzilopochtli has been displaced, and
naturaly resentsit. The sameistrue of most of the indigenous Powers of the Americas, of Polynesia, of
Augtrdia. The Mudim expans on through the Southern 19 es has reduced the range of the Hindu Powers,
who gill have their enormous Indian belief base upon which to draw. Ukrainian and Spainish conquests,
on the other hand, have cut into the sphere where jinni and ghouls and other Mudlim Powers can roam at
will. And the horror that was Alemaniatwo generations ago shows Christendom isnt immuneto
theological dissgter, either.”

"What you'retdling meisthat the wholeworld isgoing to hdll," | said dowly. | wondered whether | was
exaggerating for conversationd effect or being perfectly literd.

"Centra Intelligence prognogtications put the probability of that outcome as less than ten percent in the
next decade," Henry Legion said, hisvoiceinhumanly cam. "A year ago, however, that same probability
was assessed at |ess than three percent. Whether fully Judeo-Christian or not, Inspector Fisher, trouble
is brewing beneath the orderly surface of our existence.”

Since I'd had the door closed al morning, my office waswarm and rather stuffy. | shivered even so.
"Okay," | said. Theréstrouble. What doesit have to do with the Devonshire toxic spell dump?”’

"Asfor aprecise answer, | can only speculate,” Henry Legion replied. "But consider this: the spell
resdues stored at mat Site are the worst and most potent yet devised. If they are leaking into the wider
environment, they draw attention to the dump. That attention isliable to be extremey unwelcomeiif
something undocumented but deadly is being disposed of at the Devonshire dump.”

All a once, | remembered the Nothing I'd seen walking the path from the dump entranceto Tony
Sudakis office. | never had got around to asking him what that was. | hadn't called him Tuesday,
e'ther—too many other things going on.

"Have you any further questions?' Henry Legion asked.

"Yeah, | do," | said. "Okay, you don't know for sure which Powers or humans might touch off the Third
Sorcerous War. Y ou must have suspects, though. 1sn't that what Centra Intelligence isfor—to be
uspicious?'

"Asamatter of fact, yes," the spook answered. " Suspects, you say? In order of probability, they are
Perga, Aztetia, the Ukraine, and India."



That didn't help me much. Some sort of Persian connection seemed the most likely cause of trouble at the
Devonshire dump, too, at least judging by what had happened to Erasmus, while | couldn't rule out the
Aztecans, ether, not with Huitzilopochtlism on theloose and thetrail that had led me to poor soulless
Jesus Cordero.

For that matter, | couldn't rule out the Powers of India, either, which meant Lola and the other aerospace
firmswere still suspects. Along with the cow, Erasmus had been tormented by sorcerous serpents, and
the Garuda Bird isagreat foe of such.

Complications, complications... | remembered that other serpent 1'd seen, the one in the Garden of
virtuous redlity who hadn't had to crawl around on hisbelly. If the modd for that serpent had behaved
himsalf better, the world would be amore peaceful place today.

| said, "What you'retelling meisthat you don't know who's trying to kill me or who wantsto start the
war, but you want to use meto help you find out.”

In essence, yes," Henry Legion said "Keeping you alive while the investigation proceeds would aso be
desrable.”

Tome even morethan to you," | assured him. The situation reminded me of an old riddle: how do you
know when there are pixies around? The answer is, when you get pixilated. | never had found that riddle
very funny. It was alot less so now, when it was more like finding out who wastrying to kill me by what
happened when they did it.

Someone tapped on the door, then opened it Rose again. She said quietly, "When | saw you had an
important guest, David, | arranged for my phoneimp to cover yours. Here's amessage for you."
Nodding as politely to Henry Legion asif she couldn't see through him, she went back outside again.

The spook said, "We here at Centrd Intelligence—and at other nations equivalent services, | assure
you—are generdly less than ddighted when an amateur like yourself gets stuck between the lines of the
cantrip, S0 to speak: not only because of the danger to which you are exposed but also on account of
your unpredictability, which may set off other unpredictable acts at ajuncture when unpredictable acts
have the potentia to bring on what may for all practical purposes be Armageddon.”

If Henry Legion had been ahuman being, he couldn't possible have said dl that on one bregth. Asit was,
Charlie Kdly had in essence told me the same thing. But Charlie had bugged out on me, whilethe Cl
spook was still on my side—I hoped.

"What do you suggest | do next?' | asked him.

"ACarry on with your life and work asnormally asyou can," he answered. "If fateiskind—awaysan
interesting question—you will eventualy be able to work your way out of the center of interest you now
occupy.”

"Andif fateisnt?' | sad.

A human being, even one who worked for Centra Intelligence, probably would have given me asoothing
answer back. Henry Legion didn't. If fateis unkind, Ingpector Fisher, you will bekilled. If fateisvery
unkind, the world will go with you. As | said before, the baance of Powers has been upset for along
time. Megasalamanders may be the least we have to worry about”

That much pessimism rocked me. "But amegasalamander can dag awhole city—" | felt absurd the
second the words were out of my mourn. Was | bragging of how destructive our ultimate weapons were



or complaining they weren't destructive enough?

"Y es, Inspector Legion, but athough megasalamanders are of the Other Side, the devastation they create
isconfined to the materid," Henry Legion said implacably. "Further, they do not launch themsealves, but
travel when and were ordered by the mages who control them. If the Powers seek to redress the balance
on their own—"

He demateridized then, leaving me an empty office and cold dread in my middle. That's the trouble about
arguing with aspook: if he wantsit he can have the last word. Thistime, though, | think he would have
had it even if hed stayed around.

| thought about what he'd just said. Suppose dl the Powers that had seen their domains shrink over the
past five hundred years or so got together and struck back at the Ones that had dispossessed them. A
man mad for revengeisliable to take it no matter what it costs him and those he loves. If the Powers
acted the same way, then heaven help the people over abig part of the globe... except it would more
likely be hell on earth.

No wonder Henry Legion couldn't work up much concern about whether | individualy lived or died. Ina
way, it didn't seem that important to me any more, either. But only in away.

| stared down at my desk, trying to get back from contemplating Armageddon to doing my job. My eye
fell on the note Rose had comein to give me. The message, | saw, was from Legate Kawaguchi. It said
initsentirety, The feather isfrom a specimen of PHAROMACHRUS MOCINNO." It was written just
like that; Rose had printed the forma namein block capitals so | couldn't possible misread it
Undoubtedly she/d had Kawaguchi giveit to her |etter by letter so she wouldn't get it wrong, too. Roseis
agueen among Secretaries.

Only onetrouble: | hadn't the dightest notion what a Pharomachrus mocinno was. | called Kawaguchi
back, but | didn't get him. He'd gone into the field—something horrible and gruesome had just broken.
The centurion who took my call sounded so harassed that | didn't have the nerve to ask him whether he
knew what kind of bird Kawaguchi had meant.

| went and checked our own reference library: not al environmenta issuesinvolve the Other Sde. We
had books about birdsthat dwell in the Barony of Angels. Pharomachrus mocinno wasn't one. A little
information, but not much. | made amenta note to ask Kawaguchi about it the next time | talked with
him, then went back to work.

A good rule I've devel oped and don't follow enough is when in doubt, make a list. Writing things down
forcesyou to think about what's important to you. It works so well, it'salmost magic. Thefirst writing, |
suspect, redly was magic-magic againg forgetting. It ftill servesthat roleif you giveit haf achance.

So | wrote. When | was done, the top of thelist looked likethis:

A. Checking around the Devonshire toxic spell dump.

B. Bakhtiar's Precision Burins.

C. The Chumash Powers.

D. Importing leprechauns.

E. Chocolate Weasdl

Everything below E, | figured, could wait. Most of the bottom of the list was day-to-day stuff whereit



didn't really matter whether the day was today, tomorrow, or next Tuesday. Some of the other items, like
what had caused Jesus Cordero to be born apsychic, were important in and of themsealves, but were also
linked to high-priority items.

| also noticed | didn't redly have fiveitems up at the top: | had two. Getting to Bakhtiars Precision Burins
and Chocolate Weasdl sprang from trying to get to the bottom of what was going on at the Devonshire
dump, and of course the Chumash Powers study and the one on leprechauns were dmost incestuoudy
intertwined.

Armed with my list, | did go up front to see Bea. | wanted to get her approva onit so | could carry on
with aclear conscience and without having to worry about unexpected thunderbolts from her. Rose
waved me through into her sanctum; for awonder, Beawasn't on the phone and she didn't have anybody
in there with her.

"Good morning, David," she said One eyebrow went up. "I hear you've been spending time with some
high-powered company. I'm very impressed.”

| wasn't surprised Rose had told her, a secretary is supposed to keep adivision head informed about
what people are doing. And besides, even aqueen of secretariesis entitled to alittle gossip.

But if Beaknew about Henry, | could take advantage of it even though | wished I'd never met the Cl
spook. | said, The Devonshire dump case seemsto be turning into anational security affair. That'swhy
I've put it at the top of my to-do list.” | shoved the parchment across the desk at her.

Shelooked at it, shelooked at me, she shook her head dowly back and forth acouple of times. In that
church-choir voice of hers, she said, "David, why do | get the feding the main reason you're showing me
thislististo get my gpprova in advance for what you intend to do anyway?"

With some bosses, wide-eyed innocence would have been the best approach: Me? | can't imagine
what you're talking about. Try that with Beaand she'd rap your knuckles with aruler, maybe
metaphoricaly, maybenot | said, "Youreright. But | redly think these are the thingsthat need doing. I'll
handle as much of the rest of the Stuff as| can, but I'm not going to worry if | get behind on it while I'm
settling the big things.” If 1'd had to, I'd have told her about Charlie Kdly then. That would have shown
her | wasn't taking the spell dump case too serioudly.

But shelooked at me again, nodded as dowly as sheld shaken her head before. "David, part of being a
good manager isgiving your people their heads and letting them run with their projects. I'm going to do
that with you now. But another part of being agood manager is|etting people know you're not hereto be
taken advantage of." understand,” | said And | did- if these cases turned out to be inconsequentid, or if
they were important and | botched them, sheld rack mefor it. That wasfirm, but it wasfair. Beaisa
good manager, eveniif | do hate staff meetings.

"All right, David" she said with afaint sgh. Thank you."

Rose gave me acuriouslook as| emerged from Beas office. | flashed athumbs-up, then waggled it a
little to show | wasn't sure everything would fly on angels wings. She made silent clgpping motionsto
congratulate me. "Oh, David what was that bird the constabulary legate called you about?' she asked

"Asamatter of fact, | dill don't know mysdlf,” | said "l went to the reference center to look it up, but |
couldn't find it there. That meansit’snot local, whatever itis. I'll call Kawaguchi back this afternoon and
find out I'll let you know as soon as| do." One way to keep a secretary happy isnot to hold out on her.

| went back to my office, dug through my notes, found the phone number for Bakhtiars Precision Burins,



and caled. Theway my luck had been running, | figured athunderbolt would probably smitethe
Confederad Building just as| made the connection.

And | was close. The phone at the other end had just begun to squawk when alittle earthquake rattled
the building. | sat there waiting, wondering the way you adways do whether the little earthquake would
turninto abig one. It didn't in afew seconds, the rattling stopped Along with (I'm sure) severd million
other people, | breathed a prayer of thanksgiving.

The secretary for Bakhtiars Precison Burinsand | spent alittle while going "Did you fed that?" and |
suredid” back and forth at each other before | confirmed my appointment and hung up. Then | got back
on the phone—thismorning I'd used it as much as Bea usudly does—and called Tony Sudakis.

"Hello, Dave," he said | was wondering when I'd hear from you again. Thought maybe my filefell behind
your desk or something." He laughed to show | wasn't supposed to take him serioudy.

| laughed too, to show | didn’'t "No such luck,” | told him. "Thisisjust to let you know that we will be
doing a sorcerous decontamination check of the area around your Site as soon as we can get the
apparatus together.”

"| appreciate the courtesy of the call, Inspector,” he answered dowly—I wasn't Dave any more. "l have
to tdll you, though, we still deny any contamination. Y ou'll need a show-cause order before you can Start
anything likethat, and well fight it."

| know," | said. "When your legd staff asksyou, tell them the caseis under the jurisdiction of Judge
Ruhollah"—I spelled it for him—"snce he granted methe origina search warrant” If the EPA couldn't get
ashow-cause order out of Maximum Ruhollah, | figured it wastime for usto fold our tents and head off
into the desert.

"Judge Ruhallah," Sudakis repeated. "I'll passit dong. "Bye." | didn't think he knew about Ruhollah. But
the consortium's lawyers woul d.

| moved parchments from one pile to another on my desk, caled L egate Kawaguchi again and found out
he was dill at the crime scene, then ate arubberized hamburger at the cafeteria | washed it down with a
cup of hot black mud, did down the parking lot, and headed up into &t Ferdinand's Valley again.

Normaly | wouldn't go up thereten timesayear. I'd been doing it so often lately that | was starting to
memorize thefreeway exits. | got off a White Oak and flew north toward Bakhtiar's Precison Burins.
Ontheway, | passed a church dedicated to St Andrew: actualy, to San Andresas, because it was an
Aztecan neighborhood. A line of penitentswasfiling in. | wondered why; St Andrew's feast day isn't until
November.

Then | remembered the morning's earthquake. No doubt they were calling on the saint to keep more and
worse from happening. Their chants rang so loud and sincere, they made me sure that if another
earthquake did strike, it wouldn't be San Andress faullt.

| flew into the parking lot behind Bakhtiars Precision Burins acouple of minutes early. The building that
housed the outfit was four times the size of Sow Jinn Fizz's fancy establishment on Venture Boulevard,
and probably cost about afourth as much to rent It had the virtue of absolute plainness—one more
indudtrid building in anindudtria part of town.

The receptionist who greeted me was about a fourth as decorative as the one at Slow Jinn Fizz, too. So it
goes. But she was friendly enough, or maybe more than friendly enough. "Oh, you're Ingpector Fisher,"
she said when | showed her my EPA sgil. "Did the earth move for you, too?" She giggled.



| didn't know what to make of that If I'd been unattached, | might have been more interested in finding
out Asit was, | figured the best thing to do waslet it done, so| did | said, "IsMr. Bakhtiar freeto see
me?'

"Just aminute, I'll check." She picked up the handset of the phone. Bakhtiars Precision Burinswasn't in
the high-rent digtrict, but it used dl the latest sorceware. The silencing spell on the phone was so good
that | couldn't hear aword the receptionist said till she hung up. "He says he can give you forty-five
minutes at the most Will that bedl right?*

Thanks. It should befine, Mistress Mendoza,” | answered, reading the name plate on her desk:
CYNTHIA MENDOZA.

"Cdl me Cyndi," she said. "Everybody does. Here, come on with me. | haveto let you into the back of
the shop because of the security system.”

| followed her back down the hall. Bakhtiars doorway wasn't hermetically seded; asl've said, only redly
big firms and governments can afford that much security. But he did have an darmed door if anybody
who wasn't authorized touched the doorknob, it would yell bloody murder.

Cyndi Mendozatook the knob in her hand and chanted softly from the Book of Proverbs. " 'She crieth at
the gates, at the entrance of the city, at the coming of the doors," and then from the Song of Solomon: ™ |
rose up to open to my beloved | opened to my beloved.” The knob turned in her hand She waved me

through ahead of her, then murmured something else to the door to propitiate it for having let me through.

"Do you know," she said as she led me through the burin works to Bakhtiar’ s office, "the same charm
that persuades the darmed door to open peaceably is aso used sometimes as a seduction spel 1 ?

"Isthat afact?' | said, though it didn't surprise me: nothing in the Judeo-Chrigtian tradition blends
sensudity and mystic power like the Song of Solomon.

She nodded. It doesn't get tried as often asit used to, though—it only works on virgins." This brought
forthmeregiggles.

She couldn't have made it more obvious she was interested in me if sheld run up aflag. A man dways
findsthat flattering, but | wasn't interested back. | said, "Isthat afact?' again. Its one of the few things
you can safely say under any circumstances, because it doesn't mean athing.

"Wdll, herewe are," Cyndi said stopping in front of adoor that had ISHAQ BAKHTIAR,
MARGRAVE painted on it in black |etters edged with gilt She tapped on the door—which mustn't have
been alarmed sinceit didn't scream—then headed back toward her own desk. I'm afraid she gave me a
dirty look as shewent by.

Ishaq Bakhtiar opened his own door, waved for meto comein. He didn't look like a corporate
margrave; he looked—and dressed—Iike aworking journeyman wizard By stereotype, Persanscomein
two varieties, short and round or long and angular. Ramzan Durani of Slow Jnn Fizz had been of thefirst
sort Bakhtiar exemplified the second Everything about him was verticd lines: thin armsand legs, hishig,
not quite straight nose and the creases to either side of it, the beard worn short on the cheeks and long on
the chin that made his face seem even narrower than it was.

Like Ramzan Durani, he wore awhite lab robe. Unlike Durani's, hisdidn't give theimpresson of being
something he put on to impress visitors. It wasn't what you'd cal shabby, but it had been washed a good
many times and still bore feint stains that 1ooked like old blood and herbal juices.



When we clasped hands, his engulfed mine—and I'm not asmall man, nor one with short fingers. Buit if
he hadn't gone into sorcery, he would have made a master harpsichordist; those spidery fingers of his
seemed to reach hafway up my arm.

"| am pleased to meet you, Inspector Fisher," he said with avanishing trace of Persian accent that did
moreto lend his English dignity than to turn it guttural. " Please take a seet.”

"Thank you." | sat down in the chair to which he waved me. It wasn't very comfortable, but it wasthe
same as the one behind hisdesk, so | couldn't complain.

"Will you take mint tea?' he asked, pointing at a samovar that must have come from ajunk shop. "Or
perhaps, since the day iswarm, you would rather have an iced sherbet? Please help yoursdlf to
sweetmests, as0."

Since he poured teafor himsdlf, | had some, too. It was excdllent; he might not have cared how things
looked, but how they performed mattered to him. The sweetmesats sent up the ambrosia perfume of
amond paste. Their taste didn't disappoint, either.

Hedidn't linger over the courtesies, nor had | expected him to, not when he'd blocked out only forty-five
minutes for me. As soon aswe'd both wiped crumbs from our fingers, he leaned forward, showing he
was ready to get down to business. | took the hint and said, I'm here, Mr. Bakhtiar, because you're one
of the mgor dumpers of toxic spell byproducts at the Devonshire Site, and, as | said over the phone, the
dump appearsto beleaking."

His dark brows came down like thunderclouds. "And so you think it is my byproducts that are getting
out. You think I am the palluter. Allah, Muhammad, and Hussein be my witnesses, | deny this, Inspector
Fisher."

"l don't know whether you're the polluter,” | said. "I do know from your manifests mat enough sorcerous
byproducts come from this business to make me have to look into the possibility.”

"Get the burin-maker—he isdways the polluter.” Bakhtiar scowled at me, even more blackly than
before. 'In superdtitious Persia, | could understand this attitude though | know how foolishitis. Herein
Ate Confederation, where reason is supposed to rule, my heart breaks to hear it Taken over dl,
Ingpector, Bakhtiars Precision Burins reduces the sorcerous pollution in Angels City; we do not increase
it Thisl can demongtrate.”

"Goon, gr." | thought | knew the argument he was going to use, but | might have been wrong.

| wasn't. He said, "Consider, Inspector, if every wizard had to manufacture his own sorcerous tools, as
was true in the olden days. not just burins but also swords, staves, rods, lancets, arctraves, needles,
poniards, swords, and kniveswith white and black handles. Because the sorcerers of the barony would
be less efficient and more widespread than we are here, far more magical contamination would result
from their work. But that does not happen, because most thaumaturges purchase their instruments from
me. They cause no pollution because they are not doing the work. | am, and because of it, Bakhtiars
Precision Burins draws the attention of regulators like yoursdlf.”

I've heard that Single-source argument many times. It generdly has an eement of truth to it doing thingsin
one place often ismore efficient and better for the environment than scattering them al over the
landscape. And Bakhtiar was right when he said single-source providers do stand out because they il
pollute and the people who use their services don't. But all that doesn't mean single-source providers
can't pollute more than they should.



| said as much. Bakhtiar got to hisfeet "Come with me, Inspector. Y ou shall seefor yourself.”

Hetook me out onto the production floor. It was as efficiently busy as most other light industrid outfits
I've seen. A worker wearing asdlamandric gloveslifted arack of red-glowing pieces of stedl out of afire,
turned and quenched them in abath from which strong-smelling steam rose.

That must have been the third hesting for the burin blanks,” Bakhtiar said "Now they steep in magpies
blood and the juice of the herb foraile.”

"Ergonomicaly efficient,” | said; the factory hand had been able to trandfer them from the flamesto the
bath without taking a step. Asthey soaked up the virtues of the blood and the herb, he prayed over them
and spoke words of power. Among the Names | caught were those of the spirits Lumech, Gada, and
Mitatron, dl of whom are potent indeed. | asked, "How do you decontaminate the quenching bath after
you'veinfused the Powersinto it?"

The usual way: with prayer and holy water," Bakhtiar answered "Inspector, | do not claim these are one
hundred percent efficacious; | an aware thereisaresidue of power left behind This, after al, iswhy we
dispose of our toxic spell byproducts at the Devonshire facility, as mandated by the laws of the barony,
the province, and the Confederation. If leaks have occurred surdly that is the responsbility of the dump,
not of Bakhtiar's Precison Burins. We have complied with thelaw in every particular.”

"If 0, you don't have aproblem,” | answered "My concern is that someone has been disposing of
byproducts that aren't listed on his manifest, things vicious enough to bresk through the protection setup,
evenif in only minuscule amounts, and to sorceroudy contaminate the surrounding environment.”

This| understand” he said nodding. "As manufacturers of burins and other thaumaturgica tools, however,
we operate with alimited range of magic-engendering materias, as you must know. Here, come with me.
Seeif you find onetiny thing in any way out of the ordinary for an establishment such asours.”

| came. Hewasright; | didn't find anything out of the ordinary. The knives with the black handleswere
steeped in cat’ s blood and hemlock and fitted with handles of ram's horn. Interesting that Bakhtiar, a
Mudim, conformed to common Judeo-Christian usage there; I'm given to understand the affinity goes
back to the shofar, the ram's-horn trumpet which commemorates the trumpets that toppled Jericho's
wdls.

Another technician wasinscribing magica characters onto hazelwood wands and cane staffs. The
scribing instrument was a burin, presumably one of Bakhtiar's precison burins. He dso inscribed the
sedls of the demons Klippoth and Frimost onto wands and staffs, respectively. | could fedl the power in
theair around him.

The sorcerous and the mundane mingled in the production of the silken clothsin which Bakhtiar's burins
and other instruments were wrapped. The firm did its own weaving in-house; three Persan women in
black chadors and veilsworked clacking looms, turning stk thread into fine, shimmering cloth. |
wondered how long it would be before the automated looms of the Japanese made that economically
impractical. They'd taken much of the flying carpet business from Detroit, and they were skillful
slkworkers. Asfar as| could see, the combination madeit only a matter of time.

Bakhtiar said, "Thered silk isfor the burins, the black, fittingly, for the knife with the black handle, and
the green for the other magical instruments. For those others, the proper color islessimportant, solong
asit be neither black nor brown."

A caligrapher with agoose quill dipped in pigeon's blood wrote mystic characters on afinished silk cloth.
Around him, adozen other goose quills, animated by the law of smilarity, wroteidentica characterson



other cloths. | asked Bakhtiar, "Why are you using automatic writing for this process and not that of
inscribing the wands and gtaffs?

"Aswe have the opportunity, we shdl, inshallah, do the latter aswdll," he answered. "But the silksare
merely protective vessalsfor theinsruments, while the instrumentsthemsdves arefilled with a
thaumaturgic power which as yet overcomes the automating spells. But we areworking oniit, as| say. In
fact, | read recently that a sorceware designer up in Crystal Valey has had a breakthrough dong those
very lines”

"Was he using virtuous redlity, by any chance?" | asked.

"Asamatter of fact, hewas." Bakhtiar sounded surprised Up till then, his expression had said | wasan
unmitigated nuisance. Now my nuisance value was at least mitigated. He said, ™Y ou are better informed
on matters sorcerous than | should have expected from a bureaucrat.”

"Wedon't spend dl our times shuffling parchments from one pileto the next,” | said. "Too much of our
time, yes, but not dl."

He stared at me out of black, deep-set eyes. "I might even wish you spent moretime at your desk,
Inspector, provided that time was the period you have instead set aside for harassing legitimate
businesses such asmine.”

'Investigation is not harassment,” | said, and stared right back. Persians of the lean variety tend to look
like prophets about to call down divinewrath on asinful people, which gave Bakhtiar | thought of asan
unfair advantage in that kind of contest, but | held my own. "And we can't afford to take apill from this
dump lightly. Inad of which, may | see the decontamination facility you mentioned?"' shall take you
there," he said. "'l expected that would be your next request.”

Sengibly, Bakhtiar kept his decontaminators off the main shop floor and in achamber of their own. That
both minimized any corruption that might interfere with their work and made sure their procedures
wouldn't weaken the sorcery that went into the instruments.

"Ingpector Fisher, alow meto present Dagoberto Vearde and Kirk McCullough, the decontamination
team for Bakhtiar’ s Precision Burins," Bakhtiar said "Bert, Kirk, thisis David Fisher of the EPA. They
think we're respongble for aleak at the Devonshire dump.”

| didn't bother denying that any more; 1'd seen | wasn't going to convince Bakhtiar and his crew. The
decontaminators glared at me. Velarde was short and copper-brown, McCullough tall, gaunt, and
red-haired, with thelight of religious certainty shining in hishard gray eyes. "Just carry on, gentlemen,” |
said. "Pretend I'm not here.”

By their expressions, they wished | wasn't They made an odd team, one you wouldn't find everywhere,
but they worked smoothly together, asif they'd been doing it for years. They probably had One of the
guys from the shop floor—no, | take it back, it was awoman in hard hat, overalls, and boots—wheded
inavat on adolly. Shedid it off, nodded to the decontaminators, and headed back out.

Bert Vearde broke open an ampule of holy water, sprinkled it over the vat to neutralize as much of the
gostic power in there asit could. Holy water is efficaciousif applied by any believer, and, while you can't
awaystell by looking, | would have bet two weeks pay he was Cathalic.

But prayers by Catholic layfolk aren't as potent as those from priests. Velarde didn't pray. That was Kirk
McCullough’s job. He had a deep, impressive voice and athick Caledonian burr. He hardly bothered
looking at the Book of Common Prayer he held in his big hands; he knew the words by heart. That didn't



mean he was judt reciting by rote, though—he put his heart into every word.

"Kirk isan elder of the Church of the Covenant,” Bakhtiar told me quietly. The diversty of Angels City
has its advantages.”

I'll say," | agreed. Ishag Bakhtiar was one sharp operator. The distinction between clergy and laity is
much lessin Protestant churches than in Catholicism; the prayers of an elder, who presumably was
among the eect, were aslikely to be heard asaminister's. And Bakhtiar could hire two laymen for less
than he'd have had to pay one who was consecrated. Like | said, a sharp operator.

Hewas a so sharp enough to say, "And if you have any doubts whatsoever, Ingpector Fisher, asthe
whether the decontaminators are fully employed, come back to my office with me now and | will show
you complete records of their activity Snce we moved into thisbuilding.”

| had no doubts, but I went with him nonetheless. He rummaged through hisfiles, plopped a handful
down in front of me. | looked through them. They showed me what held said they would. Thisleft me
unsurprised: how often will the head of abusness voluntarily show documentsthat don't paint himinthe
best possiblelight?

But if anything waswrong at Bakhtiars Precison Burins, you couldn't have proved it by me. All his
procedures were what they should have been; his decontamination team might have been unorthodox (in
the nontheol ogical sense of the word), but it was effective.

"Anything dse, Ingpector?' he asked when I'd worked my way through the last folder. Rather pointedly,
he asked hiswatch what timeit was.

Thelittle horological demon's answer showed I'd dready devoured fifty-five of his preciousand
irreplaceable minutes, where I'd promised to make do with amereforty-five. | guess| was supposed to
wall and abase mysdlf and swear never to sinin that particular way again. Living in alarge city, though,
has away of coarsening you. When | said, "I'm sorry | took up so much of your time," | put just enough
bureaucratic indifferenceinto my voiceto let him know | wasn't the least bit sorry.

Heglared a me again. Thistime, | didn't bother glaring back, which only irked him more. | got up. "I
think | can find my own way out.”

"No, you mis—" He caught himsdlf. If he was redlly rude to me, who could guess how much trouble I'd
cause him? Persians understand about revenge. He tried again: "No, Inspector, you forget the door. It is
activein both directions.”

So, no matter how much he didn't care for me, he had to escort me out so | wouldn't darm his door (and
in case you're wondering, | hadn't forgotten). He gave me someinsincere parting pleasantries and let me
wak up the hdl by mysdf.

Cyndi Mendoza hit me with adazzling smile when | came out to her desk (I'd forgotten about
her—Bakhtiar could have won the exchange if hed called her back to his office to bring me out, but that
would have cost him an extra couple of minutes of my presence, and | suppose he wastoo efficient to
think of it). She said, "Do you remember that opening spell?!

Which was, no doubt, intended to get around to asking if | thought it would work on her. | forestalled
that, though: | said, "I'm sorry, no—I makeit apoint never to remember anything.” | walked out while
shewas il garing.

When | got back to the Confederal Building and went up to my office, | found on my desk anote from



Rosein big red letters: David, come up to Bea's office immediately. Wondering what sort of trouble
I'd managed to get into while | was gone, | went up to Bed's office.

In the anteroom sat Rose—thered ruler of the domain—and afussy-looking little fellow with abig nose
and aloud cravat. He was |ooking through one of Rose's stationery catal ogues, which meant he was
either madly meticulous or bored siff: the latter, if acouple of little faint gpots on his shirt meant anything.

"Hello, Dave," Rose said to me, and then, "Here heis, Mr. Epgtein.”

Thelittle man bounced to hisfeet "Y ou are David Fisher, Inspector, Environmenta Perfection Agency?'
he asked, running my name and job tide together.

"Yes" | sad, "Who areyou?'

"Samue Epstein, subclerk of the courts, Angels City, Barony of Angels." From under the stationery
catalogue he drew out apiece of parchment so splendid with caligraphy (it's mostly done by automatic
writing these days, as with the quillsinscribing symbols on the silk instrument covers at Bakhtiar's, but it
gtill looks mighty impressive) and gaudy with sedls. "I hereby deliver unto your person this summonsto
appear in the court at the day and hour indited hereon in the matter of The Constabulary of Angels City
vs. Cuauhtemoc Hernandez." He presented it to me with such agorgeous flourish that | half expected to
hear aruffle of drums.

| read the parchment It waswhat Epstein said it was. "I'll bethere," | told him. " Sorry to keep you
waiting here so long. Couldn't you just have left thison my desk?!

"Not in casesinvolving thaumaturgy in the commisson of afirs-degreefelony,” he answered. "In such
cases, the chain of transmission of summonses must be astightly controlled asthat concerning the
transmission of evidence."

"Okay," | said, shrugging; he undoubtedly knew the arcana of hisown field. "But you must spend an
awful lot to timejust sitting and waiting. Why don't you bring dong something more interesting to read
than that?' | pointed at the catalogue.

But he recoiled with as much horror asif I'd offered him abacon cheeseburger. "Anticipating idleness
would congtitute mora turpitude on my part. Good day to you, sir." He edged around me and fled.

Rose and | looked at each other. She said, If | spent alot of working timewaiting, 1'd bring something
interesting, too." That relieved my mind; if Rose doesn't think something involves mord turpitude, you can
take it to the bank that it doesn'.

All theway home, | thought about what had gone on at Bakhtiar's. It was of a piece with everything else
connected with the Devonshire dump case: asfar as| could tel on aquick vist, everything there was on
the up and up, and the boss loudly denied doing anything that could possibly make toxic spell byproducts
get out of the containment area and into the environment. Somebody was lying, but who? Not knowing
was devilishly frustrated.

| was going to call Judy after | finished dinner, but she called mefirst. "Want to do something perverse?’
she asked.

| know agtraight line when I'm handed one. "Sure," | answered "Do you want to fly up here, or shdl | go
down there?' Besides, the very mae part of me panted, there was away's the outside chance that was
what she had in mind.

The snort she gave me said it wasn't—and aso said she'd fed me the line on purpose. Maybe she wanted



to seewhat I'd do with it, or maybe she'd dready guessed what I'd do with it and wanted to seeif she
wasright She said, "1 wasthinking more aong the lines of aMonday night date.”

That'sperverse, dl right,” | agreed. "Why Monday night?"

"Because | read in the Independent Press-Scryer that anew Numidian restaurant is opening up Monday
night about six blocksfrom here. Fed like coming down and trying it with me?!

"Numidian, en?" Jews often go to Mudim-style restaurants, and the other way round, too; no need to
worry about pork on the menu or back in the kitchen. And Aside from that, | like North African food.
Couscous, salata meshwiya—tuna salad with chili pepper, eggs, tomatoes, and peppers, dressed with
olive ail, lemon juice, and salt—chicken with prunes and honey, the lamb soup cdled harira souiria,
with onions, paprika, and saffron. .. my stomach rumbled just thinking about it " Sounds wonderful. Only
thing is, how crowded will it be?

"We can find out Of coursg, if you don't want to—"

"l said it sounded wonderful." | redlly had, too, so | got points for that "What time do you want me down
there?'

"Whét time do you want to come?”
"Ligsten, Mistress Adler, thisis your date, so you tell me what to do.”
"Hmm," she said "Isthat how it's supposed to work? Okay, I'll play along—isaquarter to eight al right?’

"Sure—by the time we get there, I'll be hungry enough to do proper damage to the menu. And
afterwards—aways assuming | don't fal adeep on your couch because I'm so full—maybe we can do
something perverse.”

She snorted again.
VI

Monday shaped up asavery good day. Not only did | have a date with Judy, but Maximum Ruhollah
had come through with the show-cause order that would let me—Michagl Manstein and me,
actually—go up and examine the area around the Devonshire dump to see what was leaking and, God
willing, find out why. That happened Thursday. He spent Friday quashing appeal s from the Devonshire
Land Management Consortium.

The order was still good when | got to the Confederd building Monday morning. Had one of the gppedls
succeeded, the words would have faded right off the page. They tell stories about officials who go out to
conduct their business, open up their briefcases, and pull out ablank sheet of parchment. Nobody dies of
embarrassment, but sometimes you wish you could. | reminded mysdlf to check my document beforel
handed it to Tony Sudakis. If therewas anybody | didn't want laughing his head off a me, hewasthe

ouy.

| met Michael Manstein up on the seventh floor. He was packing vids of this, jars of that, Sk bagsfull of
other things and tied with elaborately knotted scarlet cordsinto hislittle black bag. | scratched my head.
"Why not just take agood spellchecker?' | asked.

He glanced up from what he was doing. "1 am operating under the assumption that we will be searching
around thewdlsfor lesks, David," he said, as patiently asif | were akiddygarden pupil. "The
containment spellswould degrade the performance of the microimpsin aspellchecker.”



That had certainly happened when | used my own portable to run an unofficial scan of the dump: it hadn't
picked up anything but the containment cantrips. 1'd figured amore sensitive modd would overcomethe
interference, but the reason | had Michael dong, after all, was that he knew more of such thingsthan |
did. "Yourethewizard," | told him. "Shal we go? Y our carpet or mine?'

We ended up taking his, he/d had a specia option package ingtalled to insulate his sylphs from the potent
magics he often flew with. | didn't careto risk having my carpet break down and strand me in the middle
of nowhere (for which, as detractors of Angels City will tdl you, &t Ferdinand's Vdley isan excellent
subgtitute). Aswe did down to thelot, | grinned—no staff meeting for me today.

Michad Mangtein flew exactly asyou would expect exactly at the speed limit, exactly where he ought to
have been, every change of height or direction sgnaded at exactly theright time. Exact fitsMichadl
exactly, asyou will have gathered.

He parked his carpet in the samelot I'd used when | first came up to the Devonshire dump. We got off
and started across toward the dump. I'd taken maybe three steps when | said, "Didn't you forget to
activate your anti-theft geas? Y ou ought to go back and do it; thisisn't asaintly neighborhood.”

Histhin, rather palid face took on an expression I'd never seen there before. If you can bdieveit,
Michael Manstein looked smug. He said, "What's sorce for the geasis sorce for the gander.”

Sometimes magicians areirritating people. All right, so Michael had better theft protection on his carpet
than the usua geaswoven into the fiberswhileit'sill onthe loom. All right, so even if someone
succeeded in beating that protection, held till be able to tell where his rug had gone. But was that excuse
enough for making bad puns about it? | didn't think so, especialy not early in the morning.

The security guard Sitting in his glass booth was a different fellow from the one who'd been there the last
time | went up to the dump, so he didn't recognize me. Two EPA sigils and a show-cause order
prominently displayed (yes, it still had writing on it) were plenty to get his attention, though. He picked up
his phone, called Tony Sudakis, then came back out to usand said, "H€Ell be herein aminute.”

Sudakistook longer than that, but not much. The guard set the insulated footbridge over the barrier so
Tony could come out and talk with us. He gave me a bonecrusher handclasp, made Michadl wince with
another one, and said, "Okay, |ets see the order.”

| gaveit to him. Heread it carefully, handed it back to me. This says you're authorized to search the
surround of the aforementioned property.” He made aface. "Lawyer tak. Anyway, this doesn't say thing
one about coming ingde.”

That'sright” | nodded. "Weretrying to seewhat’ s leaking out, after al.”

"Okay," Sudakis said again. | am directed by our lega staff to provide no more cooperation than what
the order demands. That meansthat if you need to take aleak, you've got to do it across the street. Y ou
can't come into the containment areafor anything.” He gave me an apologetic shrug. I'm sorry, Dave, but
that'swhat my ordersare.

"Sincewell be sniffing around your wall, maybe |’ |l just stand up againgt it if | need towhizz," | told him.
He gave me afunny look; bureaucrats aren't supposed to talk like that.

Michael Mangtein said, I'm going to get to work now."
He opened up hislittle black bag and started taking things out of it.
Sudakis watched him setting up. | watched Sudakis. After aminute or so, | said, "Walk around the



corner with me, Tony."
"Why?Y ou gonnawhizz on my shoes?' But he walked around the corner with me.

As soon aswe were out of sight of Michagl—and, more to the point, the security guard—I gestured asiif
| were pulling out an amulet Tony Sudakis might be a bruiser, but don't ever think he's dumb. He went
through hislittle pagan ritud with the chunk of amber he wore in place of acrucifix.

When he nodded to me, | said, "Okay, we can't go insgde the dump. | understand your position. But | till
want to ask you about something | saw, or thought | saw, when | wasin there before. I'd have done it
sooner, but | keep forgetting.”

"What isit?" Hisvoice was absolutedly neutrd; | couldn't tell whether he wanted to help, was angry a me,
curious, or anything. He just set thewords out in front of him asif they'd been printed on parchment.

| described asbest | could the Nothing I'd seen in the dump, the way, just for an instant, the containment
wall seemed to recede to an infinite distance from my eyes. "Did you ever notice anything like that?" |
asked him. "It was—unnerving."

"Sounds that way," he agreed, and now he let life cregp back into hiswords. He shook hisbig fair head
"Nope, can’'t say | ever did see anything of that sort" He quickly raised ahand. "Don't get me wrong,
Dave—I believe you. Y ou spend as much timeas| have insde that containment areaand you'll see dl
kinds of strangethings. Like | said before, you get dl those toxic bits of not-quite-spent sorcery reacting
with each other and you will seefunny things. Y ou'd better believe you will. But that particular one, no.
Sorry."

"Okay, thanks anyhow." | didn't know whether to believe him or not as usua, he was hard to get a spell
on. | wondered if it was because he worshiped Perkunas. In amostly Judeo-Christian country (and the
same goes for Mudim lands, too), followers of other Powers often seem difficult to fathom. On the other
hand, Tony probably would have been tricky if held been a Catholic, too.

"Anything e se—anything el se short—you want to talk about while the charm's fill on?" he asked.

| shook my head. We went back around the corner to the containment area entrance. The security guard
looked moderately entranced himself, watching Michael set up. Tony Sudakisdidn't give Mangtein even
aglance; he positioned the footbridge, motioned for the guard to pick it up again, and marched in toward
hisoffice.

Maybe working in the toxic spell dump for so long had dulled Tony's sense of wonder. Lots of strange
things undoubtedly happened in there, most of the sort you wouldn't want to see outside a stout
sorcerous barrier. But for me—and evidently for the security guard, too—nothing is more interesting than
watching askilled thaumaturgical craftsman at work. And Michael Mangtein is one of the best.

If you'relooking merely to detect the presence of most substances and Powers, you don't need fancy
sorcery. Suppose you want to find out if someone's spilled sugar under arug, for instance. Get out some
sugar of your own and apply the law of smilarity. If you get areaction in your control bowl, it was sugar
under therug al dong (ants everywhere are agood clue, too).

But if you'retrying to see whether the influence of, say, Bedzebub isleaking out of atoxic spell dump,
you don't go about summoning up Bedlzebub to seeif thelaw of Smilarity gpplies—not if you'rein your
right mind, you don't, anyhow. Byproducts from spells that invoke Bedl zebub are contained within
warded dump for good reason: you don't want them getting out into the environment. And if you summon
the Lord of the Flies outside the containment area, that's just what's going to happen.



And so Michadl Mangtein attacked the problem indirectly. | mention Beelzebub because that's Whose
influence he was checking for when Tony Sudakisand | came back from our sub sucino (or should |
say sub sudno?) chat Instead of even thinking about invoking the demon, he pulled out ajar full of every
thaumaturge's friend, the good old common fruit fly.

Because fruit flies are very smple—and very stupid—creatures, they're exceptiondly sendtive to magic.
Apprentices practice spellswith them; if you can't make your charmswork on fruit flies, you're better off
in another line of work.

And when that magic has anything to do with Bedlzebub, of course, their sengtivity increases even more.
Just by watching the way they flew from the jar, Michad could tell whether the demon's influence had
leaked out whereit didn't belong. It was as elegant and low-risk atest as you could imagine.

SinceI'm not amage mysdif, to methat just looked like little brownish flies coming out of abottle. When
Michael screwed thelid back on, | figured | could safdly interrupt him, so | asked, "Any sign of
Bedzebub?'

"None apparent to me," he answered. The Lord of the Fliesis renowned for histrickery, but | do not
believe him capable of evading the fruit-fly tes; it draws them even more strongly than spoiled plums.”

"Good to hear," | said, "because | know there are spdl byproducts with hisinfluence on them insdethe
dump.”

"Yes, that isto a certain degree reassuring,” Michael agreed "If a Power so corrosive as Bed zebub
cannot break free of the containment area, that augurswell for its chances of holding in other, less
aggressive, toxic dls.”

"Who after Beelzebub?' | asked.

"| had thought Huitzilopochtli," he answered. "Heis at least as dangerous as Bed zebub, and we have
seen through the case of that wretched curandero's nostrum that he is active—and seeking to become
more active—in the Angels City area”

Again, he didn' try to invoke the Aztecian war god: after al, we were doing everything we could to keep
Huitzilopochtli from manifesting himself around Angels City. Instead, he performed another indirect test,
this one using flayed human skin subgtitute. It |looked like parchment, but it made my flesh creep al the
same.

Michadl chanted in a clucking, gobbling language. It wasn't Poultry; it was Nahuatl. Spainishisthe
dominant tongue in Azteciatoday, but many people till use Nahuatl in their day-to-day lives, andit'sas
much the language of the native Powers as Arabicisfor jinni. | hadn't known Michael knew it but |
wouldn't bet againgt Michael's knowing any particular thing.

The chant ended. Michadl looked down at the square of flayed human skin subgtitute. It seemed just the
same as it had when hetook it out of hisbag. He grunted softly. "What's the matter?' | asked.

"1 would have expected to observe some reaction there,” he answered. "Huitzilopochtlic contamination is
aslikely an inducer of apsychiaasany | can think of. But there appearsto be no externa seepage, a
least not as measured by thistest.”

"What were you expecting to see?' | asked.

Theinfluence of Huitzilopochtli was brought into the Devonshire toxic spell containment area by means of
flayed human skin substitute. Had that influence spread beyond the containment area, the sheet of the



subgtitute materid | have here would have demonstrated it by beginning to bleed.”
| gulped; | was sorry I'd asked "Would it be—red blood?' | asked.

"In thaumaturgy, 'red’ isaword dmost without meaning,” Michad said sniffily. "It would look, fed, smell,
and taste red. Whether it could be successfully removed from the flayed human skin substitute and
implanted in the veins of someone who had suffered alossfrom injury or vampirism... Truthtotell, | do
not know. It might be worth determining. An interesting question. Yes."

He pulled a pencil out of the pocket of hislab robe, peered around for something on which he could jot a
note. For one dreadful second | feared he was going to scribble on the piece of flayed human skin
subgtitute. | don't think my stomach could have stood that But at the last minute hefished out a
parchment notebook instead and did hisjotting on that.

He spent the rest of the morning and the whole afternoon on tests of that sort. To my amazement and
distress, he came up empty every time. No, | take that back: he did find one leak. After four in the
afternoon, when both of uswere fed up and frustrated enough to try something silly, he tested for
Stardust, and sure enough, the tip of the wand he was using glowed for aminute.

"Undoubtedly deposited here, dong with more unsavory items, by one of the Hollywood light-and-magic
outfitsin search of ahit," Michad said.

"But even if Stardust isleaking, itsnot toxic," | said. "The most it could possibly do would be to make
somebody popular who doesn't deserveto be.”

Michae Mangtein looked at me asif | were a schoolboy who'd added two and two and come up with
three. Not five, but definitely three—I'd falen short of what was expected of me. Like agood
schoolmagter, he set me straight: " The problem is not Stardust outside the containment area, David. As
you say, that istrivia in and of itself. The problem isthat Stardust could not possibly get out of the dump
if it were not leaking. We have, therefore, established that the leak exists. What we have not established
iswhich serious contaminants are emerging fromiit.”

"Oh," | said, feding dumb. Odds were awfully good that he wasright. Still, though—"Y ou tested for al
the dangerous Powers whose influences are likely to bein the dump, and came up with zip. Stardust is
pretty eusive stuff; even the light-and-magic people don't know for sure whereitll stick. Maybeit did
legk out by itsdf.”

"Indeed,” Michad said. "And maybe you could find aminera ableto create blaststo rival those of
megasalamanders, yet | would not lose deep fretting over the probability of either event | will take oath
upon any scripture you care to salect that something—and something maevolent at that—created the
breach through which the Stardust emerged. That is my professond judgment.”

Y ou work with expertsto get their professond judgment. If, having got it you then chooseto ignoreit
you'd better have area good reason. | not only didn't have areal good reason, | thought Michagl was
right. But if he was, what had gone wrong?

| said, "What bothers me most about detecting the star-dust and nothing more seriousis that the dump
operatorswill be ableto claim that the dust didn't really come from insde, even though we know it was
dumped there."

The neighborhood will make it hard for them to substantiate that.” Michael waved to show what he meant
| had to nod. If ever anelghborhood remained conspicuoudy untouched by Stardust, the one around the
Devonshire dump wasit.



"Why haven't we found any nastier influenceslegking, then?" | asked.

The most obviousreason isafailurein our testing technique,” Michael answered. I must confess,
however, that a thismoment | cannot tell you wherethe flaw lies. All my procedures have in the past
shown themselves to be more than satisfactory.”

| asked my watch what time it was. When | found out it was twenty to five, | said, "Lets knock off for the
day and seeif were more brilliant in the morning." | wanted to get back to my own carpet so | could go
down to my place, pack an overnight case, and then head for Judy's.

Most days, Michad Mangtein'simpressve integrity wouldn't have let him contemplate taking off early, let
aonedoing it. When he said, "Why not?" | confess| blinked He added "We certainly aren't
accomplishing anything here a the moment with the possible exception of entertaining the security guard.”
Maybe he wastrying to judtify leaving to himself, or maybeto me. At that point, | didn't need any
judtifying; dl 1 wanted to do was head south.

Michad must have talked himsdlf into it, because he started sticking tools and substances back into his
little black bag. | stood there waiting, hoping he wouldn't get an attack of conscience. He didn't. Assoon
as he was through, we walked across the street to his carpet and headed for Westwood.

Trafficwasitsusud ghastly sdf. So many carpets on so many flyways meant there was so much lint and
dander inthe air that the famous Angels City sunshine turned pale and washed-out; alot of people were
rubbing their eyes asthey flew. That pollution usualy ssemsworsein & Ferdinand's Vdley than other
parts of town, too-, they don't get the sea breeze there to clear it out.

What they're going to have to do one of these daysis design aflying carpet that isn't woven from wool.
People have been trying to do that for years; so far, they haven't managed to come up with onethe
gylphslike. But if they don't succeed before too long, Angels City isn't going to be a place anybody in his
right mind would want to live.

| breathed eas er—literaly and figuratively—when we got out of the Valey and back into Westwood
Michael pulled up beside my carpet in the parking lot "Are you going to go back up to your office and
see what awaitsyou?' he asked.

"Nope," | said "What'sthat New Testament line?'Sufficient unto the day isthe evil thereof? Something
like that anyhow. Tomorrow will have troubles of itsown. I'm not redlly interested in finding out about
them in advance."

"Asyouwill," Michael said, "Sinceit was nearer Sx than five, he didn't have any trouble finding a parking
gpace—most people who work at the Confedera Building had gone home. He headed on in anyhow;
now that he was here, he'd do some more work. Maybe he was feding bad about hisfall from probity.

Me, | didn't fed bad at dl. Hungry, yes, but not bad. | jumped onto my carpet and headed home. | got
off at Imperia instead of The Second just in case more earth e emental swith my name on them were
waiting for me.

If they were, | evaded them—I got home unscathed. | stayed just long enough to use the plumbing and
toss tomorrow's outfit into an overnight case. Then | was out the door, down the stairs, back on my
carpet, and on my way to Judy's.

Going down St James Freeway into Long Beach in the evening isagamble. When it's bad the carpets
might aswell be stting on your living room floor. | could have got there at nine aseedily asalittle before
eight But I waslucky, and so | pulled up in front of Judy's place right on time.



| used the talisman to let her building's Watcher know | belonged there, then went up the stairstwo at a
timeto her flat. | knocked on the door. When she didn't comeright away, | figured she was using the
plumbing hersdlf or something, so | let mysdf in.

| took one step in the front room and then stopped, staring. For asecond, | thought 1'd goneinto the
wrong flat It took me awhileto reaize Judy's spare key wouldn't have let me into any place but hers.

But Judy, as befits a copy editor, is scrupulously neat. The flat had been trashed Books were scattered
all over thefloor, knickknacks strewn everywhere. Some of them were broken. Earthquake, | thought,
and then, more sensibly, burglars.

| ran into the bedroom, calling Judy's name as | went. Nobody answered. On the bed, lying exactly
pardld to each other, just the way Judy would have set them there, were agreen silk blouse and apair
of linen pants: the right kind of outfit to wear to the opening of anice new restaurant.

The bedspread was white. | am, you will have gathered familiar with Judy's bed and its bedclothes. The
red stain next to the blouse was new. It wasn't abig stain, but seeing even alittle blood is plenty to make
your own blood run cold.

"Judy?' My voice came out as afrightened croak. No answer again. | hadn't really expected one.

The bathroom door was open. Theair in there felt humid asif she'd taken a shower not long before. She
wasn't in there now, though, not anywhere—I yanked back the curtain to be sure.

Burglars faded from my mind | wished the word would have stayed stuff, after dl, isonly stuff. Y ou can
aways get more. But an uglier, more frightening word took its place: kidnappers.

| didn't want to think it, let done believe it After what had happened to me on The Second though, what
choicedid | have? | ran back to the bedroom, where the phone was. | snatched up the handset.

Nothing happened. The phone was dead Ichor dripped from the little cages that held the ear and mouth
imps. The front mesh on both cages was pushed in. Whoever had snatched Judy had taken thetimeto
implode the phone before he left with her.

| hurried out to the walkway, went to the flat next door. | knocked, hard. | need to use your phoneto
cal the constabulary,” | said loudly. Someone was home; St. EImo's fire glowed through the curtains and
| could heer little noisesinside. But nobody came to the door.

Curging the faintheart to awarmer climate than Angdls City's, | ran downstairs and pounded on the
manager's door. He answered; opening the door was part of his job. He'd seen me going in and out often
enough to recognize me. As soon as he got agood look at my face, he said, "What's the matter, son?"

| didn't take offense; that’ s how he talks. Besides, he's old enough to have fought in the Second
Sorcerous War (and he has abad limp, so maybe he did), so he's old enough and then some to be my
father. | said, "May | use your phone, please? | think Judy's been kidnapped.” Aswith any magic, saying
theword madeit redl.

"Judy? Judy Adler in 272?' He gaped at me, and then at the door 1'd left open, | suppose to confirm that
that wastheflat | wastalking about He stood aside. "Y ou'd better comein.”

Hisflat could have been furnished from the St Ferdinand's Valey swap mest; the operative phrase was
essence of bad taste. From the couch, hiswife gave me afishy stare. That wasthe least of my worries.
But he took meto the phone and let me useit, so his carp-eyed wife could stare dl sheliked.



Even through two phoneimps, the Long Beach constabul ary decurion sounded bored when he answered
my cdl. Kidnapping, though, isaword to conjure with when you're talking to constables.

"Don't go back into theflat," hetold me. "Stand out in front of the building and watt for our units. It won't
belong, Mr., uh, Fisher."

| stood out in front of the building. It wasn't long. Two black-and-whites pulled up, red and blue lanterns
flashing. Right behind them were a couple of plainweave carpetsthat carried plainclothes constables.

Everybody swept up to Judy's flat and started doing constabul ary-type things. physical searches, spdlls,
what have you. One of the plainclothesmen grunted when he saw the imploded phone. "Lookslikea
professond job," hesaid. "We aren't likely to come up with anything much.”

They hadn't bothered asking me for a statement yet | said, "Thisisn't just anisolated case. | can
guarantee you that."

"Oh?How?" The plainclothesman sounded—skeptical isthe politest way | can put it.

Aswith the bored decurion at the phone desk, | had the wordsto rock him. | spoke them, one by one:
attempted murder, Thomas Brothersfire. Central Intelligence. "Y ou'd better get hold of Legate
Shiro Kawaguchi, up in &t Ferdinand's Valey," | added "He can fill you in on the details.”

"All right, sir, welll do that" the plainclothesman said—hewas atdl black fellow named Johnson. " Jesus,
what kind of mess are we walking into the middle of ?*

"A bad one" | said. "But you're not in the middle of it; you're just on the edge. I'm in the middle—and so
ismy fiancée"

A fellow wearing forensics crysta balls on his collar tabs came up to Johnson and said, "'l ran asimilarity
check between the blood on the bedspread and the razor | found in a bathroom drawer. They match, so
that's probably Adler's blood"

| moaned. That'saword you hear every so often, but you hardly ever use it, let donedoit. Thiswas one
of thosetimes. | felt asif I'd been kicked in the belly. Judy, bleeding? Judy, maybe dead?

| must have said that out loud (though | don't remember doing it), because the forensics man put ahand
on my shoulder and said, "1 don't think she's dead Sir. There's evidence of some funny kind of
fast-disspating deep spell intheflat. My best guessis, she put up afight they dugged her, she kept
fighting, and they knocked her out so they could get her away from here.”

| liked him, and believed him, too. He didn't try sounding like somebody who knew everything there was
to know; no pseudo-learned drivel about analyses and reconstructions. His best guess was what he had
and that'swhat he gave me. | thought it seemed likely, too.

The congtables in uniform had been knocking on doors through the block of flats. People opened doors
for them—even the louse who lived next to Judy and had pretended | didn't exist. But therés adifference
between getting doors to open and learning anything once they have. The constables came back to Judy's
flat empty-handed: nobody had seen anything, nobody had heard anything.

That'sinsane," | exploded. They take an unconscious woman downstairs and out of ablock of flatsat a
busy time of the evening and nobody noticed?”

"Must have been magic,” Johnson said. If they used it to knock Mistress Adler out, they probably used it
to aid the getaway, too."



I’1l check that," the forensics man said, and he bustled out onto the walkway.

"What do | do now?' | said, as much to mysdlf asto anyone el se. Half of me wanted to makelikea
light-and-magic show mercenary and go out daughtering dl the bad guys. The other haf, unfortunately,
reminded me that not only did I not know how to get my hands on the bad guys, but that if | went after
them—whoever they were—alone, they’ d dispose of meinstead of the other way round.

Johnson’ s answer showed that, as suited a congtable, he had athoroughly practical mind "What you do
now, Mr. Fisher, is come down to the station with us so we can get a sworn statement from you.”

| didn't know where the Long Beach constabulary station was; | had to follow one of the plainweave
carpets back there. It turned out to be admost on the ocean, in afancy new building. Legate Kawaguchi
would havekilled for Johnson'slarge, bright, efficient office. Cometo that, | wouldn't have minded having
it mysdif.

Like congtables anywhere in the Barony of Angels, the Long Beach crew had aregular library of
seriptures on which the people with whom they dedlt could swear truthfulness: everything from the
Analects to the Zend-Avesta. They pulled out aTorah for me; | rested my hand on the satin cover while
| repeated the oath Johnson gave me.

Then he called up their scriptorium spirit to take down my words. | repeated everything I'd said in Judy's
flat, and added detail to go with it. After awhile, | paused and said, "What timeisit, anyhow?"

Johnson asked hiswatch. It said, "Nine forty-one."

"Could you get me asandwich or something?' | asked "I came down herefor adinner date with Judy,
and | haven't eaten since lunch. We were going to try that new Numidian place—"

"Oh, Bocchus and Bacchus?' Johnson said, "Y eah, I've seenit advertised | wouldn't mind trying it
mysdf. Hang on aminute, Mr. Fisher, I'll find out what | can round up for you."

Instead of couscous and lamb, | had agreasy burger, greasier fries, and coffee | drank only becauseiit
would have been an environmenta hazard if 1'd poured it down the commode. Then | finished giving my
Statement, and then | said, "What do | do now?' Thistime| was asking the plainclothesman.

"Try toliveasnormaly asyou can," he said I'd heard that advice before; | was sick of it How are you
supposed to live normally when people are trying to kill you and they've abducted the person who
meatters most to you in the world? Johnson must have understood that He raised alight-pamed hand and
went on, "I know it'satal order. What we're going to have to do now iswait for contact wait for either
your fiancée or the people holding her to get in touch with you. Whatever their demands are, say you'll
comply and then let usknow immediatdy."

"But what if they—?" | couldn't say it—absit omen and al that—but he knew what | meant.

"Mr. Fisher, the only consolation | can give you isthat if they'd intended to commit homicide, they could
have doneit. They must have some reason for wanting Mistress Adler dive.”

Thanks," | said from the bottom of my heart It made sense. Now all | had to do was pray the kidnappers
were sensible people. But if they were sensible people, would they have been kidnappers?

Johnson came around his desk, set abig hand on my shoulder. ™Y ou just go on home now, Mr. Fisher.
Try and get somerest Do you want one of our black-and-whitesto fly up with you, make sure you're not
waking into atrap yoursdf?'



After acouple of seconds, | shook my head. He looked relieved, asif held regretted the offer as soon as
he made it | suspected the Long Beach constables were stretched as thin as any other force. Itsan ugly
world out there. I'd just had my nose rubbed in how ugly it can be.

He walked out to my carpet with me. "Well bein touch, sr. And well aso get in touch with that Legate
Kawaguchi of yours, and with Centra Intelligence, and with the CBI, too, because it's akidnapping...
What'sfunny, Sr?'

"| can get in touch with the CBI," | said. "1 work two floors under their Angels City office." | wondered if
Saul Klein would get involved in the case. Nice to have one landsman around, anyhow. Hed certainly
be more comfortable to work with than the CI spook; Henry Legion was unnerving.

Johnson patted me on the shoulder again, sent me on my way. | remember very little about flying back to
Hawthorne—too much eke on my mind, too little of it good. | propitiated the Watcher for my block of
flats, glided into the garage, got off my carpet, and headed for the stairway. Once | wasinsde the
building, I didn't worry about how late it was, or how dark. Stupid, | know, especialy after what had
happened to Judy. | suppose you've never done anything stupid, en?

A vampire stood grinning &t the bottom of the Sairs.

Modern medicine can do alot for vampires. periodic blood implantsto tifle their hunting urge, heliotrope
bathsto let them go abroad between dawn and dusk (never on Sunday, the correspondence between
real and symbolic sun istoo strong then), sun-spectaclesto keep them from being blinded when they do
fareforth by day. Those who choose to—and, | admit, those who can afford to—take advantage of such
techniques can leed largely normd lives.

Not al do. Some would sooner follow their ingtincts and prowl. | hadn't heard of vampiresin Hawthorne,
but | wasn't shocked to encounter one. For onething, | think | was beyond shock; for another, asl've
sad, thisisapretty rough little town.

Just for aningtant | wondered if he was connected with the bastards who'd taken Judy. | had my doubts.
Vampires, if | can mix ametaphor, are usualy lone wolves. Odds are, this one was just trying to keep
himself fed. Random street crime, however, isjust as dangerousto itsvictim asonethat targetshimin

particular.

The vampires eyes glittered. | knew that if | looked into them for very long I'd be fascinated, and then
the bloodsucker could do whatever it wanted with me. | reached under my shirt, pulled out something on
achain round my neck.

The vampire must have thought it was going to be a crucifix. Its ranged mouth opened in ascornful laugh.
A lot of vampires, epeciadly the onesthat survive for very long in Christian countries, are of Balkan
Mudim blood, and so immuneto the Sgn of the cross.

But | didn't pull out across. What | wore instead was amystic Jewish amulet, a seven-by-seven acrostic
prepared by the same Mage Abramelin Works that made my blasting rod | yanked it off over my head
and threw the kabdlistic missle a the vampire.

He had quick reflexes—he caught it beforeit hit him in the face. But that didn't do him any good. Hiscry
of pain turned to an anguished howl. The Hebrew term for vampiresis kepiloth—"empty ones’'—and it's
agood description. Because they've lost so much humanity, they're extremely vulnerable to magica
countermeasures. When the acrostic based on the Hebrew word for "dog" hit this one, he had no choice
but to transform.



"Get out of here, you son of abitch!” | yelled and drew back my foot to give him agood kick. Hefled
ydping, tail between hislegs.

| picked up the amulet hung it back around my neck, and trudged upstairsto my flat Only later, when |
was lying down and trying to deep, did it occur to methat if | hadn't been emotionally drained from what
had happened to Judy, the vampire might have made me panic and drained mein the literd sense before
| thought of the amulet. Asitwas, | just took him in stride and did the right thing without even thinking
about it.

Every s0 often, lying there, I'd ask my watch whét timeit was. The last answer | remember getting was
2:48.

Going to work on three hours deep is one of those nightmares everybody has once or twice. A lot of the
time, anew baby in the house isthe reason. Not for me. Thinking about a baby made me think about
Judy. Wed had so many plans—I didn't want to think about throwing them dl away.

A cup of coffee with breskfast. Another cup of cafeteriamud the minute | got in, and another one right
after that. One more haf an hour later. | felt myself wind tighter and tighter. By God, 1'd get through the
day. If tonight ever came, 1'd probably be too buzzed to deep then. Onething at atime, though. Get
through the day firg.

That meant more phone cdls. | didn't fed theleast bit guilty about usng my office; my persond affairs
and those of the toxic spell dump case had become inextricably intertwined. First | called Saul Klein
updairs.

"Saul, thisis David Fisher downinthe EPA again," | sad, "I want—no, | don't want to, but | have
to—report akidnapping.”

Thisisthe report that we received from the Long Beach constabulary last night?' he asked. When | said
yes, hewent on, "Isthis connected with the minisingers case you were telling me about alittle while ago?"

I'd forgotten the minisingers. | discovered that dong with tired and worried, | could be embarrassed, too.
"No, it doesn't have anything to do with that. If you've received that Long Beach report, Saul, does that
mean you'll be on the case?"

I'll beinvolved, yes," he answered. "Isit convenient for you that | come down and discuss matters now?
Y ou're on the seventh floor, isthat right?"

"Y es, and sure, come on down. Can you stop at the cafeteriaand bring a couple of cups of coffee? I'll
pay for them."

He came; we drank coffee; he asked dl the same questions Johnson had the night before. Numbly, |
gave the same answers. He scribbled notes. When | was done, he said, "WEell do everything we can for
you, David, and for Mistress Adler. | promise you that" | noticed he didn't promise they'd get her back
alive and unhurt; he must have known better than to make promises he might not be able to keep.

When heleft, | called Henry Legion. The spook said, "I shall be there directly." He was, too, faster
crosscountry than Saul Klein had been from two floors up. Of course, Henry Legion hadn't had to stop
for coffee.

| told my story for the third time. Repetition madeit fed amost asif it had happened to someone
else—amodt, but not quite. The Cl spook said, Thisis disturbing. Events are moving faster than
crysta-bal projections had indicated. My opinion isthat your scanning around the toxic spell dump may



well have been the precipitating factor.”

"But except for alittle Stardust we didn't find anything,” | said, nearly wailing, asif | were | kid who got
caught and walloped for peeking in abedroom window without even seeing anything interesting.

"Y ou may know that" the spook said | would doubt the perpetrators do." Then he disappeared on me. |
hate that it dways gives him the last word.

Two down. My next call wasto Legate Kawaguchi. | wondered if he'd still be off on his other case, but
no, | got him. Thisisin relaion to the kidnagpping of Mistress Adler whom | met at the Thomas Brothers
fire?" he asked when he heard it was me, so the Long Beach constables must have aready talked with
him.

That'swhat thisisinrelation to, dl right" | said heavily. "1 can't imagine any other reason for kidnapping
Judy, especialy when whoever did it also tried to kill me afew daysago.”

"I canimagine other reasons,” Kawaguchi said. Before | could start screaming at him, hewent on, "'l
admit, however, that your scenario appearsto be of the highest probability. Asyou will have
surmised'—and as | had surmised—"1 have discussed this matter with the Long Beach force. | would,
however, dso be grateful for your firsthand account.”

| gaveit to him. One more repetition, | thought: one more movement out of the redlm of redlity and into
that of discourse. Inaway, it was asort of anti-magic. Magic useswordsto redlize what had only been
imagined | was using them to turn tragedy and horror into memory, which isever so much essier to
handle.

When | was through, Kawaguchi said, "Did you learn from the forensics man what sort of deep spdll he
detected at your fiancée' sflat?'

"You know, | didn't,” | answered. The plainclothesman—Johnson—and | went down to the Long Beach
gtation s0 | could make my sworn statement there, and the forensicsfellow didn't stick hishead into
Johnson's officewhilel wasgiving it.

"l shall inquire," Kawaguchi said. Hiswords were spaced alittle too far apart, asif he waswriting and
taking a the sametime.

| said, | wanted to check with you, too, Legate, to seeif you have any new answers that would help dear
up who did thisto Judy." Whoever it was had aso undoubtedly arranged to have the earth elemental
dropped on my flying carpet. At the moment, that seemed utterly unimportant to me.

"New answers, no," hesaid | have some new questions, however: there has been vanddism rlating to
the GarudaBird project at the Lola plant in Burbank, vandalism behind ahermetic sed.”

"That's supposed to beimpossible,” | said now speaking dowly mysaf—I was scrawling anote to call
Matt Arnold.

"Many things once supposed impossible have come true," Kawaguchi said Take virtuous redlity, for
example"

Thank you," | exclamed. That reminds me of something else | wanted to ask you: what's the more usua
namefor Pharomachrus mocinno?

Kawaguchi actually laughed | hadn't been sure he could "My apologies, Inspector; | should not have read
the name to your secretary straight off the laboratory report The common namefor the bird in questionis



the quetza .
"Quetzd?'l dammed into that head on, asif my carpet had run into abuilding. "Are you sure?'
"Confirmed by an ornithologist and an Etruscan ornithomancer,” Kawaguchi said.

"Youresure" | admitted. "But that's crazy. Michad Man-stein—he runs the sorcery lab here—and |
went around the Devonshire dump yesterday, and we found no trace of Aztecian sorcery leaking. He
even tested with flayed human skin substitute for Huitzliopochtlism.”

"I havetold you what | know," Kawaguchi said. The possibility remainsthat the feather was somehow
dtered in itstrandation from virtuous redity into our own merely mundane space and time; as | noted at
thetime, if would not be accepted as evidence in acourt of law. Another dternative isthat the feather is
indeed derived from aquetza, but was ddiberately placed within range of the scriptorium spirit Erasmus
sensorium for the purpose of mideading us.”

"Yeah," | said"Or it might be real—whatever that meansin connection with something out of virtuous
redity.”

"Exactly s0," Kawaguchi said. "Ockham's Razor arguesfor that interpretation, although the others cannot
beignored.”

| shave my datawith Ockham's Razor, too; it'sthe most practical tool to usein preparing basdline data
for projections and such. But, like any other razor, it will cut you if you're not careful with it

Thanksfor the information, Legate Kawaguchi," | said. "Would you do me one more favor, please.
Would you call aspook named Henry Legion at Centrd Intelligence back in D.SIC."—I gave him the
number—"and tell him what you've just told me? Its something he needsto know, believe me. Use my
name; it'll help you get through to him."

"I shdl do asyou suggest,” Kawaguchi answered dowly. Theimplications, however, are—troubling.”

"I know." When I'd first heard Charlie Kdly reluctantly admit the possibility of the Third Sorcerous War,
it chilled mefor days. Now, asfar as| was concerned, it was old news. Judy bulked ever so much larger
in my thoughts. | couldn’t worry about the whole world going up in smoke; that's too much for any mere
man to take in. But when some damned—I hope—bastard kidnaps the woman you love, you understand
that red well.

Kawaguchi and | said our goodbyes. He promised again that he would cdl Henry Legion. Me, | cdled
Loki, and eventudly got connected to Matt Arnold. "I just got off the phone with Legate Kawaguchi of
the ACCD," | told him. "He said you had a break-in and some vandalism on the Garuda Bird project.”

"That'sright," he answered "One of our people was critically injured, too."
"Kawaguchi didn't say anything about that," | said "What happened?”

"He was bitten by asnake." Even over the phone, | could hear Arnold's voice turn grim. "Some clever
sorcerer found away to beat ahermetic sedl. Did the constable tell you about that 7!

"He mentioned that it had been done, but not how," | answered "Y ou sound like you know."

"l do, yes," Arnold said Ther€ll be some deepless nightsup in Crystd Vdley until they can bring their
sorceware up to date."



"You don't need acrysta bal to predict that" | agreed. "How wasit done? Everyone's dways clamed
hermetic seals are proof against just about anything." | heard the sillence that meant he didn't want to tell
me. Quickly, | added "Remember, | have aprofessond interest in this. Any magic that can beat such a
powerful sedl hasto have serious consequences for the environment.”

"All right" he said grudgingly. "I guess| can seethat. But don't go spreading the word to al and sundry,
you understand?”

"I'm not areporter or anewsman for the ethernet” | replied with dignity.

"Okay," he said "What happened was, the bastards used one of Hermes own attributes to break the
sedls he was supposed to oversee. It was avery clever gpplication of the law of smilarity, I'll say; | wish
whoever came up with it would have put as much energy into something legitimate.”

"Goon," | sad.
The snakebite has something to do withit.”

He paused again. | redlized | was supposed to figure out why. Some other morning, | might have enjoyed
playing intellectual games. That particular day, | just didn't haveit. "I'm sorry; | must be dense,” |
sad—my troubles weren't any of hisbusiness. "Can you explain it for me?’

A sniff conveyed across the ether by two phone imps carries an impressive weight of scorn. Mait Arnold
sad, "Think about the kerykeion Hermes carries.”

Thewha?"'

He made another impatient noise. Asfar as| was concerned, lucky for him hewas a thefar end of a
phone connection. The EPA doesn't have the money—or the secrets—to get hermetic seals, so | had no
reason to be familiar with the minutiae of Hermes cult Maybe he redlized that, or maybe he just wanted
to get me off the phone so he could go back to whatever held been doing before | called. He said, The
Latin term for the kerykeion—not really proper, you know, for talking about a Greek Power—isthe
caduceus.”

That | did understand. The staff withthe..." My voicetrailed away. "Snakes," | said in an altogether
different tone of voice. "No wonder you said the bite had something to do with it."

That'sright,” he said, asif there might be some hope for me after al. They used the affinity of al snakes
to the ones of the caduceus to weaken the sed and |et them get into our secure areas.”

"Sneaky." | added, "1 hope you told Legate Kawaguchi about that. If one set of bad guysfiguresout a
stunt, everybody will be using it two weekslater." Then something e se occurred to me. "How did your
vandals get to the hermeticaly sedled areas, anyhow? Y ou had some tough-looking guards out front
when | wasthere."

They got lulled to deep.” Arnold sounded asif he didn't like to admit that " Some kind of spell or
other—Kawaguchi's forensi cs people haven't got back to me with the data."

Excitement ran through me: it sounded alot like the way Judy's kidnappers had operated. | wrote that
down so | wouldn't forget it, and promised mysdlf I'd call Plainclothes-man Johnson as soon as | was off
the phone with Arnold.

Whilel ill had him on the ether, though, | asked, "What kind of snake bit your man?"



"It was afer-de-lance," Arnold answered. "Nasty thing—the venom makes you bleed interndly asif you
had avampire gnawing you from theinside out Lucky it'sarelative of our loca rattlesnakes; the antivenin
spellsfor the one were efficaci ous enough—we hope—againgt the other. Like | told you, Jerry's still on
the criticd ligt, but they think hell pull through.”

"I'm glad to hear it," | said. "But why afer-de-lance in the first place? Why not use our rattlers?!

"For onething, it's more poisonous, if that's what the bastards were after. And for another, if the
sorcererswere Aztecians, they'd be more familiar with their native serpents than ours.”

"And if they weren't, they could throw suspicion on Azteca by planting snakes native to that relm.” | was
thinking about the quetzal feather. Till now, I'd suspected the Persians more than anyone e se. |

wondered if I'd have to change my mind. | aso remembered Persians deviousness, if they could hide
their schemes by implicating someone ese, they'd do it And | remembered | still hadn't visited Chocolate
Weasd.

Matt Arnold said, "Forensics ought to let us know before too long.”
"l hope so," | said. Thanksfor your time."

"|'ve dready wasted SO much on this miserable business, alittle more doesn't matter now." With that
encouraging word, Arnold hung up on me.

| called Johnson. When he answered, my ear imp yelled into my ear, so | suppose hewasyeling at his
mouth imp: "Did the kidnappers cal you? Or your fiancé?'

"I'm sorry, no." How sorry | was! | explained what 1'd heard from Matt Arnold, then asked, "Has your
forensics man been able to identify the deep spdll that was cast in Judy'sflat?"

"Hold on," he said. That'sin my notes—I saw it. Let melook." The imps reproduced the noise of
shuffling parchments. Then | heard Johnson say, "Y eah, hereitis"” more asif to himsdf than to me. After
afew more seconds, he must have put the handset up to his mouth again, because his voice came back
loud and clear I've got it, Mr. Fisher. Forensics saysit's an Aztecian spell, summoning the Power named
the One Called Night, the one from the Nine Beyonds, to cast deep on the victim. Thereésanote here
that it's not generally used with good intent I'm sorry to haveto tell you thet, sir.”

"Not haf assorry as| amto heer it,” | answered. But | wasn't surprised, or not much. Either Aztecians
redly were behind this or somebody was putting on one hell of abluff—and | mean that literally. The
higher the evidence mounted, the more | doubted it was a bluff.

From its own point of view, after dl, Aztecia has owed the Confederation abig onefor along time.
Angels City used to be Aztecian territory, after dl. So did St Francis, up north. So did the Arid Zone and
New Azteciafurther east, and Snowland, and Denver and dl the rest of Ruddy. With them, Aztecia
would be agreat nation. Without them, the Confederation wouldn't be.

And that'sjust in the sphere of morta poalitics. | thought about what Henry Legion had said about the shift
in the balance of Powers. It was aready plain that Huitzilopochtli wanted his own back. And if that green
feather meant what it seemed to, so did Quetzal coatl. The two Powers had been rivas before the
Spainish came. If they'd composed their differences... if that was so, then Heaven help the
Confederation. Heaven had better help, anyhow.

| called Legate Kawaguchi back. When | got him, | asked, "What kind of deep spell knocked out the
guards at the Loki plant in Burbank?"



That'sin my notes," he answered, just as Johnson had. He was quicker to find the answer than the Long
Beach congtable had been. "Here we are. The report indicates that it was an Aztecian spdll, oneinvoking
the Power varioudy called the Page and the Crackler, sending the spirits of the victimsto the Nine
Beyonds."

The Nine Beyondd!" | said. "Isthis Power dso known asthe One Called Night?*

"l don't seethat name here. Let me check with forensicsand call you back." He did, too, ingde of five
minutes. "Ingpector Fisher? The answer to your question is yes. Forensics wants to know how you knew;
this Power isnot commonly invoked in Angds City."

"l just got off the phone with Long Beach. The One Called Night isthe Power that put Judy to deep.”

Kawaguchi was nobody'sfool. "I shall consult immediately with Plainclothesman Johnson," he declared.
"Thislink must be explored to the fullest extent possble.”

More goodbyes. After they were through, | sat staring at the phone, wondering whether to call Henry
Legion again or give Tony Sudakis a piece of my mind Before | could do either, Rose stuck her head into
my office and said, "Beawould like to see you and Michad up front, please. Y ou weren't there for staff
meeting yesterday, so she wantsto catch up on what you've been doing.”

"No," | said. It came out utterly flat, asif—ridicul ous notion—somebody built a mechanica that could
tak.

Rose stared She knows I'm not fond of staff meetings, but when the boss says come unto thisone, he
cometh; and when she says go unto that one, he goeth, at least if he knoweth what's good for him. "But,
David—" Rose began, trying to bring me to my senses.

"No," | said again. "Can't. Too busy. | wasjust going out into the field when you camein." It wasn't true,
but | could make it so. | got up from my desk, started for the door. If Rose hadn't got out of theway ina
hurry, I'd have walked right through her.

"David, areyou dl right?' she cdled after meas| trudged down the hdll.

"No," | answered. Being very tired iskind of like being drunk; it makes you say thefirst thing that pops
into your head. Y ou often regret it later. | wondered if I'd till have ajob to come back to even as| was
diding down to the parking lot.

It'sagood thing I'd cometo know St. Ferdinand's Valey well over the past few weeks: | could fly up to
the Devonshire dump without having to think about where | was going.

| wasn't real good at thinking, not then. When I'd told Rose | was about to go out and do field work, |
hadn't had the dightest ideawhere I'd go and do it. Grilling Tony Sudakisfaceto faceinstead of over the
phone was the closest thing to agood idea I'd had.

Thistime, the security guard didn't need to see my EPA sgil before he got on the phone with Sudakis. A
minute later, he set up the footbridge and | went into the containment area. As | walked up the warded
path toward Sudakis fortress of an office, | looked for the patch of Nothing I'd seen a couple of times
before. Rather to my relief, | didn't noticeit, not then.

Sudakis opened the outer door himself. He probably started to say something pleasant and meaningless,
but onelook at my face made him change hismind. "You dl right, Dave?" he asked.

| gave him the same answer 1'd given Rose: "No." To him, though, | amplified it "l was supposed to go



out to dinner with my fiancée last night after | got back from examining this place. | didn't get to do thet.
When | went down to her flat, | found she'd been kidnapped.”

"That'sterrible," he exclaimed, acomment | could hardly disagree with. He started to take meinside,
then stopped in histracks. Say what you like about Antanas Sudakis, he's plenty sharp. Helooked back
at me. "Watt aminute," he said dowly. "Y ou think there's some kind of connection between us and that,
don't you? Ligten, Dave, I'm hereto tell you that—"

| overrode him: ™Y ou bet your sweet ass | dunk there's a connection, Tony. I've thought there was a
connection ever since the Thomas Brothers monastery burned down. | really thought therewas a
connection when acouple of loutstried to kill me after | got off the freeway one afternoon—"

"When what?' Now heinterrupted me.

| realized | hadn't told him about that, so | did. Then | went on, "And now, the day after the EPA wizard
and | scan this place, Judy gets snatched. What am | supposed to dunk, Tony? What would you think?"

"I don't know," he said, hardly louder than awhisper.

He was shaken—I could see that Hisleft hand reached for the little amber amulet he wore under his shirt
He made it go down by what looked like a ddliberate effort of will. | decided to shake him up some
more: "And just so you know, Tony, you do have aleak in your containment setup. Michael Mangtein
and | found Hollywood Stardust dl around your wals."

"Stardust isharmless" he said, ralying as gamely as he could.

"Yeah, but if Stardust isleaking, what elseis getting out with it?* Michadl had had to make that obvious
point for me; now | took maicious pleasurein hitting Sudakis over the head withiit.

Hewastough. I'd known that dready. "Y ou didn't find anything else, did you?' he demanded.

"No, but wewill. It'sonly amatter of time and thaumaturgy, and you know it aswell as| do." | took a
deep bresath, tried to calm down. "Anyway, that isn't what | came up here for. | wanted to find out who
you caled when Michagl and | got to work out here. Whoever it is either did the kidnapping themsalves
or ese called somebody to arrange to have it done.”

"The only cdl | made wasto the Devonshire Land Management Consortium office,” hesaid "'l had to let
them know so—they—could—" He ran down like a mechanical watch as he redized what he was
saying. He kicked at the cement under hisfeet "Oh, shit."

"Them or somebody connected with them,” | said "It just about hasto be."
| thought he'd give me more arguments, more denids, but he didn't "Yeah," he said in avoice like ashes.

"So what are you going to do about it?' | said pushing hard "Be agood little consortium soldier and
pretend none of this has ever happened? Y ou can. It would belegal. Y ou'd probably even get promoted.
But could you look at yoursdlf in the mirror whenever you went into amen'sroom?"

"Fuck you, Dave," hesaid evenly. | did try to hit him then. He caught my fist before it connected I'd
known he was stronger than | am, but not how much. If heldd hit me back, somebody else would be
telling you this story. But he didn't. He just hung onto me for most of aminute, then said, ™Y ou done
being gupid?"

| nodded. He let me go. "Good. Y ou don't want to try preaching at me again. It won't push mein the



direction you want meto go. Y ou got that?' He waited until | nodded again before he went on, "Okay.
Now that you've got that straight, I'd do everything | can to help you get your lady back. For my
reasons, mind you, not yours. We're wasting time here.”

"I don't think | understand you at dl,” | said.

"I don't think you do, either.” It wasn't pgorative: more asif he was sating alaw of nature. Maybe he
was. Asl'vesad, I'd never dealt with anybody of European origin who till clung to his people's old
gods, not inan artificial cult like that of Hermes, but as part of atradition as old and serious as my own.
Balance of Powers, | thought, and then wondered. Whose side Perkunas was on. After enduring umpty
hundred years of Chridtianity, the Lithuanian Power might be as eager as Huitzilopochtli to get hisown
back.

But no matter where hisgod stood, | thought Tony stood with me. Almost dragging mein hiswake, he
started down the walk toward the exit. | happened to look back toward his office a just theright time.
"Wait!" | exclamed, and grabbed hisarm.

It was like taking hold of the Juggernaut's car, once he got moving, he didn't want to stop for anything.
"Look back there," | said in atone heading toward desperate. "Thats what | was talking about before.”

Grudgingly, he turned around. "I don't see anything,” he said.

"I don't see anything, either,” | answered "'l see Nothing. Here, stand right where | am now." | moved off
the spot, he moved onto it. He shook his head started to go. Now | was desperate. " Stand on tiptoe,” |
suggested I'm severd inchestaler than heis.

He gave me alook that would have wilted me under any other circumstances. When | stayed crisp, he
shrugged and went up on histoes. A second later, he said something in Lithuanian that | didn't
understand. Then he dropped back into English: Y ou wereright after dl, Dave. | don't know what that
is"

Neither did I. At the moment, | couldn't see the Nothing the dump just looked like aweedy vacant lot.
But when I'd stood where Tony was now, thewall beyond that point seemed to recedeinto infinite
space. And yet, a the sametime, it was obvioudy right whereit belonged | don't know how to explain it
any better than that; | got thefeding | wasn't senaing it entirly through normal vision.

Tony Sudakis came down off tiptoe. Hewas, as usud, briskly decisve. "When you see something you
don't understand in atoxic spell dump, you'd better start trying to find out what it isjust as fast asyou
can," hesad. "Why don't you cal your wizard—his name was Mangtein, right?—and have him get up
here? The sooner he can find out what’ s going on over there, the sooner we can start trying to ded with
it"

"Aren't you the samefdlow | heard yesterday talking about how if Michadl or | set so much asatoe
ingde the confines of the dump, your people would sue us until the vulture let Prometheus liver done?!

"Goaheadrubitin," hesaid "Yeah, I'm that guy. But I'm aso the guy you'vefinaly convinced So come
on back to my office."

| was never so happy to turn around in my life. Aswe headed back toward the squat, ugly fortress, |
asked "Do you know what got dumped in that area? The more | can tell Michadl, the quicker helll be
ableto identify what's going on."

"Makes sense," Sudakis said He looked over toward where we'd seen that Nothing. It wasn't there now,



of course, because we weren't in the right spot That'd be about, hmm, Area 37. I'll check for you."

He pawed through the files, muttering al the time: "No, can't be that one—mat one was exorcised two
yearsago... Maybethisone? No, forget it—I know everything roc's eggshell can do... Hah!"

"Hah?' | echoed.

"Gotta be this one, Dave. Three-four months ago, one of the Baron's Watchers of the Shore found the
remains of what sure looked like amgjor conjuration out on Maibu Beach. They tested the junk for
thaumaturgica activity, but it came back negative—and | mean red negative, like thered never been any
magic around it since time began. Nobody believed that, not from the way the stuff waslaid out, so they
brought it here and dumped it in spite of the tests.”

"I remember that one," | said "There were lettersin the Times complaining about the waste of taxpayers
crowns.”

That'sit," Tony agreed "Y ou ask me, the only thing worse than the government spending money when it
doesn't need to is not spending it when it does need to.”

| started to pick up the phone, then stopped "Y ou said stuff waslaid out. What kind of stuff?”

Helooked down at his parchments. "'Funny stuff—Ilike nothing I've ever seen before. Staffs with stone
disks mounted on one end others with those shells called sand crownsinstead If | had to guess, I'd say
the stones were carved Sat to look like the sand crowns. And there were other staffs, long and short,
topped with feathers. Looked like some kind of Indian ritua, maybe, but not onel know."

"Okay." | got on the phone and called Michadl. While | waited for him to answer, | worried some more:
balance of Powers. Indian magic would not be well-inclined toward what | thought of as peace and
order, not now.

"Environmenta Perfection Agency—Michael Manstein spesking.”
"Michad?Hi, it'sDavid Fisher. Listen, I've got anew job for—"

Michadl interrupted, something he hardly ever does. "David, where are you. What on earth are you up
to? Beais quite vexed'—aword only he would come up with—""with you and Roseis practicdly in
tears”

That made me fedl bad, but it would have made mefed worseif | didn't fed pretty bad aready. In
words of one syllable, | explained where | was and what | was up to. | dso told him about Judy, which
explanedwhy | wasuptoit.

"Good heavens, David" he said, about as big an outburst asyou'll ever hear from him. "No wonder your
behavior was so anomaous.”

"Y eah, nowonder at dl," | grunted. Anomal ous wasn't the word for it; shitty was. | could blameit on
endlessworry, no deep, and too much coffee, but in the end it came back to me. If you're not
respong ble for what you do in thisworld, who is?

"Have you discovered anything of import in your return to the Devonshire toxic spell containment area?!
Michael asked gracioudy not saying anything more about what sort of beast 1'd been.

"As| matter of fact, | have." | told him about the Nothing, then put Tony Sudakis on the phone so he
could confirmiit.



Tony gave the handset back to me. Michadl was saying, "—shdl fly there forthwith to investigate. Y our
description strikes me as extremely urgent” He hung up.

"He'son hisway," | said to Sudakis.

"Okay," he answered I'd better stay here, then, to make sure he can get in and do what he needs to do.
What about you? Y ou gonnawait here with me?’

| thought about it, shook my head I've got to get back and mend my fences. Listen, do you have a
telephone at home?' | waited till he nodded then said "Would you give me your number? | may need to
get hold of you any time. Likeit or not—and I'm not saying you're liable; please understand that—you're
inthe middle of this, too—and they’ ve got Judy, whoever they are.”

He scrawled it on ascrap of parchment "Here you go. Cdl when you need to.”

"Thanks." | went out the door, down the warded path (I didn't even look back for the Nothing thistime),
over the footbridge, and out to my carpet On the way back to St James' Freeway, | passed aflorist's
shop. | stopped and bought Rose some roses. Sometimes words aren't contrition enough.

Rose's eyes went wide when | set the vase on her desk. She pointed to the closed door to Bea's office.
"She'sin ameeting right now, but shelll want to see you when she gets out And thank you, David Y ou
didn't haveto do this. Michael told me what your trouble was. I'll pray for you."

Rose is one of the good people. If God wasin amood to listen to anybody, Hed listen to her. | did
have to do this," | said "It'sthe stuff before that | shouldn't have done.”

She waved that aside and started to say something more, but | was aready on the way back to my
office. No matter how much of abig, hairy thing I'd been, | found she'd faithfully taken my messages
whilel was out. One was from Henry Legion. I'd haveto cdl him back, | thought.

Then | looked at the next one. It was from Judy.
IX

| don't know how long | stood there staring at thelittle piece of parchment in my hand. Every fegling you
can imagine ran through my mind—joy that Judy wasdive, fear that shewasin their clutches, hope,
worry, rage, al of them jumbled together a oncein away that would have made me dizzy even if | hadn't
been running on no deep and too much coffee.

Eventudly | started thinking aswell asfeding. The message, not surprisingly, left no return number. | ran
back down the hdl (I dmost ran into Phyllis Kaminsky, too) to Rose, threw it on her desk. "'l meant to
tell you about this, David," she said, "but what with the flowersand dl, it went right out of my mind. I'm
sorry."

So even Rose could make mistakes. | hadn't been sure it was possible. But it didn't matter, not right then.
"Never mind" | said. "How did she sound? What did she say?'

"Shejust asked for you and hung up when | told her you were out of the office” Rosesaid. "I didn't
know anything was wrong then." She gave me areproachful look; if I'd told her earlier, she might have
been able to do more. "Y ou have to remember, 1've only spoken with her the couple of times she's come
up here and occasionally taken messages for you—and no one ever sounds like herself on the phone.”

Miserable phoneimps—But no sooner had that thought crossed my mind than | ran up the hdl (and
amog ran down Phyllisagain; shelet out an indignant squawk) back to my office.



| wished Michadl were still hereinstead of up at the Devonshire dump. I'd read that a good wizard could
sometimes trace a phone cdl even after the etheric connection between the imps at the opposite ends
was broken.

Phoneimps are nearly identicd, one to another—that's what ectoplasmic cloning isall aout Nearly, but
not quite. As Bacon's Prosciutto putsit, Thereésadivinity that shapes our ends’Rough-hew them how
wewill." Tiny imperfections get into the cloning process—meacro identical, but micro different Hurt'swhy
the phone switching system works so well: because the imps are so like one another and spring from the
same source, the laws of similarity and contagion make establishing contact between any two of them
easy. And because they aren't quite identical, each can be assigned its own place in the telephone web.

"God, I'manidiot!" | exclamed amoment later. God, | presume, aready knew this. Michad Manstein
was agood wizard, sure, but he wasn't the only good wizard involved in this case—the CBI had plenty
of skilled mages, just two floors up. | caled Saul Klein, told him what had happened.

"I'll send someoneright to you," he said as soon as | was through. Henry Legion might have got down to
my office faster than the wizard did, but | don't think any mere morta could have. She was a Hanese
woman who came up just past my e bow, but she seemed smart and businesdike as all get-out She
introduced hersdlf as Cdia Chang.

"What time would this telephone cal have been placed?’ she asked

| looked down at the parchment. Rose, bless her efficient soul, had made anote of it Ten twenty-seven,”
| answered.

"And it's now"—she paused to ask her watch—"five minutes past twelve. A little more than an hour and
ahaf. Theetheric trail should not beimpossibly cold. Let me seewhat | can do, Mr. Fisher."

From the efficient way she went about things, | gathered thiswasn't the first time sheld traced phone
cals—probably not thefifty-first ether. If anybody had to use that particular thaumaturgy alot it would
bethe CBI. | felt easier; 1'd been wishing she were Michadl, but now | decided | didn't need to worry
about it.

She opened her little black bag, took out what |ooked like a telephone handset but wasn't (1'd never seen
ablue porcelain phone, anyhow), and set it on the desk next to my phone. "Does the telephone
consortium know you have gear likethat?' | asked.

"Officialy, no," she said Her smile made her look much younger and prettier than she had without it
"Unofficialy—ask me no questionsand I'll tell you no lies™ Like anybody € se with an ounce of concern
for theworld to come, she was hesitant about being forsworn.

"Never mind" | told her.

She took a copper cable from one pocket of her kb robe, used it to connect her blue box to the real
telephone. As she did so, she made aface. "Properly, thisshould be slver,” she said "It's a better
conductor of sorcerousinfluences than copper—>buit it's also more expensive, and so it's not in our
thaumaturgica budget If | werein private practice—" She shook her head "If | werein private practice,
I'd be less useful. I'm sure you have to manage on fewer resources than you find idedl, too."

"How right you are," | said.

She was making smal talk while she could just to put me at my ease. When the need for serious
conjuration came, she sarted ignoring me. That wasdl right; | hadn't expect anything different Wizards



dedling with the Other Side don't need their elbows joggled, even metaphorically.

Mistress Chang might have been Hanese by blood, but she used standard Western sorcerous techniques,
ones that date back to the Species of Origen and some of them even farther. No reason she shouldn't
have; for adl | knew, her ancestors might have come to the Confederation a couple of generations before
mine. After censing the copper cable (and stinking up my office), she took two meta plagues, each
inscribed with ademon's sedl, and affixed them to the cable.

"l don't need afull manifestation from either Eligor or Botis," she explained, "but | do require the
gpplication of some of their attributes: Eligor discovers hidden things, while Botis discerns past, present,
and future. Now if you will excuse me—"

Thefirst gesture of her elegantly manicured hand was awave to get me to move back a couple of steps.
The next was a pass that accompanied her conjuration. Calling up demonic attributes without getting raw
demon, so to speak, isatricky business; | watched quietly and respectfully while she did what she had to
do.

It was more like coaxing than commanding: no impressive circles or pentagrams, no manifest thyself or
eternal torment shall overwhelm thee. At the climax of the incantation, she just said, "Help me, please,
you two great Powers." | tell you, modern sorcery lacksthe dramait had in the good old days.

But we can do things now that our ancestors never dreamt of trying. When Celia Chang pointed to the
plagues on the cable, the sedls that bound Eligor and Botis, which had been black squiggles on silver
metd, began to glow with alight that outshone the St. EImo'sfire on the calling.

The light started to fade, then grew again. They're searching through time for the etheric connection,”
CediaChang said. Just then, Botis sedl blazed for amoment; | had to blink and turn my head aside. The
CBI wizard softy clapped her handstogether. "We have the fix in time. Now to see whether Eligor’s
alegory dgorithm can uncover the missing phone number.”

| didn't know what we were waiting for—probably for Eli-gar's sedl to flare up theway Botis had That
didn't happen; its squiggles continued to shine asthey had before. | don't know if you're familiar with
Eligor'ssed: it looksrather like an open mouth with arubber arrow threaded through its upper lip.

Arrow or not, though, that sort of amouth up and spoke like the old Roman godlet Aius Locutius: one
number after another, until there were ten. Celia Chang and | both wrote them down as Eligor gave them
to us. By the time we'd recorded the last one, the lines on both plagues had stopped glowing.

"Let'scompare them,” thewizard said. | handed her the scrap of parchment on which I'd taken down the
numbers. She held out the one on which she'd written them. We'd both heard the phone number the
sameway. She asked, "Isthis number familiar to you?!

"No." | shook my head. "Its not Judy's; it's not any phone number I've seen before.™

"| expected as much, but you never know," she said. "Well have to go to the telephone consortium, then,
and learn to whom the number belongs—if anyone, of course. It might be a public phone.”

"I hadn't thought of thet," | said in ahollow voice. Hard for me to imagine kidnappers having avictim
make acdl from apay phonein the middle of the morning, but it was possible, especidly if they knew of
onethat couldn't be easily seen from the Street.

Mistress Chang said, "WEell be in touch with you as soon aswe learn anything, Mr. Fisher." She packed
up her sorcerous impedimenta, nodded to me—till businesdike, but with, | thought, some sympathy,



too—and strode out of the office.

My stomach growled, fortunately a couple of seconds after that. What with al the coffee I'd poured
down there, it had been growling on and off for awhile now, but thiswas a different note. It wanted
food. No matter what your mind triesto do to you, your body has away of reminding you of lifeésbasics.

| went over to the cafeteriaand bought myself a vulcanized hamburger—as amatter of fact, it was
cooked s0 hard that Vulcan, had he been of amind to, could have carved the battle reliefs that he'd put
onto the shields of Achillesand Aeneasright onto the surface of the mest. | ate it anyhow; at the moment,
| didn't much carewhat | fed my fire, aslong asit filled me up. And | washed it down with more coffee.

The stuff was arting to lose its power to conjure up my demons. | found mysdf yawning over the last of
my fries. But no rest for the weary; | plodded back to the office to seewhat | could accomplish.

In short, the answer was not much. Part of the reason wasthat | jumped hafway to the ceiling every
time the phone yarped, hoping it would be Judy again. It never was. None of the calls | got was of any
consequence whatsoever. Every one of them, though, broke my concentration. In aggregeate, they left me
anervouswreck.

Along with hoping one of the callswould be from Judy, | dso kept hoping one wouldn't be from Bea. |
just didn't haveit in meto play staff meeting gamesright then, and | waan't redl thrilled about having to
bear up under sympathy, either. Atlas carried the whole world, but right now | had dl the weight on me |
could take.

But Bea, to my rdlief, didn't cal. Except for rdief, | didn’t think anything of it at the time. Looking back,
though, | think she didn't call precisaly because she knew | couldn't dedl with it Beaisapretty fair boss. |
may have mentioned that once or twice.

The phone squawked yet again. When | answered it, Celia Chang was on the other end. "Mr. Fisher?
We have located that tel ephone whose number | traced alittle while ago. It is, unfortunately, apublic
phone up on the corner of Soto'sand Plummer in St Ferdinand's Valley."

"Oh," | said unhappily.
"l am sorry, Mr. Fisher," she said, "but | did think you would want to know."

"Yes, thank you," | said, and hung up. | never have figured out why you thank someone who's given you
bad news—maybe to deny to the Powersthat it'sreally hurt you, no matter how obviousthat is.

After CdliaChang's cdl, the phone stopped making noise for awhile. | tried to buckle down and get
somework done, but | still couldn't make my mind focus on the parchmentsin front of me. I'd write
something, redize it was either colossdly stupid or just pointless, scratch it out, try again, and discover |
hadn't done any better the next time. All | could think about was Judy—Judy and deep. In spite of all
that coffee, | wasyawning.

About half past three, someone tapped on my door. Severa people had been in aready; news of what
had happened was getting around with its usua speed in offices. | knew they meant well, and it made
them fed better, but it just kept reminding me of what Judy had gone through and might be going through
now. Still, once more couldn't make me fed much worsethan | did dready. "Comein,” | said resignedly.

It was somebody | worked with, but somebody who aready knew what was going on. "Hello, David,"
Michad Mangeinsaid. "1 trust | am not intruding?"

"No, no," | said—someone € se would have been, but not Michad. "Here, sit down, tell mewhat that



thing—that Nothing—I mean—in the Devonshiredumpiis.”

Hefolded hisangular frameinto achair, seepled hislong paeringers. "First tell meif you have any word
of your fiancée," he said. So | had to go through that again after al. Helistened attentively—Michadl is
adways atentive—then said, "1 am sorry you were out of the office when Judith called. | wish | could
have been here when the CBI wizard traced the call, aswell. | have had occasion to attempt that twice,
but succeeded in only oneinstance. An opportunity to improve my technique would have been
welcome.”

| had the feding he was more interested in the magic for its own sake than the reason it had been used,
but | couldn't get angry about that—it was Michadl through and through. | tried again to make the carpet
fly my way: " So what was that Nothing? Did you analyze it?'

"l did," he answered "Asbest | could determine, it is—Nothing."
"What's that supposed to mean?' | know | sounded peevish—nerves, exhaustion, coffee again.

Michael didn't notice. What held found intrigued him too much for him to pay attention to details like bad
manners. Hesad, 'Itis, in my experience, unique: an areafrom which al the magic has been removed,
not externdly, aswould be normd, but internaly. Whatever Powers are involved are till contained within
the barrier established around them, but have in effect created that barrier to shield them from the
surrounding world—or vice versa. | have no ideahow to penetrate the barrier from This Side.”

"Could whatever'sin there burst out from the Other Sde?' | asked.

"Itisconceivable” Michadl said "Sincel am of necessity ignorant of what liesingde the barrier—think of
it as an opague sogp bubble, if you like, dthough it isalmogt infinitely stronger—I cannot eva uate the
probability of that possibility.”

| worked that through till | thought | understood it. Then | said, "Why doesthe, the Nothing make
everything behind it look so far away?"

"Again, | cannot give aprecise answer,” Michad said | believe | do grasp the basic cause of the
phenomenon, however the barrier isin effect an areawhere the Other Side has been removed from
contact with This Side. The eye naturally attemptsto pursueit in itswithdrawal, thus leading to the
impression of indefinitdy great distance behind it."

"Okay," | sad. That made some sense—certainly more than anything I'd thought of (which, given my
current state, wasn't saying much). But it raised as many questions as it answered the most important of
which was, how do you go about separating This Side and the Other? They've been inextricably joined at
least since people and Powers became aware of each other, and possibly since the beginning of time.

Michadl said "If your next question is going to be whether | have atheoretical modd to explain how this
phenomenon cameto be, the answer, | regret, isno.”

"| regret it, too, but that's not what | was going to ask you," | said. Michael raised a pale eyebrow; to
him, finding atheoretical mode ranked right up there with breathing. My mind was on smpler things: "I
was going to ask if you'd come with meto ingpect Chocolate Weasdl tomorrow morning.” | explained
how more and more of the evidence was pointing toward an Aztecian connection.

"Beaten ahermetic sedl, have they?' Michad murmured; again, the thaumaturgy interested him more than
anything e'se. Hewent on, "WEell be seeing learned articles on that for sometime to come. But yes, | will
be happy to accompany you to Chocolate Weasd. Where isthe facility located?!



"In St Ferdinand's Valey, near the corner of Mason and Nordhoff," | answered. That wasn't apart of the
Valey I'd learned yet; the Devonshire dump was north of it, while the businesses and factories I'd visited
were farther south and east | figured Michadl or | could find it, though.

Hesaid, "Shall we take my carpet again, and meet here aswe did yesterday ?'

"All right," | answered. | was just asglad that held fly us up into the Vdley; at the moment, | wondered
whether 1'd be able to get mysdlf home tonight.

Michael headed for the lab, no doubt intent on catching up on whatever held had to abandon when |
caled him from the Devonshire dump. | asked my watch what time it was—alittle before four. Not quite
soon enough to go home, but too late to do anything useful (assuming | could do anything useful) to the
parchments on my desk.

| decided to try to call Henry Legion. | realized there was an advantage in dealing with a spook rather
than aperson (thefirst I'd found, so | treasured it): even though it was just about seven back in D.C., he
waslikely to be onthejob. At least, | didn't think spooks had familiesto go hometo.

And sure enough, | got himwhen | called "Inspector Fisher," hesaid "l was hoping | would hear from
you. What have you learned since thismorning?'

So | told him what 1'd learned the hermetic sedl's, the quetzal feather, the fer-de-lance, the One Called
Night, the Nothing. It took awhile. Until | told him what all 1'd found out in the course of the day, | hadn't
redized how big aforest it made; onetree at atime had been falling on me. But, to shift the figure of
gpeech, | had alot of pieces. | didn't have apuzzle.

"| shall convey your information to the gppropriate sources,” he said when | was through. "Inspector
Fisher, the Confederation may well owe you alarge debt of gratitude.”

I'm sorry,” | said, "but right now that doesn't matter much to me. All | want to do is get Judy back, and |
don't think I'm much closer than | was." Maybe fitting some of the pieces together would help. | asked,
"Isit the Aztecians that we've bumped up againgt here?"

"Y our information makes that appear morelikdly," he answered, maddeningly evasive and dispassonate
asusud.

| wastoo tired to get angry at him. | just pushed ahead "If it wasthe Aztecians, why did they attack the
GarudaBird?"

The Cl spook hesitated—I must have asked the right question. "The answer which immediately springs
to mind isthat the Garuda Bird isthe great enemy of serpents, being the representative of birth and the
heavens, while serpents are in the camp of death, the underworld, and poison.”

The great enemy of serpents.” For asecond, it didn't mean anything—I was beat Then an darm clock
dtarted ydling insde my head. "Quetza coatl.”

Thisthough had occurred to me, yes," Henry Legion said.
"What do we do?"' | demanded.

"Prayers cometo mind" the spook answered which, while sensible, was not what | wanted to hear. He
added, "Past that, the best we can. Call if you require my assistance, Inspector Fisher; | shal do what |
canfor you."



Thanks," | said | wastaking to adead line; held hung up.

Someone tapped on the door. | looked up. Now, as the day wound down, it was Bea. | gulped. She
wasn't the person | wanted to see right then. Or at least | thought she wasn't, until she said quietly, "1 just
want you to know, David that my prayerswill bewith you tonight.”

From Henry Legion, the suggestion of prayer had had the undertone that even that probably wouldn't
help the mess we were in. Bea, though, sounded calmly confident it would make everything al right |
liked her attitude better than the spook’s. But then, Henry Legion knew more about what al waswrong
than shedid.

I'm sorry | didn't come seeyou,” | muttered | wasn't just sorry; | was ashamed of myself. But that's not
something you can casudly say to your boss.

| guess she was good at reading between thelines. She said, "If you like, we can talk about it more
tomorrow. Why don't you go home and try to get somerest now? Y ou'll be better for it" She made
shooing motions, then smiled "My mother used to do that to chase chickens off the back porch. | haven't
thought about it in years. Go on home now."

Thank you, Bea," | said humbly, and | went on home.

| don't remember what | cooked for supper that night, which is probably just aswell. | thought about
going to bed right afterward but if | did that, | knew 1'd wake up at three in the morning and stay up. So
rattled around in my flat instead like apeain apod that was much too big for it.

Thequiet in therefet very loud. | wished | had an ethernet set to give myself something to occupy my
ears and maybe my mind. Being alone with yourself when you'reworried is hard work. | tried to work,
but | couldn't concentrate on the words.

The phoneyelled | banged my shin on the coffee table in the front room as | sprang up and dashed off to
answer it. It was some mountebank selling microsalamander ciger lighters. I'm afraid | told him whereto
put one before he let the sllamander loose. | limped back out front after | hung up.

| picked up my book again. | should have been reading something useful, maybe about the Garuda Bird
or Quetzalcoatl. But no, it was athriller about thirteen guys on aspy misson to Alemaniaduring the
Second Sorcerous War. | was @ the exciting part—the Alemans were trying to drive them into the
akahest pits till bubbling from the First Sorcerous War. Even o, | kept losing track of what was going
on.

The phone again. | dmost hoped it was another huckster, 1'd taken savage, mindless pleasure in baiting
thefirst one. Too much had happened to me, with no chance for meto hit back at anyone. If amiserable
sdlesman chose that moment to inflict himsalf on me, it was hislookout.

"Helo?' | snapped.

"David?' The progressive distortion from two phoneimps couldn't mask the voice. All my rage
evaporated even before she went on, "1ts Judy."

"Honey," | whispered; just hearing for sure that she was dive took my breath away. | made mysdlf talk
louder: "Areyou dl right?"

"I'm—fair," she said, which made me fearful al over again. She hurried on: "Don't ask questions, Dave.
Y ou haveto listen to me. They won't let me talk long. They say you have to stop messing around with
thingsthat aren't your business, or else—" | waited to hear what the " or else” was, but she'd stopped |



was araid | could figureit out for mysdlf.

Tell them | say I'll do whatever they want,” | answered | hoped she'd get the ditinction: just because |
sadit didn't mean | would.

"Becareful, Dave," shesad. They aren't joking. They—"Her voice cut off. Faintly, asif theimpswere
reproducing the words of someone farther from the phone, | heard " Come on, you."

"Honey, | loveyou," | said While | wastalking, though, somebody hung up the phone. | don't think Judy
heard me.

| spent awhile wishing damnation on the wretches who'd snatched her, then pulled mysdlf together and
called the Long Beach congtables. Plainclothesman Johnson had the night off; | got some other worthy,
name of Scott. He heard me out, then said Thanks for passing on the information, sir. Well do what we
canwithit."

Which meant, as| knew only too well, they weren't going to do much. It did tell them, asit had me, that
Judy was gill on This Side. That did count for something to them, and it had counted for alot more than
something to me. | had fresh hope.

| called the CBI. Saul Klein had gone home, but the fellow who answered the phone knew what was
going on with the case. | asked him, ""Can you send someone down to try to trace the cal? Y our
Mistress Chang managed to do it earlier today."

"Well, why not?' the CBI man said after he thought it over. "Can't hurt to try." He read me back my
home address to make sure he had it right, then said, "Well have someone therein half an hour or s0."

It was more like forty-five minutes, but that didn't surprise me. | drive St James Freeway every day; |
know how things can be down there. When the rap on the door came, | opened it with my left hand. My
right hand was holding the blasting rod after what had happened to Judy, | wasn't taking any chances.

The weedy little fellow outside gave back a pace when he saw | was carrying arod which meant he
amost went ass over teakettle down the sairs. Heralied fagt, though. "Can't say as| blameyou, sir," he
sad and flashed aCBI Sgil that said he was an intermediate thaumaturgic andyst—by which | learned
the CBI hasdilly job titles, too—named Horace Smidley. | lowered the rod right away. He might not
have looked like the light-and-magic show verson of aCBI man, but he sure did ook like aHorace
Smidey.

| led him to the phone. He went through the same tracing ritual Celia Chang had used earlier in the day
back at the office. He wasn't as smooth as she had been—he was only an intermediate thaumaturgic
anaygt, after al—but he got the job done. The quasi-mouth that formed Eligor’ s sedl spokeits series of
digits, thenfdl slent once more.

"That's the same number they used when they called before,”" | said.

Isit? Cardess of them.” Smidley made a clucking noisein the back of histhroat; | got the ideathat he
disapproved of carelessness no matter who perpetrated it, even if it made catching the bad guys easier.
Hewent on, "Il take the information back with me."

"What do you think it means?' | asked "Arethey holding?
Judy somewhere close to there and using that phone because it's convenient to them?"

"That ismost probable,” he said; he and Michael Man-stein would have got on well together. The other



possibility isthat they are deliberately transporting her along distance to midead us. Possible, as| say,
but risky: any accident or flying violation that a constable happens to observe destroys what up to now
has appeared awell-organized scheme.”

Again, you could tdll he liked organization, no matter who was using it or for what purpose. | worry
about people like that; the Leader of Alemaniahad had alot of them behind him. Horace Smidley,
though, was on my side, for which | wasduly grateful. | thanked him for taking the trouble to come down
a night

"My pleasure,” he said, and then, to my mind, weakened the answer by adding, "And my duty.” He
headed down the stairs—intentionally this time—and then, | presume, on back to Westwood.

Me? | shut the door after him, brushed my teeth, and went to bed | don't remember another thing until
the alarm clock scared me awake the next morning.

It was going to be ahot one. | could tell assoon as| got out of bed. Even after along night'sdeep, | ill
felt tired, but out my bedroom window | saw that the wind stirring the eucalyptus tree next door was
some from out of the northeast what they call St Ann'swind. That aways strikes me asrude, or don't
you think naming awind after the Virgin's mother implies she talked too much?

The wind swirled hard enough to shake my carpet as | headed for the freeway. When | flew past a
vacant lot, | watched the dust devils spinning tumbleweeds around and tossing them up into the sky.
There are more dust devils these days than there used to be; I've always said cutting the budget for
meteorologica exorcistis was amistake. One day the devilswill join forces and blow down abuilding or
three, and fixing thingswill end up costing alot more than were saving now.

But what palitician looksto the future? | wondered why | was bothering myself, come to that. If the
Third Sorcerous War broke out, dust devils would be the least of my—and everyone €l ses—worries.

Michadl waswaiting for mein the parking lot "Have you received any news?' he asked as| waked up to
his carpet.

They made Judy cal melast night,” | said, nodding. "Whoever they are, they want usto stop investigating
anything that has anything to do with the Devonshire dump—or ese.”

Michadl gave meacuriouslook. "Y et you are still here." He turned on to Wilshireto get to St James
Freaway for thetrip up into the Valley.

"Yeah, I'mdill here” | said. "'l don't believe stopping would reglly make them turn Judy loose. And
besides... the degper we get into this case, the more important it looks." God help me, | was starting to
think like Henry Legion. Saving the world, not just one person, looked bigger al thetime.

We got off the Venture Freaway at Winnetka and headed north, Michadl flying, me navigating. It wasa
mixed kind of neighborhood, first a business block, then arow of homes, then some more businesses.
Oncewe flew past what looked half like aschool, half like afarm. | glanced down a my map. That'sthe
CeresInditute of &t Ferdinand's Valey." In spite of everything, | laughed "Angds City is an ecumenica
place”

"Another artificia cult" Michael said; hisbusinessis keegping up with such things. They say the goddess

redlly doesimprove agricultura productivity.” wonder how much maintaining her cult addsto the price of
produce, though." Cost-benefit andysisagain. Y ou can't get away from it in our society: it wasthe same
kind of thing | was doing to see whether the Chumash Powers would be worth preserving if they did il
happen to exist That reminded me I'd haveto call Professor Blank one of these days and see what more



he'd harassed his graduate sudentsinto finding ouit.
"We should be getting close," Michad said.

"Weare," | answered, after acheck of where wewere. The next mgjor cross street is Nordhoff. Y oulll
want to turn left there. Mason isthe next fair-sized street that will crossit, about half amile west of
Winnetka."

"Very good." Michadl siwung into the leftmogt flight lane a Winnetkaand Nordhoff. We had to wait for
all the southbound carpets to go past before we could turn, though. Strange how rules of the road that
were codified for horsesin Europe long before anyone outsde the Middle East wasflying carpets till
govern the way we handle traffic. Sorcery, of course, maintains anything old and curious because being
old and curious makesit powerful in and of itsdlf. I'd never thought of traffic rulesfaling into that
category, though.

The north side of Nordhoff" wasalight industria park, with one big rectangular box of abuilding
following another. The south side was mostly houses, though the corner with Mason boasted aliquor
store, a Golden Steeples that probably did aland-office business from al the working types acrossthe
street, and also a Spells'R' Us.

Chocolate Weasdl wasin theindustrid park, a couple of buildings past Mason. Michae! let his carpet
down in an open space near the front door. As | undid my safety belt and stood up, | noticed that alot of
the carpetsin the lot were old and threadbare. People didn't work here to get rich, that was obvious.

Michael picked up hislittle black bag. We walked over to the entrance sde by side. Thefirgt thing that
hit me when we went inside was the music. There were minisngersinvolved in the case after dl—I'd
haveto tell Saul Klein. But they weren't playing lieder—oh my, no. Theinside of Chocolate Weasdl
sounded like an Aztecian bar in East A.C.—or maybe like one down in Tenochtitlan—both in style of
music and in volume. | must confess| winced.

All the chatter ingde wasin Spainish, too. No, | take that back: | heard alittle clucking Nahuatl, too. No
English, not until people noticed us. | got the idea people who didn't look Aztecian didn't pop into
Chocolate Weasd every day. The Aztecian community in Angels City isbig enough to be alarge city of
itsown, and doesn't have to deal with outsiders unlessit wantsto.

By thelooks they gave us, we were outsdersthey didn’t want to deal with. Those looks got darker
when we pulled out our EPA dgils, too. Suddenly everyonein the place developed aremarkable inability
to understand English. Michael foiled that ploy, though, by asking for the head of the firm in fluent
Spanish.

| wondered if the secretary would fall back into Nahuatl; she was one of the people I'd heard using it. If

shedid, though, Michagl would give her another surprise. | wondered how many pale blonds spoke the
old Aztecian language. Not many seemed afair guess.

But, rather to my disappointment she didn't In feet, hearing Michaegl use Spainish made her unbend
enough to remember she knew some English after dl, which put me back in the conversation. She took
us down the hdl to the consortium markgrave's office.

Jorge Vasquez looked at uswith about as much enthusiasm as a devout Hindu confronted with a plate of
blood-red prime rib. He was ahandsome fdlow in his early forties, and doing quite well for himsdif:
unless| missed my guess, his suit would have run me close to two weeks pay.

He shoved our sigilsback acrossthe desk at us, then leaned forward to glare. "I am sick and tired of



harassment by the EPA," he said. "Y ou people have the attitude that our spells must be perverse because
they are based on the authentic rituals of our people. It is not true; our procedures are no more wicked
than the thaumaturgy the Catholic Church works through transubstantiation.” He pointed to the crucifix on
thewall behind him.

"That'sameatter of opinion,” | answered. "Mysdf, I'm Jewish." | didn't eaborate; what it meant wasthét |
found any ritud of human sacrifice, no matter how symboalic, on the unpleasant side.

Vasguez didn't say anything, but his nogtrils flared. So he wasn't redl fond of Jews, eh? Well, that was his
problem, not mine.

| went on, "In any case, thisvist has nothing to do with the merit of your rituas, only with the way you're
preparing your toxic spel byproducts for disposa. The Devonshire dump isleaking, and leaking
something noxious enough to cause an outbreak of gpsychic birthsin the neighborhood. Considering
some of the materials and cantrips you use, | hope you can understand how we might be concerned.”

"I tell you again, Inspector Fisher, thisisbigotry in action,” Vasquez said "We run aclean shop here.
What do you think we are doing, attempting to bring about the dominion of Huitzilopochtli over Angels
City?'

That was one of my mgjor concerns, but telling him so didn't seem poalitic. | just said, "Why don't you
take us over to your flayed human skin substitute processing facility? That's the likeliest source of
thaumaturgic pollution here, | think."

"It isalegitimate sorcerous substance, permissible under the laws of the Confederation,” Vasquez said
hotly. "I repeet, you are harassing Chocolate Weasd by singling us out—"

"Bullshit,”" | said, which made him St up straight in hischain not thefirst timelately 1'd surprised
somebody by not talking the way an EPA inspector was supposed to. | didn't care. If hewas hot, | was
steaming. | went on, "Y ou are not being singled out, Sir. I've been vigiting businesses that dump at
Devonshire for weeks now. Y ou're not being discriminated against because you're Aztecian, eithe—I've
hit Persian places, aerospace firms, what have you. But even you won't deny flayed human skin subgtitute
isadangerous substance, | hope? Now we can do this politely on aninforma leve or | can go out, get a
warrant, and turn this place ingde out. How do you want to play it?'

He camed down in ahurry. Somehow 1'd thought he might. He said, "What sort of tests do you havein
mind?'

| looked at Michael—he wasthe expert He said, "I intend to use the smilarity test with my own piece of
skin subgtitute to see if uncontrolled Huitzilopochtlic influences are present” Hewas going to try the same
test he'd used back at the dump, in other words.

| didn't know what V asquez would say about that—maybe start complaining about theologica
discrimination. But he didn't; he just got up and said, "tome with me, gentlemen.” | concluded hewas alot
like Ramzan Durani of Sow Jinn Fizz: plenty of bluster when he was excited, but a reasonable man
underneath. Finewith me; I'd had it up to here with arguments.

As soon aswe left the office, the racket from the mariachi minisingers came back full force. That kind of
music hasits enthusiasts. Unfortunately, I'm not any of them. And the minisingers, trueto their Alemanic
Ursprung, gaveit adight oompah besat that did nothing to improve matters.

The workers on the factory floor glared at Michagl and me aswe went by. Not everybody lovesthe
EPA.. Too bad. The Confederation would be contaminated alot worsethan it isif we weren't around.



Squares of flayed human skin subgtitute lay at the bottom of vats. Even though the stuff waslegd, it
turned my stomach. Michadl said, Take one out for me, please.”" Vasquez trandated his request into
Spainish. One of hismen reached in and fished out adripping sheet.

"It's darker than the substitute you have in your lot,” | remarked.
Vasguez said, "Thisisthe residue of the tanning baths. Proper cleansing will restore the usua shade.”

Michael Mangtein raised an eyebrow at that, but he didn't say anything, so | let it ride. | said, "I trust you
have proper import certificates for the flayed human skin substitute?!

"I shdl fetch them immediately," Vasquez said. "Please do not let my absence delay you in your tess." He
headed back toward his office.

Michael got to work with his sheet of human skin substitute and the one the worker had pulled out of the
vat | clutched my kabbaistic amulets. | was ready for anything from his sheet of subgtitute sarting to
bleed to dl hell bresking loose. | was ready for what might have been worse than hell bresking loose: |
was ready for Huitzilopochtli alive and in Person and in abad mood. | wasn't sure I'd get out of
Chocolate Weasdl in one pieceif that happened, but | had a chance.

Jorge Vasquez came back while Michadl was still incanting. He handed me the certificates I'd asked for.
Sure enough, they showed he was bringing in flayed human skin substitute produced by the law of
amilarity, as certified by some high sorcerer down in Tenochtitlan, the point of origin of the stuff. The
certificate had Aztecian export ssamps and Confederation import stamps right where they belonged. On
parchment, Chocolate Weasdl was as lega as could be.

Thanksvery much, Mr. Vasquez," | said. "Y ou maintain excellent documentation.”

"I haveto," he answered, histone bitter. "It isthe only way | can protect mysdlf from harassment because
| am an Aztecian businessman serving my people on Confederation soil.” He was back to that song
again. | letit done nothing | could say was going to make him change hismind.

Michael spoke alast couple of magica words, lifted the wet sheet of flayed human skin subgtitute from
the one he'd taken out of hislittle black bag. "No sign of bleeding,” he said, sounding as surprised as he
ever did—whichisto say, Vasquez, who didn't known him well, wouldn't have noticed any changein his
voice. "I must conclude that the specimen from the vat is thaumaturgically inactive with respect to

Huitzilopochtli.”

"I could havetold you asmuch,” Vasquez said "Infact, | did tell you as much, but you chose not to listen.
Areyou satisfied?'

| nodded, reluctantly. I'd thought we'd surdly find the pot of gold at Chocolate Weasdl (which reminded
me |'d have to do something one of these days about the study on naturdizing leprechauns). Michael
said, The datawe have obtained leave us no reason to be dissatisfied,” which struck me as damning with
faint praise. He must have been disappointed, too.

"l presume you will have the courtesy to mention thisin your written report,” Vasguez said withicy, ironic
politeness. "l aso trust you will be making that report soon.”

| knew ahint to get out of therewhen | heard one. I'd have liked to stay and snoop some more, but after
Michad failed to find any trace of Huitzilopochtlic influence on the flayed human skin substitute, | didn't
seehow | could. | waited for Michad to finish packing the tools of histrade, then dejectedly followed
Vasguez back to his office.



Infront of that office, he sank another barb: "1 hope you gentlemen can find your own way out Good
day." He went inside and dosed the door after him.

We found our own way out. Once again, nobody up front took any interest in us except to speed uson
our way. | wasready to go, too. I'd had such high hopes everything would break open at Chocolate
Weasdl. But what did we get there? Nothing, the same aswed got everywhere dse. It wasn't just acase
any more, ether. Judy'slifelay ontheline.

"Damnation," | said as we scuffed our way across the lot toward Michagl's carpet.

"No sgn of it there, not so far as| could prove," he said, "dthough, so far as| know, flayed human skin
subgtitute, unlike the authentic product, comesin only one color and is merely toughened, not darkened,
by the tanning process.”

"Redly?' | said. "That'sinteresting, but if you found no sign of Huitzilopochtli, it's nothing more than
interesting.”

"My thought exactly,” he said, sitting down and reaching for his safety belt.

A tattered old carpet onitslast fringes flew dowly into the lot, settled into a parking space maybe fifty
feet from us. Thetwo guysonit weretaking in Spainish, and paid us no attention whatever. One of them
wore ared cap, the other ablue "one.

That rang avague bell in my mind, but no more. Then thefdlow in the blue cap turned hisheed s0 | got a
good look at hisface. Y ou don't soon forget the looks of aguy who's tried to bounce your balls—it was
Carlos, the charming chap from the swap meet. And the man with him was Jose. They got off their
carpet—they didn't bother with safety belts—and went on into Chocolate Weasd.

| stood there staring after them. "Come on,” Michael sad, alittle queruloudy. "Having failed here, we
may aswell return to the office and more productive use of our time."

"Huh?' He snapped me back to mysdlf. "We haven't failed here—your test may have, but we haven't* He
looked a me asif he had no ideawhat | wastalking about. After amoment | redlized he didn't |
explained rapidly, finishing, Those are the two who sold Cuauhtemoc Hernandez his poison, full of redl
human skin and the influence of Huitzilopochtli What are they doing at Chocolate Weasd if it'sredly as
legit asyour test showed?'

"A cogent question." But Michadl wasfrowning. "Y et how could the Smilarity test | employed on the
flayed human skin subgtitute be in error? It was conducted under universdly valid thaumaturgic law.”

A dreadful suspicion wasgrowing in me. | didn't want to speak it out loud, for fear of making it more
likely to be true—or maybe it was more the worry that comes out in the phrase, Spoeak of the devil. |
did say, "I'm not questioning supernatura law, just the assumptions you made the test under. And | think
| know how we can find out if I'm right Come on.”

"What are you doing?' Michad said, but he unbuckled, got off his carpet and, little black bag in hand,
followed me across the street.

A sdlesman came up smiling when we walked into the Spdlls 'R’ Us store, me still a couple of pacesin
front of Michadl. "Good morning, Sr—airs," he said, amending things when he reaized we were together.
"What sort of home thaumaturgics can | interest you in today?"

| showed him my EPA sgil. A couple of secondslater, Michael got his out too. He il didn't know what
| was up to, but he'd back my play. The salesman—he looked like a college lad—stopped smiling and



looked red Serious.

"Asyou see, we're from the Environmental Perfection Agency,” | said. "We'rein the middle of an
investigation and we urgently need a spdllchecker. I'd like to borrow one from you and activate it for a
few minutes.

Thelad gulped. "I can't authorize that mysdlf, gir. I'll have to get the manager.” Hefled into the
EMPLOYEESONLY section of the storeto do just that.

The manager looked like what his salesman would turn into in about ten years: held added amustache to
the mix, and logt his zits and some callowness. He listened to my story, then asked, "Are you investigating
us?' | got that onered quick: if | said yes, hed say no.

But | could say no with aclear conscience. When | did, the manager led Michael and me over to the
display of spellcheckers against onewall and waved to show uswe could help oursalves.

Since money was no object, | chose afancy Winesap from Crystdl Valey. Then | asked the fellow,
"Does that liquor store next door carry Passover wine, do you think?"

"You usethat ritual, do you?' Helooked interested, asif he wanted to talk shop but knew it wasn't the
right time or place. "Yes, | think they would, sr. This part of the Vdley hasafairly large Jewish

population.”

Thank you, sir,” | said. "May we use this unwrapped one here? | don't want to inconvenience you any
more than | haveto. Believe me, | appreciate your cooperation.” | turned to Michadl. "Y ou can wait
here, if you like. I'll bring back thewine." At hisnod, | trotted out of the Spells'R' Us.

Sure enough, the liquor store had what | was after: big square bottle with aneck long enough to useasa
clubhandlein apinch, labd with awhite-bearded rabbi, afellow who lookslike the Catholic conception
(excuse me) of God the Father peering out at you. Because it's specidly blessed, Passover wineis
thaumaturgically more active than your average enspirited grapejuice, so it'savailable dl year round. |
bought a bottle of sweet Concord—just picking it up brought back memories of childhood Seders, when
it wastheonly winel got to taste dl year—and took it back to the home thaumaturgics emporium.

Michael said, "If you plan to go back insde, David, and if your conjecture is accurate, thereisa
sgnificant probakility that the staff will make asizable effort to disrupt your activity.”

My fedling was that there was a significant probability the Chocolate Weasd staff would make agzable
effort to disrupt me if | wasright, and never mind my activity. But | said, "If they'redoing what | think
they're doing in there, | don't think well need to go back inside.”

While we talked back and forth, the sdlesman and Spdlls'R' Us manager stood off to one side, listening
s0 hard | thought they'd grow asses ears the way King Midas did in the Greek myth. At another time or
place, it might have been funny.

| went outside, Michad following again. The two guys from Spells'R' Us watched through their
plate-glasswindow. | could figure out what they were thinking when they saw me point aspellchecker
probe at Chocolate Wease—something on the order of, What's been across the street from us for
God knows how long? It was agood question. With luck, 1'd have a good answer soon.

Therich, fruity smell of the Passover wine camewelling out of the bottle when | broke the sedl. | poured
acapful (they make the cap just the right size to hold the usud activating dose—good ergonomics) into
the spellchecker receptacle and chanted the blessing. No sooner had | finished the boray pri hagofen



and added omayn than the screen lit up with asmile. The microimpsinside were happy and ready.

But, even though | aimed the probe at the Chocolate Weasd building, the spellchecker didn't pick up
anything fromit. It identified the magic associated with the flyway, and dso the crosswak cantrips, not all
of which, asI've noted, are Christian by any means. | said something unfortunate and added disgustedly,
"Y ou'd think they didn't work any magic at dl inthere.”

"Which we know isnot the case," Michad said. "This suggeststo methat the building is shielded against
probesfrom outside.”

"You haveto beright," | said. "But what can we do now? Go onin?Likeyou said, if we do that, were
ligble not to come back out again.”

"l am of the opinion that we have sufficient information to seek awarrant and let the constabulary dedl
with the matter from here on out,” Michael said. 'The staff of Chocolate Weasdl are consorting with
criminas, and the buildings being so tightly sealed is suspiciousin and of itsdf. The blanking of the
sorcery within goesfar beyond any that would be required to prevent industria espionage.”

Just then the front door to Chocolate Weasdl opened and a couple of women came out. No matter how
good the place's shielding was, 1'd dready found out it wasn't topologicaly complete like the Devonshire
dump's: | hadn't had to cross over an insulated footbridge to get in. That meant influences could go out
through the opening, too.

| looked down at the ground glass on the spellchecker. The microimps saw something across the street,
al right, something they didn't like one bit. Words started forming: UNIDENTIFIED—FORBIDDEN. |
felt asif someone had poured a bucket of ice water down my back. The door to Chocolate Weasdl
closed quickly and the damning words disgppeared from the ground glass, but they remained imprinted
on my mind. I'd hoped never to seetheir like again, but here they were.

That's the same spellchecker reaction | got when | probed the potion that curandero gave Lupe
Cordero,” | said. "Now | know why your smilarity ritua (ailed, Michad." | wasglad | hadn't had lunch
yet; | might have thrown up right on the sdewak in front of Spells'R’ Us.

Michael shook hishead. "I'm afraid your logical leap went past me there.”

"Y ou were testing for amilarity to flayed human skin subdtitute,” | said. "I don't think that's substitutein
there—I think that's redl flayed human skin."

"Y es, that might conceivably throw off the accuracy of thetest." Sometimes Michad isdmost off ina
virtuous redlity of hisown. | suppose | shouldn't have been surprised he thought about the testing first, but
| was. Still, he does connect to the real world After a couple of seconds, his eye got wide behind his
spectacles. "Dear God in heaven, there are thousands of square feet of flayed human skin subgtitutein
thosevats. If it isthe genuine materid rather than the subgtitute—"

Then alot of people have ended up dead, Huitzilopochtli iswell fed, and the whole stinking world may
come down on our heads." | didn't redlize I'd started spouting doggere till the words were out of my
mouth.

"It is now imperative—no, mandatory—that we notify the authorities forthwith,” Michad said.

Since hewasright, | shut down the spellchecker (no doubt to the microimps relief) and took it back into
Spdls"R"Us. "Thanks very much, gentlemen,” | said. "We appreciate the help. Now can you tdll us
where the nearest pay phoneis?'



There's one outside the Golden Steeples,” the manager answered, "if it hasn't been vandaized.”
The sdlesman blurted, "But can't you tdl uswhat's going on?"

"I'msorry,” | said, "but it'sagainst EPA policy to reved the results of an ongoing investigation. As| say,
you've helped, though.”

Leaving them frustrated, we headed across Mason toward (he Golden Steeples. The closer we got, the
lessoptimigtic | was about finding the phone in working order. Theloca street gangs had vandaized the
building, scrawling tags like HUNERIC and TRASAMUND on thewal in big, angular letters. Graffiti
are an environmental problem, too, one for which we don't have agood answer yet.

And sure enough, when we came up to the pay phone, | saw that somebody—presumably the punk who
went by that monicker—had carved the name GELIMER into the base of the phone and used either a
tweezers or alittlelevitation spell to get the coins out through the narrow dits heldd cut Of course, once he
violated the integrity of the containment system, the coin-collecting demon was a'so able to escape, and
pay phones arerigged so their imps stay dormant unless he collects hisfee. The phone, then, might as
well not have been there.

Unless—I turned to Michael. "Are you a hot enough wizard to get around MaBdll?"

"Possibly—uwith time and equipment we lack at the moment,” he said. "Finding another pay phone would
be more efficient.”

Ergonomics again. Whether it'swhat Sze to make the cap on a bottle of wine or deciding to spell or not
to spell, you can't get away fromiit. "Let's go back to the carpet, then,” | said. "Were sure to pass one as
wefly back to the freeway."

We crossed over to the Chocolate Weasdl parking lot. Me, | wasn't what you'd call enthusiastic about
Setting foot there again, but | didn't fed too bad because | was doing it only to leave the place for good.

Though | didn't really need to, | picked up the map to check the route south. We could either head back
to Winnetka the way we'd come and then down, or else we could fly west to. ..

"Michad," | said hoarsdly, "'l know where we can find a pay phone.”

"Doyou?' He glanced over to me. "I did not think you were overly familiar with this section of St
Ferdinand'sVdley."

I'mnot,” | said. "But look.” | pointed to the map. The next mgjor flyway, a couple of blocks west of
where we were, was Soto's. And the next decent-sized street north of Nordhoff was Plummer. "I know
theré's apay phone there because that's where Judy called me from."

"Good heavens,” Michael said. "The concatenated implications—"

"Yeah," | said. "Chocolate Weasd isinvolved in something really hideous, they're doing their best to hide
it, it lesks out of the Devonshire dump, we find out about it (1 find out about it, | mean), somebody tries
to get rid of me, somebody does kidnap Judy, and then they make her call me from a phone just around
the corner from Chocolate Weasd."

"Sincethereisaphone at that location, and since it was undoubtedly working as recently aslast night, |
suggest we useit,” Michadl said. Helifted the carpet off the Chocolate Weasel parking lot, eased onto
Nordhoff, and flew west toward Soto's. Just getting away from Chocolate Weasdl felt good, asif | were
escaping cursed ground. Congdering what | thought was going on insde the building, that might have



been literdly true.

Michael turned right onto Soto's and flew up to Plummer. The corner there had abunch of little shops. |
didn't see apay phonein front of any of them. | wondered if Cdlia Chang and Horace Smidley had
screwed up. But what were the odds of their both screwing up the same way? Agtrologicaly large, |

thought.

"When asolution is not immediately apparent, more thorough investigation isrequired,” Michad said, a
creed which for the research thaumaturge ranked right up there with the one hammered out at Nicaea.

He parked the carpet in front of a place whose sign had two words in the Roman a phabet—DVIN
DEL l—and a couple of linesin the curious pothooks Armenians use to write their language. | don't read
Armenian mysdlf, but I've seen it often enough to recognize the script.

Sure enough, the fellow behind the counter in there looked like Brother Vahan's younger cousin, except
that he sported a handlebar mustache and had afull head of wavy iron-gray hair.

"God bless you, what can | do for you gentlemen today?" he said when Michadl and | walked in. "1 have
somelovely lamb just in, and with yogurt and mint leaves—" He kissed the tips of hisfingers.

Even if mixing meat and milk wasn't kosher, it sounded good to me. | hated to have to say, "I'm sorry,
we're just looking for apay phone.”

"Acrossthe street, behind the carniceria next to the Hanese bookstore,” he said, pointing. "1 don't know
why they didn't put it out front, but they didn't. And when you've made your cal, why don't you come
back?1 have figs and dates preserved in honey, al kinds of good things."

He was asdesman and ahdf, that one. | got out of the Dvin Ddli in ahurry, before | was tempted into
spending the next hour and ahdf there, buying things | didn't need and half of which | wasn't permitted to
edt.

The Hanese bookstore also had atwo-word English sgn—HONG'S BOOK S—and therest wasiin
ideograms. For a couple of seconds, | didn't see the pay phone back of the Aztecian meat market. It was
onthefar sde of avery fragrant trash dumpster, nobody flying casualy down the street would have
noticed anything going on while whoever had Judy made her cal me. The carniceria’s back door didn't
have awindow, ether, so people in there might not have spotted anything amiss, ether.

| dug in my pocket, found change, and fed it into the greedly little paw of the pay phone's money demon.

| called Plainclothesman Johnson, Saul Klein, and Legate Kawaguchi, in that order. Johnson and Klein
weren't dtogether convinced that Chocolate Weasdl wasinvolved in Judy's kidnapping, though they both
said the evidence was better than anything el se they had. Kawaguchi said I'd handed him enough so he
could give Chocolate Weasel agood going-over.

"Don' just send congtables,” | warned him. "That placeis mgjor sorceroustrouble. If you don't call out a
hazardous materia magica team for it, you'll never, ever need one."

"| gppreciate your concern, Inspector Fisher," Kawaguchi said, "but | assure you that | shall make dl
necessary arrangements. Good day.” Shut up and let me do my job, waswhat hewas saying. | just
hoped he knew the kind of trouble his people were liable to walk into at Chocolate Weasd.

After that, | had to cadge some more change from Michadl. | called Beato let her know what was going
on. Instead of Beg, | got Rose, who told me the boss was a a meeting away from the Confederal
Building and couldn't be reached no matter what for the next couple of hours.



"Wonderful,” | said "Listen, Rose, things are liable to start falling on your head any minute now.” |
explained how and why.

Shejust took it in gtride. | would have been surprised at anything less. Whatever needed doing, shed
take care of it asif Beawere standing behind her giving orders. Were unbelievably lucky to have her,
and we know it.

When | was done, she said, "I have two important phone messages for you. Oneisfrom Professor Blank
at UCAC and the other isfrom aMr. Antanas—is that right?—Sudakis at the Devonshire dump.”

"Yes, Antanasisright Thank you, Rose. WEIl be back at the office soon, and I'll attend to the calls then.
‘Bye," | said, and hung up. I'd been meaning to call Blank, and | wasn't dl that surprised to hear from him
first But | wondered why he said it was urgent for meto cal him back—nothing about hisinvestigation of
the Chumash Powers had been urgent up till now. And | wondered what had bitten Tony on the
backside.

Just my luck to be out of the office when two important cals camein.

Michadl sad, "Beforewe leavethisSite, | suggest that you examineit most carefully. | would be willing to
wager the CBI hastried dready, but if you find anything here which you can identify as belonging to
Migtress Adler, thelaw of contagion may enable us—or the constabulary, or the CBI—to trace her
present whereabouts. No guarantees, of course, sorcerous countermeasures having become so effective
these days, but a chance nonetheless.”

So | looked. God, did | look! Leaving something behind wasjust the sort of thing Judy would have done
if she got the chance—anything to give us abetter shot at finding her. | went down on my hands and
knees and pawed through weeds and pebbles like awino after alost quarter-crown, hoping, praying,
she'd managed to drop a button or something.

No luck. All I got wasthe knees of my pantsdirty. Findly | admitted it, even to mysdf. "Sorry, Michad,
but there's nothing here. In the adventure stories, people always manage to leave a clue while the bad
guysarent watching. | guessit doesn't work that way inred life."

"It would appear not to," he agreed "Thisis my firgt encounter with a situation which might reasonably fall
into that category, so my experienceisaslimited asyours. | suspect, however, that if real criminals made
asmany errors as those in adventure stories, virtue would triumph in the real world more often than it
does."

"l sugpect you'reright,” | said glumly, brushing at my trousers. Some of the dirt looked to be there to
day. | Sghed, feding usdessand dso, irrationdly, asif I'd let Judy down. "Let's head back to the office,
then—we're wasting time here. From what Rose said, 1've had a couple of calsthat need answering right

avay."

"| dso have other work upon which | could be usefully engaged,” Michadl said. That made mefed bad
al over again; | hadn't even asked him what | was disrupting by dragging him up to the Valley again and
again. But he went on, " Seeking information which will aid in the rescue of your fiancée necessarily takes
priority over other concerns.”

"Thank you, Michael," | said aswe waked back to his carpet His glance over a me was puzzled, asif he
wondered what | was thanking him for. Maybe he did. He thinks so well that | sometimes wonder about
therest of hisspirit.

| noticed that he flew down Soto's to the freeway instead of going back to Winnetka. With Michad, |



think it was gust for the sake of grester efficiency. I'd have done the same thing, but not on account of
that: | just wouldn't have wanted to swing back any closer to Chocolate Weasdl than | had to.

When we got back to the Confederd Building, | bought something dlegedly edible from the cafeteria;
whilel fought it down, | kept thinking about lamb with yogurt and mint leaves—sinful as bacon for me,
but it sounded ddlicious al the ssme—and candied dates. Then, with my fireplace full of fue—and witha
heartburn to prove it—I went to my office and picked up the phone.

Professor Blank sounded blurrier than phone imps could normally account for when he answered the
phone, so | figured I'd caught him at lunch twice running, and probably abrown bag one. UCAC boasts
better eateries than we have here, which meant he was either tight with acrown or else dedicated to what
hewas doing.

I'd been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt even before he said, I'm so glad you returned my call,
Inspector Fisher. I've been waiting here at my desk, hoping you would.”

"l just now got in," | answered, starting to fedl guilty because I'd eaten lunch before | called him back.
"Rose, our secretary, said it was urgent so you'rethefirst cal I've made.” That, at least wastrue. "What's
up?'

"I trust you will recall,”" he began, which meant he didn’t trust any such thing, "that when we last spoke |
was uncertain whether the Chumash Powers were extinct or had, so to speak, encysted themselves on
the Other Side, abandoning all contact with This Side for an indefinite period, perhapsin the hope of
being lured back Here should more worshipers appear to propitiate them."

He hadn't said dl that when we taked before; some of it he must have worked out since then. But he had
said enough of it to let me answer, "Yes, | remember that Do you know which istrue now?"

"Thelatter, I'm afraid," he said, "and | mean that in the most literal sense of the word.”

I'd figured it was the latter; having learned that the Chumash Powerswerein fact extinct wouldn't have
been news urgent enough for him to haunt his office waiting for meto call back. But | hadn't though even
finding them active would be frightening. "What'sto be afraid of 7" | asked.

The Powers areindeed encysted; new regression anadysis establishes that beyond any Statistical or
theologica doubt," he said "But it'satopologicaly unusua spherica encystment. Areyou aware,
Inspector, that the surface of a sphere can be continuoudy deformed until it isinsde out?"

"Wel, no," | said, "What does that have to do with the Chumash Powers?"

"It'sagood approximation of what those Powers seem to have done on the Other Side," he answered
"Asl sadinour earlier conversation, they seem to have taken ahole and pulled it in afterward apparently
leaving nothing behind” Something he said there made abell toll in my mind but before | could figure out
what it was, he went on, " The problem, from our point of view, isthat the Powers, if my caculationsare
correct, can reverse their encystment and burst out violently at any time they choose."

"Violently?' | echoed "How violently?' crystal-bal prognostications vary; the scenario is unique and so
many of my parametersare uncertain,” he said "If, however, they reease maximum magica energy, the
effects on the surrounding areawill be somewhere between those of amegasadamander ignition just
above it and an earthquake, oh, approximately on the order of magnitude of the one that hit the city of St
Francisin the early years of this century. The effects will be different, you understand because they'll be
primarily thaumaturgic rather than physical, but the size of the event will be more or lessin that range.”



"Jesus,”" | said which shows how acculturated | am. Foolishly, | added "No wonder they didn't want to
bother making rain.”

"No wonder at al, Inspector,” Professor Blank said "Neither | nor my staff have been able to determine
where the interface between the Chumash powers encystment and This Side is presently located We
would have expected it to be in the extreme northwest of the Barony of Angels, for that was formerly
Chumash territory, but, as| say, we have not succeeded in detecting it | hope that, with your greater
resources, the Environmental Perfection Agency will do what we have not accomplished Good day.”

He hung up on me. | wanted to kill him. "Hello. Here comes a catastrophe. I've found out it's on the way,
but I can't dedl withit. All up to you, Dave. Good luck, pa." That’ swhat was | eft at the bottom of the
adembic. Inmy nose, it smelled like old catbox.

Instead of committing murder, | caled Tony Sudakis. He didn't sound asif I'd caught him at lunch, but he
had something in common with Professor Blank anyhow: he sounded scared "Dave? It's you? Perkunas
and the Nine Suns, I'm glad to hear from you! Y ou know that thing—I mean, that Nothing—you spotted
in the containment area? It's going through some changes, and | don't like 'em even alittle bit."

"Changes? What kind of changes?" | asked thinking | didn't need one more thing to worry about on top
of everything Professor Blank had just dumped on me.

"Well, for onething, you can notice the effect from anywhere dong the safety walk now, and | can seeit
from the roof of my office, too. Eerie, if you ask me. But therésworse. | can fed something Sarting to
build over there, even through the wardspells, like the world's gonnaturn ingde out any minute now. It's
bad | don't even know if the outer containment wall will hold thisone. And if it doesn't—"

Helet it hang there. | gulped | didn't like the way it sounded not even dightly. "What have you done so
far?' | asked.

"I've called for aSWAT team, but alot of those are busy somewhere else," he answered | had ahunch |
knew where, too: they were taking down Chocolate Weasel. Tony went on, "I called you for two
reasons. Y ou were the guy who spotted the Nothing in thefirst place, and the wizard you had with you
seems pretty sharp. Man, | tdl you, | think | need al the help | can get onthisone.”

I'll get Michadl. Well bethere aslast aswe can fly," | promised. Then something Sudakis had said redlty
hit me. | echoed it "Insde out."

"What'sthat?' Tony said. "Ligten, if you and your buddy Manstein don't get herein ahurry, there may
not be any hereto get to, you know what | mean?"

"Ingdeout,” | repested. "Tony, didn't you say the stuff in that zone came from the beach up in Mdibu?'
"Yegh," hesad. "So?"

"Way up at the northwest edge of the Barony of Angels, right?'

"Yeah," hesaid again. "What areyou flying Dave?"

"Get ahazmat team there right now," | said, fear knotting my belly: | thought | knew why Professor
Blank's grad students hadn't found the Chumash Powers encystment site where they thought it was
Supposed to be.

"I've been trying to,” Tony protested. "They won't lisen to me."



Tell 'em the guy who tipped 'em to Chocolate Weasel saysthisisliableto be athousand timesworse.
Tdl 'em that. Use my name. They'll come, dl right.”

"Y ou know what's going on." Even through the phone imps, he sounded accusing.

I'm afraid | do. I'm coming anyway." | hung up on him for achange. Then | ran down the hdl, yelling for
Michadl like aman possessed. He listened to me for fifteen seconds, tops, grabbed his black bag, and
sprinted for the dide, meright behind him. We piled onto his carpet and hightailed it back to S.
Ferdinand's Valey. Knowing what we were heading for, | wished we were flying the other way.

X

"Baance of Powers," | said as Michad guided the carpet up onto St. James Freeway for thereturn trip
totheVdley.

Hewaited until he was sure abigrug hauling crates of tomatoes wouldn't catch up with us, then turned his
head my way. "'l beg your pardon?’ he said. "Theterm is not one with which | am familiar.”

| wondered if Henry Legion had broken Centra Intelligence Security to passit on to me. The spook
hadn't said not to useit, though, so | explained it to Michadl.

He listened thoughtfully till I was done. People who listen to you are so rare that when you find one,
you'd better cherish the novelty. After he saw I'd finished, he thought some more. Some people, their
tongues wag miles out in front of their brains. Michad, you will have gathered, isn't like that.

When he was good and ready, he delivered hisverdict. | mean it just like that—he redlly sounded
magisterid: Thereis, | believe, much truth in the view you express. The great European theologica and
economic expansion of the past five hundred years, coupled with the enormous growth of thaumaturgic
knowledge that spearheaded, among other things, the Industrid Revol ution, has indeed had a profound
impact on both the palitics and thecology of the rest of the world. | can hardly be surprised to learn that
long-established Powers, chafing under the pressure of European-imposed belief structuresimposed by
superior military and magica force, are actively seeking to overwhem that force.”

"Y ou mean you gpprove?' | stared at him.

That isnot what | said,” he answered, more sharply than usual. "l said | am not surprised that the Powers
and, presumably, the peoples who reverence them, seek to regain their former prominence. | did not say
| wished them successin that effort. Such success would be the greatest disaster the world has ever
known, or so | believe, at any rate.”

"Y ou get no argument fromme," | said.

"I had not expected you to disagree,” he said ™Y ou have a reasonable amount of sense, by all
appearances.”

| wanted to reach over and pat him on the knee. "Why, Michadl, | didn't know you cared,” | said. From
his point of view, held just given me the accolade, and | knew it

"Facetiousness aside,”" he amended | just grinned He ignored that and went on, "L et ustake the
Americas, for instance, they being the most clearcut examples of amassive human and thecol ogica
transformation in the past semimillenium.”

"Okay, takethe Americas," | said agreeably, gesturing to show he was welcome to them. Truth was, as
long as | was schmoozing with Michad, | didn't haveto think (as much) about either Judy or the



likelihood that Armageddon was ligble to come bubbling out of atoxic spells dump.
Michael gave me asevere look. "Facetiousnessaside, | said.”
"Sorry," | told him. ™Y ou were saying?"

"Nothing of great complexity; nothing, in fegt, that should not be obviousto any reasonably objective
observer that we immigrants have done more and better with thisland in the past five hundred years than
its native peoples would have accomplished during the same period.”

"Nothing that isn't obvious, en?" | said, grinning wickedly. "Plenty of people, natives and immigrants
both—I'll use your phrase; why not?—would say you've just committed blasphemy, that we've done
nothing but daughter and pollute in what was, for dl practica purposes, paradise on earth.”

"I find only one technica term appropriate to use in response to that viewpoint: bullshit.” Michagl
ddivered histechnica term with great relish. "'l am not saying that daughter did not take place; | am not
denying that we pollute—working as| do for the Environmenta Perfection Agency, how could 1?1 do
deny, however, that thiswas, in amanner of speaking, government work for the earthly paradise.”

"Careful how you talk, there," | said"Y ou work for the government yoursdlf, remember?”

Michadl refused to be distracted. "L eaving aside the habits of the natives of the idands off the coadt,
whosetriba name gave English theword ‘canniba,’ the two most prominent culturesin the Americasfive
hundred years ago were the Aztecs, o cannibals, who fueled themsalves both theologically and in
terms of protein through human sacrifice, and the Incas, whose theol ogy was benign enough but who
regimented themsalves more thoroughly than the Ukrainians would have tolerated before their latest
cigs”

"Y ou're hitting bel ow the belt, talking about peopleswho didn't livein what's now the Confederation,” |
protested. "What about the noble warriors and hunters of the Great Plains?”’

"Well, what about them?" he asked. The culture they now revere and think of as ancient did not exist and
could not have existed before the coming of the Europeans because their own ancestors had hunted the
American horseto extinction—hardly good environmental management, in my opinion. And the firearms
they used to defend their territory—bravery—against encroaching whiteswere al bought or stolen from
those same whites, because they did not know how to make them for themsalves."

"Whoa, there." | held up ahand "Blaming people for not having skillsisn't fair. And the whites who took
the land away from the natives weren't what you'd call saints. Conquest by firewater, deliberately spread
smallpox, and mass exorcisms of the native Powersisn't anything to be proud of ."

"You'reright," hesaid. "But if Europeans had not found the Americas until, for example, the day before
yesterday, they would not have found them much different from the way they were five hundred years
ago. And that is precisely the point | am trying to make. Thanks to modem thaumaturgy, our present
culture supports far more people a ahigher level of affluence and greater material comfort than any other
inthe higtory of theworld."

"Isthat al you judge culture by?" | asked. " Seemsto me there should be moreto life.”

"Oh, no doubt. But make note of this, David: asagenera rule—not universa, | concede, but
generd—the people who show the greatest contempt for materia comforts are those lucky enough to
have them. The Abyssinian peasant starving in his drought-stricken field, the Canaanite cobbler suffering
under aplague of gnats because no loca sorcerer knows enough to properly control Beglzebub, the



dum-dwdler in D.SIC. aching with arotten tooth because her parents hadn't had the crownsto goto an
odontomagusto affix the usud invisble shiddsto her mouth. .. they will not spesk dightingly of the virtues
of afull belly and ahealthy body, things we take for granted despite their being hitoricaly rare”

"Wait aminute, Michael. Y ou just chested there. Y ou were talking about how wonderful our cultureis,
and then one of your suffering examples comes straight out of our own dums. Y ou can't have it both
ways."

Hedidn't answer for afew seconds; he was getting the carpet off the freeway. Once he'd done that,
though, he said, | fail to seewhy not. | never claimed we were perfect. Perfection is an attribute of the
divine, not the human. | said that, on the whole, we do better for more people than anyone else has. Our
flaws notwithstanding, | hold to that position.”

| thought about it. The only times I'd ever been hungry were at Y om Kippur fasts, and those | undertook
for the sake of ritual, not because | had no food. | dept in aflat on abed; | was protected against
diseases and cursesthat had lain whole nations waste in ancient times. | said, "Y ou have a point.”

The other thing was, the Chumash Powers and the Aztecians wanted to restore the unpleasant old days.
The trouble with that was that most of the millions of peoplein the Barony of Angesliked the new days
better. What would happen to them? My limited acquai ntance with the Chumash Powers didn't make me
think they were that ferocious, but Huitzilopochtli—

The Chumash Powers must have cut aded with the Aztecian war god, | redized. | tried to imaginethe
secret dedlings that must have happened on the Other Side. Huitzilopochtli was amuch bigger fish than
the Sky Coyote, the Lizard, or the demons of the Lower World, but they were extra powerful here
because the Barony of Angelswastheir native territory. The combination could prove deadly.

| reached that unpleasant conclusion about the time Michad pulled into the parking lot across the flyway
from the Devonshire dump. To my relief, three or four black-and-whites were aready there, their
synchronized salamander lanternsflashing red and blue.

People were standing on the sidewalk rubbernecking the way they aways do when something goes
wrong. Over on the dump side of the street, a couple of constables were laying down theritua yellow
tape that keeps rubberneckers from getting too close to the action.

Michael and | hurried across. The constables saw our EPA sgils and demystified astretch of tape sowe
could crosstheline. "Did you get ahazmat team here? | asked one of them.

"Yeah, wedid," hesaid | thought they had- there were more black-and-whitesin the parking lot than
constables outside the dump. But while his partner put the magic back into the line, the fellow went on.
The guy who runs the dump tried to get an EPA hazmat team, too, but it was aready on an urgent call,
worseluck."

Luck had nothing to do withiit; 1'd told Kawaguchi he was liable to need that team at Chocolate Weasdl.
And he was, God knows. But Tony Sudakiswas liable to need it here, too. No magic yet has made
peopl e able to be two places at the same time. They're working on it, | understand, with

thaumatechnol ogy based on what they've learned with ectoplasmic cloning, but so far it happensonly in
light-and-magic shows and sorcerous fiction stories. Too bad. Boy, could we have used it.

The security guard recognized Michael and me. Without being asked, he brought out the footbridge so
we could crossinto the containment area. As soon aswe did he yanked it away asfast ashe could. In
principle, that was smart; you didn't want to weaken the magica containment schemein any way. In
practice, | was afraid it would do about as much good as sunglasses under the megasal amander blast



Professor Blank had mentioned.

About three steps down the warded path that led to Tony Sudakis office, | stopped dead in my tracks.
Tony hadn't been kidding—you could see the Nothing from anywhere on the walkway now. Y ou felt that
if you leaned forward, you might fall siraight toward it forever. And held been right about the fedling that
pervaded the dump, too; it was asif the Nothing were an egg quivering on the verge of hatching.

But that wasn't the only thing that made me stop and stare. The constables from the hazardous materia
magica team weren't working only from the warded path—they'd actualy gone into the dump itself to
cometo gripswith the Nothing.

Sure, they knew what they were doing. Sure, they were draped with so many different lands of
gpotropaic anulets that they looked like perambulating Chrissmas trees. Sure, their shoes had cold-iron
solesto insulate them from the thaumaturgic vileness thet littered the place. All the same, they put their
soulson theling, not just their soles. | wouldn't have gone out there for amillion crowns.

For Judy?Y es, without a second thought. If you don't know what redlly mattersto you, why bother
living?
Tony Sudakis was up on theroof of his office. He saw Michael and me, waved, and disappeared. A

minute later, he came pounding down the path toward us. He had a hard hat on his head, his cravat was
loosened and his collar open. He was aforeman again, not an administrator, and looked asif heloved it.

"Glad you got here," he said "Dave, on the phone you sounded like you know more about this shit than
maybe anybody. Y ou want to brief Y olanda there?" He pointed up ahead to one of the hazmat team

people.

Up till then, I hadn't noticed the boss of the team was awoman. She was black, dim, maybe my
age—not half bad though she looked both too smart and too tough to be modd pretty.

| told her what | knew about the Chumash Powers, and what 1'd heard from Professor Blank not an hour
earlier. When | wasthrough, she crossed hersdlf. "What are we supposed to do, then?' shesaid "Thisis
worse than wereredly set up to face. Maybe amilitary team would be a better bet to resst”

"| doubt that" Michael put in. "Military teams are configured against specific security threats—Pergan,
Aztecian, Ukrainian. But the Chumash, till this moment have never posed a danger to the Confederation.
Warrior priests and the likewill not be ableto hep us.”

Y olanda scowled you could tell she was the kind of person who wanted to get right in there and do
things, then worry about consequences later. "What do the two of you recommend then?" she demanded.

Do aswell as you can, wasthe answer that immediately sorang to mind. If the Chumash Powers
remanifested themsalves with the burst of thaumaturgic energy Professor Blank had feared there was
nothing e seto do, and even that wouldn't help. But you aways have to play the game asif you think
you're going to win—which, when you get down to it, isaso part of dying well.

So | said, "Delay. Every second we keep that Nothing encysted buys us time to evacuate the
neighborhood. It may not help, but then again, it may. Tony, | presume you have proceduresin place for
an emergency evacuation?'

"Sure" hesad

"Y ou'd better implement them, then. EPA orders, if you like."



"You got it, boss." He went back to his office on the dead run. If his procedures were like most peopl€'s,
he'd have a bunch of spells completed but for the last word or pass or whatever, so he could but them
into effect one after another, bang, bang, bang.

Sure enough, maybe thirty seconds later we heard adreadful cacophony from the cacodemons mounted
at each corner of the containment fence. It reminded me, fittingly enough, of the air raid warnings that
would help mark the start of the Third Sorcerous War.

After they'd screeched for awhile, the cacodemons started yelling, "Evacuate the area. Evacuate the
area. Contamination may escape from the Devonshire containment site. Evacuate the area.” Then they
shouted what | think was the sametiling, only in Spainish.

They were loud enough to be heard for miles. That was why they were there, but they made talk insde
the containment area just about impossible for anybody who wasn't an accomplished lip-reeder. | was
sure my earswould ring for the next couple of days—assuming | was still around in acouple of days.

Michad stuck his head next to mine, bawled in my ear, "Delay isdl very wdl, but in the end futile.
Sooner or |ater—probably sooner—the Chumash Powers will succeed in breaking free of their
encystment and returning to This Side, with the accompanying energy release you have described.”

Heturned hishead so | could yell into hisear. It wasmy turn, after dl. Ydl | did "1 know, but well get
some people away, so when the Great Eagle and the Lizard and rest get out, they won't do the damage
they want to."

| turned my head. Michadl shouted, "Possibly not. The damage they do inflict, however, will be more
than adequate to satisfy anyone not—" I'm sure he kept talking after that, but | stopped hearing him. |
was running for Tony Sudakis office asfast asmy legswould carry me.

Hewas coming out as | dashed in. He might aswell have been Phyllis Kaminsky—I amost bowled him
over. "Phone" | said, panting. Insde the blockhouse, the noise from the cacodemons was just too loud,
not deafening.

"Sure, go ahead." He followed me back up the hdl. | made my call, talked for maybe aminute and ahalf,
hung up. When | was done, Tony stared at me, big-eyed. "Y ou think that'll work?" he asked, unwontedly
Quiet.

"Let meput it thisway," | answered. "If it doesn't do you think these concrete blocks are going to save
us?' He shook hishead. | went on, "I don't either. The hazmat mages out there will delay dl they can, but
how long isthat Sooner or later, probably sooner"—I redlized | was echoing Michag—"the Chumash
Powers will bresk out And when they do—"

"Bend over and loss your bum goodbye. Y eah,” Sudakis said. "How much time do you think they need
to buy?"

"I just don't know," | answered. "Burbank isn't far, but | don't know how much prep they have to do
first. All we can do now iswait and hope."

Wewalked back out into the unbelievable din together. | bawled into Michad's ear; Tony yelled into
Y olanda's (no question he got the better half of that deal). Michaegl shouted back at me, "Not the best
chance, but | see none better." Then he walked over to scream, presumably, the same thing at Tony.

"l wish | had your connections,” Y olanda shouted at me.

"l wish | didn't have them,” | answered, "because that would mean this miserable case never happened.”



She nodded grimly. We all stared toward the east like the Kings of Orient with somebody extra thrown
infor luck. Troublewas, al the luck in this case had been bad.

| thought about poor little Jesus Cordero. Seeing if the Sow Jinn Fizz jinnetic engineering techniques
could make him a soul hadn't seemed urgent He was just a baby, after dl; years and yearswould go by
before he had to worry about forever vanishing from the scheme of things. That'swhet 1'd thought. But if
the Chumash Powers burst forth, he'd be gone for good. Not even Limbo. Just gone.

Out in the dump, one of the hazmat mages crumpled like soggy parchment | couldn't tell whether the
toxic spell resdues had overcome him or whether held just broken under the burden of delaying the burst
Y olanda |egped off the warded path and dragged him back toward its very tenuous safety.

One hewas back on the path, he pulled himsdf into fetal position and lay there shivering: sorcerous
shock of some kind, sure enough. He was bregthing, and he nodded his head when Y olanda shouted at
him, so hewasn't critical. Since he wasn', the rest of us kept looking eastward. Either weld be saved, in
which case we could treat the hazmat mage later, or we wouldn't, in which case nothing we did for him
now would matter anyway.

| preferred thefirgt choice, but wouldn't have bet anything big on getting it.

Suddenly, Tony Sudakis finger stabbed out. "Isn't that—7" He didn't go on, maybe for fear hiswords
would induce it not to be.

"I don't think itis" | yelled—hard to sound bitter when you're yelling, but | managed. "More likely to be
abig cargo carpet on the landing approach toward Burbank airport.”

Wedl watched for another couple of seconds. Tony shook hishead "A carpet heading into Burbank
would be getting smaler. Thisisgetting bigger.”

"Soitis" Michadl said Heforgot to yell, but | read hislips. When Michadl forgets to do something he
should, you know he'sunder strain. Wedl were. | didn't want to think he was right, just because that
would have made getting my hopes dashed all the crueler.

But after another few seconds, there could be no doubt The speck in the air we were watching swelled
out of speckdom far faster than any carpet could have, and it didn't have a carpets shape, ether. | saw
great wings beat mgedticaly. The GarudaBird!" | shouted—with al my heart and with al my soul and
with al my might, asthe Bible says.

The Bird came on unbelievably fast. Two or three more flaps and it was hovering over the dump. Of
coursg, it didn't need to work itswings the way amerely materid creature of flesh and featherswould
have. The Other Side suffused it; it was, after dl, an avatar of Vishnu. As Matt Arnold had said back at
the Loki works, it couldn't have flown—or existed at dl—as amateria creature; when it hovered above
the dump, itswings spanned the entire width of the containment area and more, and cast the ground into
shadow amost as deep as night.

It looked much like the poster in Arnold's office—those incredible wings supporting a huge-chested body
that didn't look birdlike at al to my mind. Nor wasiits head anything like that of anatura bird, but for the
hooked beak that took the place of nose and mouth. Therest, especially the eyes, |looked more nearly
human, and the feathers on top of its head, instead of being peacock-brilliant like those of the body and
wings, were black and soft like hair.

Thewings beat again, right over our heads. The blast of wind from aflap like that should have blown
walls down, and blown dust motes like usinto the next barony, but it didn't After amoment | realized



why: sinceit flew more by magic than with itswings, their flapping wasjust a symbolic act not quite aredl
one. And thank God for that. It wasn't something I'd worried about when | called Matt Arnold.

The GarudaBird threw back its anthropomorphic head and let out a bellow that sounded like atuba
about the size of acity block played by amad giant who'd quit halfway through hisfirst tubalesson. Let
me put it likethis: by comparison, the squalling cacodemons were quiet and melodious.

Onething, or rather two sets of things, thoroughly ornithomorphic (ah, Greek!) about the Garuda Bird
wereitstaons. Infact, it was the most talented bird 1'd ever seen: those enormous gleaming claws could
have punctured the Midgard Serpent by thelook of them. | would have paid agood many crownsto
watch that fight—from a safe distance, say the surface of the moon.

Now, asthe Bird hovered over the Devonshire dump, itsleft foot closed on the Nothing. The hazmat
mages pelted back out of theway. | found | was holding my breath. Thiswas something ese | hadn't had
figured when | called Arnold was the Garuda Bird's magic strong enough to penetrate the encystment the
Chumash Powers had thrown up around themselves? If not—well, if not, | told mysalf, we weren't any
worse off than we would have been without the Bird.

When the Garuda Bird's talons struck the Nothing, sparks flew, but thetalons didn't goin. | was praying
and cursing at the sametime, both ashard as| could The Garuda Bird bellowed again, thistimein fury. |
staggered wondering if the top of my head would fall off and whether I'd ever hear again.

The musclesin the Garuda Bird's monster drumsticks bunched. That'swhat | saw, anyhow, though |
knew it was only aquasi-physicd manifestation like the Bird's flapping wings. What it meant was that, on
the Other Side, the Garuda Bird was gathering dl itsthaumaturgic force.

Its claws closed on the Nothing once more. More sparks flew. The Bird cried out yet again, but itstalons
still would not penetrate. | thought we were doomed. But then, ever so dowly, the needle tips of those
immense claws began snking into the Chumash Powers shell of withdrawdl.

Tony's mouth was wide open. So were Michagl'sand Y olanda's and mine. We were al shouting for al
we were worth, but | couldn't hear any of us, not even me.

The Garuda Bird'sfeet disgppeared into Nothing. Y ou couldn't see them. They were just—gone. |
stopped shouting. My heart went into my mouth. The Garuda Bird wasn't a power that had had to hide
itself away to keep from going extinct the belief of hundreds of millions of peoplefuded it Never in my
most dreadful nightmares had | imagined that it wouldn't be able to overcome the Chumash Powers that
hid ingde the Nothing if onceit broke their shell.

TheBird'snext roar carried anote of pain. It flapped itswings again: dmost ared flap thistime, for dust
rosein achoking cloud from the dry dirt of the dump. Through the dust, | saw more of the Garuda Bird's
leg than | had before. "Its coming out!" | cried, coughing.

Another flap, more dugt, still another wingbesat. Then, with a pop! in my head that felt like the psychic
equivaent of the one you'd make by sticking your finger into your mouth againgt theinside of your cheek,
itsfeet came all theway out of the Nothing. In its clawswrithed the Lizard.

Y olanda grabbed me and kissed me on the cheek. A good thing she did, too, because Tony Sudakis
dapped my back so hard, | might have staggered off the warded path and into the dump if she hadn't
been holding on to me.

No matter how joyful he was, Michael Mangtein didn't do things like dapping people on the back. He
shouted, "Brilliantly reasoned, David! The smilarity between lizards and snakes was enough to touch off



the Garuda Bird'singinctive antipathy."

"Yeah," | said, which | admit wasn't afitting response to praiselike that. But | was too busy watching the
fight above my head to get out more than the one word.

The Chumash Lizard was an dligator lizard the size of the biggest anaconda you ever saw. If youlivein
Angds City, you know about aligator lizards. They're the most common kind of lizard around here. The
material ones can get more than afoot long, with yellowish bellies and dirt-brown backs striped with
black. For critterstheir size, they have large, sharp teeth. The ones on the Chumash Lizard looked to be
acouple of incheslong, and it had awhole mouthful of them.

Alligator lizards dso have little short legs, which makes them look even more ophidian than most lizards
(they're related to glass snakes, which aren't snakes but lizardswith no legs at dl). My guess—my
hope—was that that would just make the Garuda Bird madder.

The Lizard made horrible hissing noises and bit at the Garuda Bird'slegs. However huge and fierce it
was, though, it had no more chance againgt the Bird than an ordinary dligator lizard would have against
an eagle that decided to have areptilian lunch.

Crunch! With anoise like amonster cleaver biting into aside of beef, the Garuda Bird bit off the Lizard's
head and about the front third of its body. |chor spattered down al over the dump. Luckily, it didn't
gplash any of us—talk about your hazardous materia magica.

The Chumash Lizard's body convulsed and thrashed even more wildly than before. Even materid lizards
arehard tokill. Lizardsthat are a'so Powers... But dl the thrashing didn't op the Garuda Bird from
gulping down therest of the Lizard.

Michael tapped me on the shoulder. "I believe you may now definitively declare one Chumash Power
extinct,” heydled.

"Y ou know what?"' | yelled back. "I don't missit abit. Dreadful thing for an EPA manto say, isnt it?"
"l find mysdlf less scanddized than | might be under other circumstances,” Michad said.

With another earsplitting bellow, the Garuda Bird tried to poke its clawed feet into the Nothing. Again, it
was hard work. But the Bird didn't have to back up and make a second effort dowly but surely, talons,
toes, and feet sank into the Chumash Powers sphere of encystment and disappeared.

The Bird let out a pain-filled screech like the one it had made when (I guess) it seized the Lizard. It
darted flapping itswings again in that half-materia way it had used to force itself out of the Nothing.
Fest, toes, talons reemerged—and then, with another of those psychic pops, the Garuda Bird was free
once more.

It didn't come out of the Nothing empty-footed, elther. Its claws held what the Chumash called the Gresat
Eagle. | will admit, agolden eagle with abody the Size of a Siberian tiger'sis pretty Grest—under other
circumstances, as Michad had put it. Up againg the Garuda Bird, the Chumash Eagle might aswell have
been a sparrow.

The Eagle, unlikethe Lizard, didn't try to fight. It wriggled, twisted, broke free, and stresked for the sky.
| feared it would get away: it seemed so much more graceful in the air than the ponderous Garuda Bird
But the contest wasn't only, or even mostly, bird body against bird body. It was magic againgt magic,
too, and the Canada Bird had not only its native Indian potency but aso al the souping up the Loki
Kobold Works had given its sorcerous systems. It didn't just fly—it was destined for space. It shot after



the Eagle faster than the eye could follow.

Highin the sky, the Eagletried to dodge—if it couldn't flee the Garuda Bird, maybe it could outjink it.
But no. One of thoseimmense feet closed on it, and this time there was no escape. | heard adespairing
dhriek fade and die. Hovering above the dump, the Garuda Bird devoured its prey. A couple of big
feathers came spirding down into the containment area—all that was | eft of the Chumash Eagle.

"WEell have to decontaminate those," Y olanda said.

"As s00n as you do, there's another Chumash Power that won't show up in the Barony of Angelsagain,”

| said Asan EPA inspector, | felt bad about that. As somebody who was wondering whether he'd still be
divefive minutes from now, | figured I'd worry about the long-term consequences of the Great Eagle's
demiselater, if therewas alater.

High overheed, the Garuda Bird let out aroar that made all its earlier cries seem like whispers. It folded
itswings and stooped like a hawk onto the Nothing. | braced mysef—usdesdy, | knew. When that bulk
hit, the earth wouldn't just shake, it would quake, San Andreas notwithstanding.

A split second before the Bird's talons sei zed the Nothing, another psychic pop! sounded in my head, this
one bigger than the other two put together. The talons closed on empty air—the Nothing was gone.
Somehow—sorceroudy, of course, but don't ask me about the Kobold Works' proximity spdlls,

because | don't know from nothin—the Bird stopped in midair without touching the ground.

| looked out at the far wall of the Devonshire dump, and it seemed only asfar away asit should have.
The sense of the imminent immanence of something eminently dreadful's becoming dreadfully evident was
gone, too. | looked over a Tony Sudakis. "I think you can tell the cacodemonsto shut up,” | yelled at
him.

Heflipped me a salute—casual but, | thought, not faked—and trotted back toward his office. Ashe did
30, the Garuda Bird rose into the air (without asingle flap) and headed east, back toward Burbank. That

took more weight off my mind: my guess was that the Bird would have stayed around had it sensed any
remaining trouble,

Just the same, | walked over to the spot on the path from which I'd first noticed the Nothing, amillion
years ago: that'swhat it fdlt like, anyhow. | wasn't quite there yet when the cacodemons closed their
mouths. Sudden silence hit me as hard asthe squalls of darm had before.

| knew just where that spot was now. | looked out across the weed-strewn dirt toward the Nothing and
saw—nothing. | was never so glad not to capitdize an "n" in my wholelife.

"I think they're gone," | said, words which ranked right up therewith thefirst time | told Judy, | love you.

"I believe you are correct,” Michael said. "What we sensed, in my opinion, was the Chumash Powers
abandoning any contact with This Side to keep the Garuda Bird from reaching into their encystment,
dragging them out one by one, and destroying them. Thaumaturgic andysiswill eventudly confirm or
refute this, but it is atenable working hypothesis™

I'mwith you,” Yolandasaid. "If they went away like that, they won't be back." She wiped her forehead
with adeeve. I'm not sure sheredly grasped just how bad a hazmat she'd helped hold at bay, but none
of what her team did for aliving was easy.

Perkunas and the Nine Suns, | hope not." Tony Sudakis clutched hisamber amulet in one beefy figt.

"L et me use your phone one moretime?' | asked him. I'll call Professor Blank at UCAC; he'sbeen



running astudy for meto find out whether the Chumash Powersredly have become extinct. | think we
can safely say two of them have, but held he the best fellow to eval uate what's become of the others.”

"Bemy guest." Sudakiswaved me toward the blockhouse. It wouldn't have done abit of good againgt
what had dmost come forth from the dump, but suddenly it looked strong and secure again.

| got hold of Blank. Hewas il in his office, wondering, | suppose, whether the building was going to
collgpse around him. When | told him what had happened at the dump, he let out asigh of relief so
heartfelt even phoneimps couldn't spail it, then promised to send his research team out asfast as carpets
could get from UCAC to Chatsworth. Sinceit was heading into |ate afternoon, that wouldn't be any too
fast, but the urgency level had gone down, too.

Then | cdled Legate Kawaguchi to see how the constables were doing at Chocolate Weasd. Him |
didn't get; instead, some other constable bawled in my ear, "Y ou can't talk to him, bud, whoever you are.
Hesdown at the war, and I'm headin' that way mysdlf." He hung up with acrash that that phoneimpsdid
an uncanny job of reproducing.

That sent me out of Tony’ sofficeon therun. | filled him in on what Blank had said, then passed on the
rest of the word to Michagl. "The only thing that can mean is Chocolate Weasd, | think,” | said. "Wed
better get over there asfast aswe can.”

"I concur," Michad sad.

Y olanda—her last name, | findly had the chance to notice on her badge, was Smmons—said, "Where's
this Chocolate Weasdl place? Sounds like we might do some good there, too."

"Y our team iswelcometo follow my carpet,” Michael said "Will the hedlth of the gentleman who
collgpsed suffice for the venture?”

"I'm okay," the gentleman said, and sat up to try to prove it He still didn't look okay, but he was game,
anyhow. "All the stuff in here just overloaded my protective sysemsfor aminutethere.”

"It'sliable to be worse at Chocolate Weasd," | said but he shook his head—he didn't think it was
possible. | envied him hisinnocence.

The security guard put down the footbridge for us, and we trooped out Then the fellow took off his
uniform cap and bowed which made me fed great The guard might not have know who'd done what but
summoning the Garuda Bird wasn't something you could ignore.

Thanks to the cacodemons announcing an emergency evacuation, traffic around the dump was
unbelievably snarled. We passed Chocolate Weasdl's address on to the hazmat team and followed them
instead of the other way round- they had constabulary lanterns on their carpets, which helped move
people out of their way.

About halfway to Chocolate Weasdel, we met head-on arush away from that area. | gulped,
remembering what the constable who'd answered Kawaguchi's phone had said about awar. Maybe he
hadn't been exaggerating.

A congtablein full combat gear, materid and thaumaturgic, was turning back traffic heading in Chocolate
Weasdl's direction. The hazmat team'’s lanterns got them through; 'Y olanda’s shouted encouragement and
our EPA dgilsdid thejob for us.

"Y ou know, Michad," | said, "just oncetoday, I'd liketo fly away from the scene of adisaster.”



"| have considerable sympathy for this point of view," he answered. "However—"

"Yeah," | said. When duty calls, youd better doit. Doing it and liking it, though, were not the same
critter.

When Y olanda asked another constable exactly where we were going, he directed her to acommand
post at the corner of Nordhoff and Soto's. The reason that was the command post, | discovered when
we followed her there, wasthat it was as close to Chocolate Weasdl as you could get without being in
immediate danger of getting yoursalf messily killed.

Sure enough, Legate Kawaguchi was there, in uniform and helmet—not Constabulary Department
standard issue, but samurai-style, with the man of his clan affixed to the forehead to help protect him
agang mdignant magic.

Hedidn't act surprised to see me. "Good afternoon, Inspector Fisher. | must admit, you were not in error
concerning the nature of that building ahead.” He pointed east.

| looked that way mysdlf. A thin column of smoke rose from the Chocolate Weasd facility. Tell methat's
not what I'm afraid itis" | said to Kawaguchi.

"l wish | could," he answered. They aretearing the hearts from victims and kindling firesin their chests.
We face the gpparition not only of Huitzilopochtli but also of Huehueteotl, thefire god.”

"In proper Aztecian ritual, that practice occurs only at the completion of the Five Empty Days between
the end of one year and the start of the next,” Michael said, asif objecting not so much to the daughter as
to itstaking place outsde canonicd limits. Sometimes he can be quite exasperating.

Kawaguchi said, "My guessisthat they're going outside the usud pattern to try to bring the Powersto full
potency outsdether native land.”

Michael said grudgingly, "Yes, | suppose such aprocedure might be efficacious. It remains most
irregular, however." Y ou seewhat | mean?

"Where are they getting their victims?' | asked; to me, that was more important than whether they were
following dl their own rulesfor the sacrificid rites. | thought about the two guys at the Spells'R’' Us place
who'd let me borrow the spellchecker. | thought about them spreadeagled on an dtar with their chests
hacked open. | wanted to be sick.

"Resistance backed by thaumaturgy of a high order began as soon as our firgt units responded into the
parking lot," Kawaguchi answered. "My best guessisthat several employees volunteered to become the
initid victimsto trigger their Powers presence here.”

"Agan, thisseemslikely," Michael agreed.

| nodded too. Kawaguchi probably had theright of it, despite his curioudy bloodlessway of describing
sacrifices of the bloodiest sort But constables, who see so much blood in their work, need to ward
themselves from the reality of what they do with mild-seeming words. After dl, words have power, too.

Then something ese occurred to me. ™Y ou said those were the initial victims. Have there been more?”

"Unfortunately yes, an unknowable but large number," Kawaguchi said "Because of the strength of the

Powers evoked within the Chocolate Weasdl building, we have been compelled to draw back our lines
severa times. The perpetrators have taken advantage of thisto raid surrounding businesses and homes.
We do not know the precise status of dl individuals captured, but some will dmost certainly have been



employed to nourish Huitzilopochtli and Huehueteot!.”

| thought about some poor lunk whose stomach decided to growl while he was flying up Nordhoff. Hed
spot the Golden Steeples, pull in, grab himself aburger... and end up with his till-beating heart torn out
of hisbody, just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Y ou'd have to be avery thoroughgoing
Cavinig to find the mark of divineplanin that.

Then | had aworse thought. Much worse. 1'd been acting on the assumption that the people from
Chocolate Wessdl had something to do with kidnapping Judy. If she was hidden away somewherein the
building when the congtables flew into thelat...

"God forbid," | whispered. | tried not to think about it, to tell mysdlf it wasimpossble, but | knew too
well it waan't.

Just then, the roof of the building that housed Chocolate Weasel started burning alot brighter. It wasn't
an ordinary flame; it wasn't even like the flame from a sdlamander, which is powered from the Other Side
but manifestsitself here. Thisflame you didn't just see; you felt it in the place where prayers come from. |
closemy eyes, but that didn't help. My soul till felt scorched.

"Huehueteotl," Legate Kawaguchi and Michael said in the same breath. Quietly, Michael added, "One
must conclude that the sacrifices within the building have reached a critica mass, dlowing him to manifest
himsdf fully in Angds City."

"I wonder how long we haveto wait for Huitzilopochtli,” | said numbly.

"He being agreater Power, more sacrifice will be necessary to bring him onto This Side," Michael
answered. "Hueheuteotl's manifestation, however, will only speed histrandation from the Aztecian gods
realm on the Other Side to our present location.”

Thanks for the encouragement,” | said Michael gave me a puzzled ook, then recognized irony and
nodded.

The flames on the roof leapt higher. After some delay, thick smoke began to rise asredl flamesjoined the
gpectra ones emanating from Huehueteot!. | wondered how the people inside the Chocolate Weasdl
building were faring now that it burned around them. Maybe Huehueteot! protected them from the flames
s0 they could go on sacrificing. Or maybe they'd just keep doing what they were doing until they burned
to death. Every faith hasits martyrswilling, even eager, to diefor the greater glory of the Powersthey
reverence.

| wished the Aztecians would have shown their piety another way.

Kawaguchi was shouting into a constabulary-model ethernet set. It held two different imps, so he could
both send and receive messages. He looked toward the burning building, then to Michael and me. "Are
you gentlemen familiar with the Hanese ideogram for theterm ‘criss?"

"l am," Michael said; | might have guessed he would be. He went on, "It combines the ideogramsfor
‘danger' and 'opportunity.™

Kawaguchi looked surprised and maybe alittle disappointed that a pale blond chap had stepped on his
lines. But he nodded and said, "Exactly so. And developments here have now reached the crisis stage. If
in the next few minutes Huitzilopochtli succeedsin manifesting himsalf as thoroughly as Huehueteotl
hes—"

That wasthe danger, dl right. If it happened, Angels City wasin more trouble than it had ever known.



The only problem was, | didn't see any sign of the opportunity.

"I have been in touch with the archdiocese of Angels City," Kawaguchi said. They will do what they can
for us"

"An acute strategic move, Legate," Michael said, nodding in gpprova. The Power based at Rome
successfully overcame those centered on Tenochtitlan almost five hundred years ago; with luck, it will do

0 agan.”

"Alevia," | said, amost un-Catholic endorsement of his sentiment. But | didn't stop worrying, or even
dow down. The Spainish who'd brought Chrigtianity to Azteciawere fanatics, nothing € se but; they had
to be, or dsethey never would havetried it But over the years, the Church hasturned fat and lazy and
rich and comfortable. The fanatics were in the Chocolate Weasdl building now, doing their best to fuel
thereviva of the old Aztecian gods.

Balance of Powers, | thought, and shivered.

"What are we waiting for?' | asked Kawaguchi. "Exorcists to come and try to drive Huitzilopochtli back
to the Other Side before he can fully establish himsalf here?”

The constable, you will have gathered, was aworn, dour fellow. Now he surprised mewith a
wall-to-wall smile. The response the cardind offered me was nowhere near so hafhearted.”

| wished he hadn't said hafhearted, not when you thought about how Huitzilopochtli and Huehueteotl
were being summoned into Angels City. But the cardind, that tiff-necked Erseman—I'd thought he was
on thefanatical side when he refused to grant the burned Thomas Brothers monks a dispensation for
cosmetic sorcery. Mogt of thetime, | till thought that kind of fanaticism out of placein our century.

But right thisminute, it might end up saving al our asses—and maybe our souls, too.

Kawaguchi kept watching the Sky. Had Quetzal coatl shown any sgn of manifesting himself dong with the
other Aztecian Powers, | would havetried to get hold of Burbank again to see what the Garuda Bird
could do againgt the Feathered Serpent. Asthings were, though, | didn't see how the Bird could help.

| wondered what Kawaguchi was waiting for. Whatever it was, | hoped it would be good—and
powerful. Something nasty—something else nasty, | mean—was going to happen inside that building any
minute now. | could fed it coming, in the same part of the inner me that felt the growing presence of
Huehueteot! like abad sunburn.

Suddenly, Kawaguchi pointed. | spotted aflying carpet, way above the usud flyways and ignoring their
traffic grid asif it didn't exist. Maybe it had a constabulary clearance that overcame al the anti-flying
invocations that gave people and businessther privacy... or maybe it was under the control of ahigher
Power.

Asit got closer, | saw it wasabig carpet, afreight hauler, and heavily loaded. It was gold, with awhite
cross—the colors of the Vatican flag. | knew the Vatican rug would also bear awoven-in legend in
white—IN HOC SIGNO VINCES—but it was too high and too far away for me to be able to read
that.

It was heading straight over the Chocolate Wease building. Hueheuteotl’ s magica fire flamed up to meet
it. | was afraid the flames would burn down the carpet and everybody onit.

But onething | give the Catholic Church—it hasasaintly hierarchy in charge of looking out for more
different thingsthan al the bureaucratsin D.SIC. put together. St Florian watches specidly over those



who must contend with fire. I have no ideawhether his power would have been enough to overcome
Huehueteot! down inside the Chocolate Weasdl building, but it sufficed to keep the god from crisping the
carpet.

One of the monks riding the carpet (I could see his bare pate shining in the late afternoon sun) tipped a
big earthenware urn down onto the roof of the Chocolate Weasdl building, then another and another and
another, methodica asif he were on a carpet bombing run over Alemaniain the Second Sorcerous War.

Those urns and whatever they held were heavy—I could hear them smashing on and maybe through the
roof from several blocks away. And whatever wasin them was spectacularly efficacious. The constant
heat on my soul that radiated from Huehueteotl went away, asif my spirit had suddenly dived into aclear
stream. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. he leadeth me beside the still waters. He
refresheth my soul ran through my head.

| turned to Kawaguchi and Michad Mangtein and asked, "What are they dropping on them?”

They both stared at me asif | wereanidiot Then Michad said, "That'sright you are Jewish," asif
reminding himself. Very gently, hewent on, "It'sholy water, David."

"Oh." All right, | wasanidiot In fact, | was doubly an idiot not only was the stuff thaumaturgically potent
inand of itsef, it was aso perfect symbolically—what better to opposefire of any sort than its opposite
among the dements?

Once Chocolate Weasd took al the punishment it had urned from the carpet, Kawaguchi blew along,
ghrill blast on awhistle. SWAT teams, Y olandas hazmat crew, and the EPA hazmat ouitfit svarmed
toward the Chocolate Weasdl building. Ordinary congtables, the guys with mostly passive sorcerous gear
and merely physical wegpons—the grunts—followed in their wake.

They were thrown back twice before,” Kawaguchi said, more to himsdlf than to me or Michagl. This
time—"

Thistime they moved forward. The SWAT team wizards carried holy water sprinklerslike the onesthe
Loki guardsin Burbank packed. Those hadn't been enough to protect them against the growing might of
the Aztecian Powers before. Now those Powers had been reduced by bombardment from On High, so
to speak. And now the SWAT teams advanced cautioudly toward the parking ot in front of Chocolate
Weasd, then toward the building itself.

| got distracted at that point the archdiocesan carpet floated down and landed just afew feet from me.
"Good afternoon, Inspector Fisher," one of the monkson it said. "I wondered it | might see you here
today. Somehow it seemsfilling.”

"Brother Vahan!" | exclamed. "It certainly does.” | trotted over to shake his hand. "Were you the
bombardier up there?'

"I wasindeed," he said with a sober nod. "God movesin amysterious way, His wonders to perform. Not
scriptura, but in this case accurate.”

A curate? No, you're an abbot, my mind gibbered. | forced mysdlf back to the here-and-now: "What
do you mean?"

"I mean that | wasin the cardina's office, beseeching him on bended knee to reconsider his prohibition
againgt my brethren's use of cosmetic sorcery to restore their gppearance, when Legate Kawaguchi's
communication reached His Eminence. He thought me an appropriate agent for the task requested and |



was pleased to obey himin thisinstance.”

Brother V ahan was stubborn to the point of being bull-headed if he kept after the cardina to change his
mind once he'd decided to do something. Y ou don't do that if you're in monastic orders; you are, after
all, siworn to obedience adong with poverty and chastity. My guesswas that Brother V ahan wouldn't have
said aword about the cardinal's decision had it affected him. For his monks, though, hed argue—a good
man.

And | could see why the cardind would have wanted him on that carpet: who would have more strength
of purpose going up against the probable destroyers of the Thomas Brothers monastery than its abbot?

"Asto the other, | gather His Eminence told you no again?' | said.

Histhick eyebrows—virtualy the only hair he had on his heed—twitched upwards. "From what do you
infer thet?'

"Y ou said you were happy to obey himinthisinstance,™ | answered "l took it to mean you weren't
happy about the other."

"Most Jesuitically reasoned.” Histhin smile said he wasteasing me. It went away too soon. "I'd rather he
had refused me this and granted the other. Many could have donewhat | just did but who except me will
speak for my brethren?"

| didn't know what to fed: pleased with myself for understanding the way Brother V ahan's mind worked
angry a the cardind for sticking to hisrefusa like a prickleburr, or pleased His Eminence had the
gumption to commit hisbest to acrigs. Those last two were inextricably mixed which only complicated
thingsmore.

Faint across a couple of hundred yards came shouts from the constables and then pops of pistal fire.
Normally pistols are nothing to scorn—they're about the most dangerous mechanica hand wegpons
around. After everything I'd been through that day, those pops and the clouds of gunpowder smokel
saw rising from the parking lot seemed about as consequentid as the firecrackers whose cousins they
were.

Kawaguchi pulled out hisown pistol, cocked it, checked hisflint, and then trotted down Nordhoff
toward Chocolate Weasdl. Michadl and | started after him, but a constable about the size of both of us
put together shook his head and rumbled, "That wouldn't be smart.” He stepped in front of us and spread
his arms wide to make sure we listened to him. Since he was doing a pretty good impression of the Great
Hanese Wall, | stopped. So did Michadl.

That meant we had to wait Waiting is harder than doing. When you're doing, you don't have timeto
worry. When you're waiting, if you're anything like me, you think about al the things that could go wrong.
I'd waited for the GarudaBird. I'd waited for the carpet from the archdiocese. | waswaiting again. | was
sck of it | waited anyhow, peering down Nordhoff to seewhat | could see.

Not too much, not for awhile. Then | heard more pistol pops, and then people started coming back up
the street. Some of them were constables, some prisoners with their handsin the air. Asthey got closer, |
saw that severd sets of those upraised hands were red, with drips running down toward the elbows. |
heard someone make asick, gulping noise, and redized amoment later it was me.

One of the SWAT team wizards was carrying an obsidian knife. Another one waking beside him kept
spraying it with holy water. | gulped again. That knife, | had no doubt, belonged in the Devonshire dump.
If ever spellswere guaranteed harmful to the environment they're the onesthat go aong with human



sacrifice.

| recognized one of the prisoners—Jorge Vasquez. He saw me at about the sametime | saw him. |
thought about making some crack about his getting shut down for EPA violations dong with everything
else, but | kept my mouth shut. Even captured, he looked too smart and tough for me to want to twit him.

Behind him came L egate Kawaguchi, who was busy loading another charge of powder and ball into his
pistol as he waked dong. Brother Vahan cdled to him: Do any within that building require my services?'

Kawaguchi finished ramming home the bal before he looked up "For last rites and such, you mean,
Brother?' He shook hishead. "Just corpsesin there.”

"Martyrs,” Brother Vahan said, hisvoice grim. Their reward shal surely comein heaven.”

| wondered about that was somebody who got caught in the wrong place at the wrong time amartyr in
the same sense as a person who deliberately invited death for the sake of hisfaith? I'm neither Catholic
nor theologian, so | can't tell you what Brother VVahan should have been thinking by the standards of his
church.

That wasthe least of my worries, anyhow. | lunged for Kawaguchi in away that dmost made him level
his newly loaded pistol at me. "Did you—" | choked on fear and had to force mysdlf to go on: "Did you
find Judy in there?'

To my rdief, he dipped the pistol back into its holster. Then he said, "Inspector Fisher, | neither searched
extensvey through the Chocol ate Weasdl building nor closaly examined the bodies of the victims around
thedtar." Something else to be decontaminated, | thought Kawaguchi was continuing, "So long asyou
understand these limitations, gir, | can state to you that | did not see a corpse matching the description of
your fiancée in that—that abbatoir."

Kawaguchi talkslike an upper-level constable: asif every word he saysis going to show up in awritten
report or as courtroom testimony Real Soon Now. For him to pick aword like abbatoir... al at oncel
was glad the very large fellow in the blue uniform hadn't let me follow the legate.

| was dso gladder than | could say that—subject to his careful limitations—he hadn't found Judly. If |
chose to believe that she wasn't there because he hadn’t found her, can you blame me?

Michael sad, "Legate, can we lend any further assistance?' We hadn't lent Kawaguchi much assistance
before that 1'd noticed. Michael isusually too preciseto make adip like that, but after everything that had
happened during the day, can you blame him, either?

"Thank you, sir, but | think not" Kawaguchi answered. He turned to me. "Inspector Fisher, you did your
best to warn me of the magnitude of thisthreat | must concede that at the time of our telephone
conversation | did not have afull appreciation of it. My apologiesfor thet error.”

"Who would have believed this?' | said. My guess was that Kawaguchi il didn't have afull gppreciation
of what he'd been part of today. Put what happened here together with our desperate struggles back at
the Devonshire dump, let both containment effortsfail, and Angels City goes right off the map. And who
could say what was happening el sewhere in the Confederation, or would have followed Aztecian success
here? Maybe we'd put a spike in the whed of the Third Sorcerous War.

"David, | shdl take you back to Westwood now," Michael said in atone that brooked no argument |
wasn't in amood to argue, anyhow; now that the terror which had kept me hopping most of the day was
easing, | could fed mysdlf subsiding into something with adl the crisp decisiveness of abowl of tapioca



pudding. More bonelesswith every step, | walked over to his carpet. We headed down toward the
Venture Freeway. | told myself | never wanted to see St Ferdinand's Valey again.

When we got to the Confederd Building, Michael got off the carpet and headed for the entrance instead
of going home. He gave me abemused ook when | fell into step besde him. "1 may aswell keep
working," | told him. The more | haveto do, the lesstime | have to worry."

"Ah," he said, The anodyne of digtraction.” Whichiswhat I'd just said, but | hadn't managed to bail it into
four words.

If I didn't have anything urgent on my desk, | figured I'd write up what 1'd been through today. The EPA,
like any government agency, thrives on documentation, and | must confess that 1've been indoctrinated to
the point where | sometimes don't believe something isrea until it's committed to parchment On the other
hand, if Moses had had to fill out al the EPA forms parting the Red Seawould have required, the Bible
would bewritten in Egyptian.

Only one message waited for me, from awoman named Susan Kuznetsov. | frowned, trying to
remember who she was. Then name and face matched: the no-nonsense gal from the Barony's Bureau of
Physical and Spiritual Health who'd reported little Jesus Cordero's apsychiato me.

| asked my watch the time: going on six. Mistress Kuznetsov had impressed me as the hard-working
type, so | called her back. Sure enough, 1 got her. Inspector Fisher!" she said; | thought she sounded
pleased "I'd expected you'd be gone for the day.”

"l just got back m," | told hen "What can | do for you?"

"Ingpector, the Cordero family has been contacted by a consortium styling itsdlf Sow Jnn Fizz," she
answered. "This consortium mentioned the possibility of ingtilling asoul into the infant, something they had
been given to believe wasimpaossible. Unlike too many poor and poorly educated families, the Corderos
caled mefor advice ingtead of dlowing themsdvesto be taken in by probable charlatans. My preliminary
investigation, however, indicates that Slow Jinn Fizz may perhaps be able to deliver on some of itsclaims.
| caled you to learn whether it's yet come under EPA scrutiny yet"

"Asamatter of fact, | was out mere mysdlf, right around the time Jesus Cordero was being born," | said.

When | didn't go on right away, Susan Kuznetsov sad, "And? Arethey flimflam men like so many outfits
with impressve dams?'

"Y ou know, | don't redly think s0," | answered "I think they’ re right on the edge of making psychic
synthesis possible, and | think the procedure may well have important benefits for apsychic patients and
givethem at least achance @ life after deeth.”

"Redly?" She sounded surprised ™Y ou recommend the procedure, then?!

"] didn't say that,” | told her, and then explained "I don't knew where or from whom the pieces of soul the
jinni are synthesizing come from, or whether Slow Jinn Fizz is solving one problem now at the expense of
widespread psychic depletion years, maybe even generations, down theline. Its certainly atempting
technology, but you know who the Tempter is."

"| certainly do," she said " So you'd suggest the Corderos Stay away from it?"

If she'd asked me that the day before, | would have said yes. Thanks to modern medicine, Jesus
Cordero had every chance of living to aripe old age, and psychic synthesiswould be investigated and
refined until people understood al the gremlinsin the process. That would be theright timefor him to



have a soul implanted.

But after what had happened at the Devonshire dump and then a Chocolate Weasd, | felt less easy
about that wait-for-developments agpproach. Just because the odds said you were likely to lead along life
didn't mean you would abig piece of Angedls City had amost gone up in flames. If you were an gpsychic,
could you afford to take a chance like that? Would you want to, knowing extinction awaited?

"Mistress Kuznetsov," | said carefully, "the EPA hasn't taken aposition on Sow Jinn Fizz and what it
does. Before we do, welll have to weigh short-term benefits againgt lower-grade long-term risks. My
guessisthat the technology wont be allowed out of the experimenta stage and into generd use for many
years." know that much already," she answered. The people from Sow Jnn Fizz said asmuch to the
Corderos, and | givethem credit for it. What I'm redlly asking is, what would you do if that were your
kid?"

"If itsmy kid, | worry about saving him first and everything elselater,” | said "1an't that what being a
parent's all about? But just because that's what 1'd do doesn't mean it makes good public policy.”

That'sfair," shesaid "Let me put it adifferent way, then: would the EPA have kittensif the Sow Jnn Fizz
experimenta protocol expanded to include Jesus Cordero?"

"Bight now, the answer to that isno,” | said Too much e se—higger stuff—-was going on for usto worry
about Slow Jinn Fizz right now, but | didn't tell that to Susan Kuznetsov. | hoped that one day (one day
soon, God willing) things would dow down to the point where we'd be able to worry about the problems
synthesi zed souls present No doubt they were important but they weren't worl d-threatening, so for now
they’ d just have to wait.

And besides, | told mysdlf, how much environmenta damage on the Other Side would manufacturing a
soul for onelittle boy cause? Not much, surely, and it would do so much good for Jesus Cordero.

Y ou know, of course, which road is paved with good intentions. So do I. So doesthe EPA. Thered
question wasn't what would happen when one apsychic lad got asoul. Thered question was what would
happen when jinnetic engineering and jinn-splicing techniques began tirring up tile psychic materid of the
Other Sdeon alarge scae.

| didn't have any answersfor that Neither did anybody else. The EPA’ s job was to make sure we found
those answers before exploiting those techniques got usinto trouble, not afterwards. But to give Jesus
Cordero, aseries of one case, achance at life after life—why not?

Mistress Kuznetsov said, Inspector, | want to thank you for being flexible; you're going to make the
Corderos very happy, and asfor Jesus—he won't understand what's happened for along time yet, but
when he does, hell be eterndly grateful .

T hope so, anyway," | said. Thetechniqueis experimental and, from what Ramzan Durani told me, it
hasn't yet undergone the test of mortaity. But when you'rein that position, you have to grasp at straws,
don't you?'

That'smy view asapublic hedth officer, certainly,” Susan Kuznetsov said. "1 wasn't sure how the EPA
would view the matter."

"If you'd said you wanted to add a thousand people to the experimentd list, | would have given you a
different answer. But onelittle boy, and one I've met—"

"Y es, the law of contagion does remind us of how important persond contact is, doesn't it? | wasjust



afraid you'd be working against contagion, as| often haveto do, rather than allowing it full scope.”

"Not thistime," | answered quietly. Letting Jesus Cordero have a chance to beat gpsychiawasn't asbig a
thing as thwarting the Chumash Powers or keeping Huitzilopochtli and hisfiery friend from establishing
themselvesin Angels City, but it felt just as good. Maybe better—as Susan Kuznetsov had said, thiswas
personal.

| only wished the rest of my personal worries were doing aswell. No word of Judy, none at dl.

To keep mysdf from thinking of that and what it might mean, | plunged into the environmental impact
report on what importing leprechaunsinto Angels City was liable to do to the local thecology. | made
more progress in an hour and ahalf than | had in the past two weeks. No wonder now | could make my
prognostications secure in the knowledge that the Wee Folk weren't going to have any adverse effect on
the Chumash Powers. I'd taken care of that mysdlf, in spades.

Eventualy, | supposed, 1'd get around to fedling bad about siccing the Garuda Bird on them. An EPA
man, after dl, is supposed to protect endangered Powers, not exterminate them. From their point of
view, | couldn't redlly blamethe Lizard and the Grest (but not Great enough) Eagle and the rest for
wanting to overturn the balance of Powers and twist things back to the way they'd been before the first
Europeans touched the New World.

But, dong with a couple of hundred million other people, | livein theworld thet's sorung from the
European expansion. And, as Michadl Mangtein said, we'd done more and better with thisland than its
origind inhabitants would have in the samelength of time. So while figured I'd eventudly get round to
fedling bad, it wouldn't be any time redl soon.

Speaking of Michael, he poked his head into my office about then. I'm going home now,” he said
"Perhaps you should do the same." He clearly wasn't used to me working longer hours than he did.

Hewasright | went home. | ate something (don't ask me what), then went to bed Worries or no, | dept
amog as soundly asif 1'd been in Ephesus: the aftermath of nearly dying a couple of times during the
course of aday. If my alarm clock hadn't screamed me awake, | might be snoring yet.

No sooner had | got to the office than the phone started ydling. | came this close to knocking over my
cup of cafeteriacoffee grabbing for it "Environmental Perfection Agency, David Fisher."

"Ingpector Fisher, thisis Legate Shiro Kawaguchi, Angedls City Constabulary Department.” Kawaguchi
spoke asif he were introducing himself for the first time. " Ingpector Fisher, interrogation of the suspect
Jorge Vasguez hasled usto your fiancée, Mistress Judith Adler.”

| et out awhoop that rattled my windows. That’swonderful, Legate! When can | see her?' He didn't
answer right away. My joy crashed into dread. "Is she—dl right?"

"Unfortunately, Inspector Fisher, | must tel you sheisnot," Kawaguchi answered Y ou will perhaps
remember that an Aztecian Power, varioudy called the Crackler, the Page, and the One Called Night,
wasinvolved in the abduction of MistressAdler.”

"Yes, of course" | said.

"From what our forensics man hasto say, Inspector, it appears that the One Called Night, to use the
name with which you appear to be most familiar, has carried Mistress Adler’ s spirit into the rellm known
asthe Nine Beyonds. We have recovered her body. She appearsto be physicaly unharmed; she will et
or drink if food or water is placed in her mouth. But asfor anything more than that... I'm very sorry,



Ingpector Fisher, but at present it isjust not there.”
"What do we do, then?" | asked hoarsely.

"Our preliminary and tentative thaumaturgic effortsto restore her to hersaf have failed; she doesnot
seem asresponsve to certain rituas as we had hoped." Kawaguchi paused. "I believe you are Jewish. Is
MigressAdler, dso?

"Yan

That may account for part of it, then. Mogt rituals designed to counter the Crackler assume a Catholic
victim, and would be less efficacious in rescuing one from a different faith. \While we continue to do our
utmost, | suggest you aso pursue every flyway that occurs to you. Otherwise, Inspector, | can offer no
guarantee that Mistress Adler's body and spirit will ever be reunited.”

Xl

| took my troubles down to Madame Ruth—you know, that medium with the gold-capped tooth. She
had an office down on 34th and Vine. | hoped she could help with a problem like mine. When Erasmus
had been so dreadfully hurt as the Thomas Brothers monastery was torched, she and Nigel
Cholmondeley managed to access him where everyone el se had failed. | was praying she'dd be ableto do
the samefor Judy.

In her green silk dress and the matching scarf she used to cover her hair, she put me in mind of nothing so
much as an enormous watermelon wearing too much makeup. But her looks didn't matter, not to methey
didn't She and her English partner were theloca experts on virtuous redlity, and from what 1'd seen of
the technique, | figured it offered the best chance of rescuing Judy's spirit and bringing it back to This
Sdewhereit belonged.

Madame Ruth heard me out, then dowly shook her head back and forth. | dunno, Inspector Fisher,” she
said Thisain't gonnabe as easy as gettin' hold of what's-his-name, the scriptorium spirit, was. Y ou don't
just wanna access your fiancée' s spirit, you wannadownload it, too. That's one fresh problem.”

"If you say that's one, you mean there are more,” | said. "What are they?"

Two good ones, offhand,” she answered. "One'sin the spiritual rellm. We were able to build our own
kinda place to meet the spirit—Erasmus, that's what he goes by—in. If your girlfriend's dready stuck in
the Nine Beyonds, we're gonna haftago in there and haul her out. Like | said, that ain't gonna be easy.”

| wondered what walking through asimulation of the Nine Beyondswould be like. Could even virtuous
redlity pretty up something with ahandle like that so anyone except a Power named the One Called
Night would want to go there? | had my doubts, but | also had no choice, not if | wanted Judy back. |
asked, "What's the other problem?”

Madame Ruth coughed and looked down at her desk, an e ephantine effort at discretion. "1t's not
spiritua," she said. "It's more materid-like, if you know what | mean." She stopped there.

After acouple of seconds, | figured out what she wasflying a. "I'm sure Judy's medica insurance will
cover your fees" | said "Its one of the Blue Scutum plans, and it has an excellent thaumaturgy benefits

package."

That's okay, then," she said, nodding briskly. | understood that she had to show a profit, but what would
Judy have done without insurance? Got stuck in the Nine Beyonds forever because no one would come
after her without crowns on the barrelhead? Or ended up bankrupting hersdlf to pay the fees afterwards?



Nothing's smple these days.
"Will you try to help her?' | asked.

"Lemmetak with my partner. Thisis gonnatake both of us," she said and got up to go next door. | didn't
age more than eight or ten yearsin the few minutes she was gone. She came back with Cholmondel ey,
tweedy as ever, in her wake. She must have read my face, because she said, 'It's okay, Mr. Fisher. Well
giveitatry.”

| started gasping out thank-yous, but Nigel Cholmonddey cut me off. "Timefor dl thet later, old chap, if
we succeed. Meanwhile, where is Mistress, uh, Adler now located?!

Kawaguchi had told methat "Her body's at the West Hills Temple of Hedling,” | said. Where the rest of
her was... Wdl, Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth aready knew about thet.

Madame Ruth was |ooking through her appointments scroll. "We're on for this afternoon and tomorrow
morning, too," she said. "We can work her in tomorrow afternoon, though, if that's okay wit' you?' She
looked at me. | nodded | wanted them to drop everything and rush right out to take care of Judy, but
everybody e sethey were working for felt his case was the most important one in the world, too.
Madame Ruth said, "It's okay, Mr. Fisher, maybe even better than okay. This gives us achanceto
sguare things with the constables and with the West Hills place, so aswe can be all set up and ready to

go.”

| nodded again. Cholmondeey unrolled his own scrall, inked aquill, and scribbled anote. "We shal see
you there, then, at haf past one." He stuck out abony hand. | clasped it then walked out of Madame
Ruth's office. | wanted to get back to my own shop as soon as| could: | was using vacation timefor this
vigit. Crazy how you keep track of the little things even when the big onesin your world are felling every
whichway.

Therewas arack of news stands outside Madame Ruth's building. | stuck aquarter-crown into the
waiting palm of one of the little vending demons, took away a copy of the AC. Times. | figured
yesterday's goings-on would be page-one stuff, and so they were: the flight of the Garuda Bird across St.
Ferdinand’ sVdley isn't something you can easly ignore. Neither isthe emergency evacuation of the
neighborhoods surrounding the Devonshire toxic spell dump.

Sure enough, both of those got plenty of ink, though the reporters seemed confused about just what had
happened That didn't bother me; the whole truth here probably would have set off a panic we didn't
need, especialy since (I hoped) things were back under control.

One of the reporters quoted Matt Arnold out at the Loki works. He gave the impression he'd turned the
GarudaBird loose as apreorhbital flight test, then went on about the next step in the space program after
the Bird got usinto low orbit Loki was designing new sorceware to work the Indian Rope Trick from
some spot on the equator 22,300 miles straight up to geosynchronous orbit, from which mages could
project sorcery over big parts of the globe day and night.

Nobody asked me, but | thought Lola ought to work on a new rope, too.

The mess at Chocolate Weasel made page one, too, but only asabig industrial accident Not aword
about the sacrifices, not aword about any connection to the mess at the Devonshire dump.

What redlly got me, though, was the rest of the headlines. The Aztecian Emperor had ordered hisentire
cabinet executed. It was, the Times said, thefirst generd cabinet massacre Since the time when Azteca
amost joined the First Sorcerous War on the Alemanian side. The new ministers were supposed to be



"more inclined toward improving relations with the Confederation than their predecessors had been.”
Or ese, | read between thelines.

There'd also been some sort of disaster outside D.SXC., but | didn't even glance at that Sory. | just
headed over to Westwood to go back to work.

When | got up to my floor, Beawas coming down the corridor as| stepped out of the elevator shaft. She
asked about Judy and gave me her best in away that sounded asif sheredly meant it. I'm sure she did,
too; Bea cares about people. Sounding asif you care, though, isn't so easy. Then she said, "Y ou and
Michael have done some very important work lately, and under extremely trying circumstances. | want
you to know | know it, and | couldn't be more pleased.”

Thank you," | said. "But you know what? | think 1'd rather have spent al that timein anice, dull staff
medting.”

Her head went to one side; | redlized 1'd stuck my foot in my face. "'I'm going to understand that the way
| hopeyou meant it," she said, to my relief more in sorrow—and in amusement—than in anger.

She let me escape then, so escape | did, to the smaller problems | eft behind after the spectacular collapse
of the bigger ones. | plugged away at the leprechaun study, lining up vauesfor my variablesso | could
get ralling on the crystal-ball prognostications maybe next week. | had to cdl the Angels City
archdiocese for some of the datal needed; the Catholic Church haslived sde by side with the Wee Folk
on the Emerdd Idefor the past fifteen hundred years, and knows more about 'em than anybody these

days.

Try as| would, though, | didn't get awholelot done. People kept corning in to congratulate me and wish
me the best—Phyllis, Rose, Jose. Evenif the papers were being coy, the folks| work with knew what
I'd done. Maybe Michael had talked with them; | don't know. It's not that | didn't appreciate their
dropping by, but they kept distracting me from what | wastrying to do. And when | got distracted, | had
ahard time pulling my mind back where it was supposed to be.

| also kept trying to crystal-ball it in my head, to work out wherein the big picture the eventsin Angels
City redlly fit. What did thwarting the Chumash Powers have to do with the liquidation of the Aztecian
cabinet, for instance? Something, sure, but what?

Aswith the leprechaun study, | was missing data. Here, though, the Catholic Church wasn't the place that
had 'em. | called Central Intelligence back in D.SXC. and asked for Henry Legion.

| listened to along silence on the other end of the ether. Then the CI operator asked, "Whao's calling,
please?'

"David Fisher, from the EPA out in Angdls City."

"One moment Sr." If that was one moment, you could live along lifetimein three or four of them. At la,
though, someone came back on the line—anew voice, but not Henry Legion's. "Mr. Fisher? I'm sorry to
haveto tell you that Henry Legion's essence has undergone dissolution. He gave his country the last full
measure of devotion; hisnamewill go up on the memorid tablet commemorating our agency's heroes and
martyrs. He shal not be forgotten, | assure you.”

"What happened?’ | exclamed. "And to whom am | talking?'

I'm afraid | can't answer ether of those questions, sin security,” the new voice said- "I'm sureyou
understand. Good day. Thank you for your concern.” The phone imps reproduced the sound of a



handset clunking into its cradle.

| hung up, too, and stared at the phone for awhile. Whatever Henry Legion had been doing, it cost him
everything. | knew I'd never learn dl the answers | wanted, not with him gone. | was back to my own
guesses, for better or worse—probably worse. After seeing alittle waysinto his secret, secretive world,
| wasblind again.

| wondered if his passing had anything to do with the extermination of the sitting Aztecian cabinet, or
perhaps with the disaster outside D.St.C. the Times had mentioned. Did some sort of war try to start
there, too, and get suppressed asit had in Angels City? More things I'd never know, not without Henry
Legion to ask.

Since I'd never know, ditting around wondering was just awaste of taxpayers crowns. | buckled down
and tried to do my job, but things came dow, dow. Maybe | suddenly needed a crisis breathing down
my neck like ahungry werewolf to make mysdf perform.

Lord, what ahorrid ideal

| flew into the parking lot of the West Hills Temple of Healing about ten past one the next afternoon, then
flew around insde thelot for the next ten minutes looking for aspace for my carpet | wouldn't have been
late, not for anything.

When | told the receptionist who | was and for whom | waslooking, she said, "Go up to thefifth floor,
Mr. Fisher. Misiress Adler isin 547, right across the hall from the Intensive Prayer Unit. Just follow the
IPU sgnsand you can't go wrong."

Famous last words, | knew. Wdll, thistime the gal wasright; the Ssgnstook me straight to 547.1 didn’t
know what to think about Judy's being where she was. Should | have been glad she was so close to
intensive prayer in case she needed it, or worried she was there because they were afraid she would
need it? Being me, | worried.

When | opened the door to 547, discovered a constable Sitting in one of the uncomfortable-looking
chairsin there. He carefully checked my EPA sgil and said, "Y ou'refine, Mr. Fisher, but we haveto be
sure," before he went back to his book.

By then I'd forgotten al about him. Seeing Judy again took everything e se out of my mind She didn't
look bad but then she aways |ooks good to me, so | wasn't in any redl position to judge. Her color was
good her eyes were open, she was breathing normdly: to that much | can objectively attest.

But | soon noticed that, even if her eyes were open, they didn't track. | walked across her field of vision
acouple of times, but she took no notice of me. She didn't say anything. When she moved on the bed
shedidn't adjust the covers afterwards. Her body lay there, but not the rest of her. That was off inthe
Nine Beyonds, the relm of the One Cdlled Night.

Madame Ruth and Nigel Cholmondeley camein just then, accompanied by afelow in awhitelab robe
who introduced himsdlf to me asHedler Ali Murad. | ook forward to learning to apply virtuous redlity to
healing Stuations" he said "Thiswill be an excdlent opportunity for me to enhance my knowledge.”

Wonderful. Somebody who saw Judy as a guinea pig, nothing more. | wondered how held like enhancing
his knowledge of what getting flung out afifth-floor window fdlt like. Helooked pretty sharp—maybe he
could learn to fly before he hit the ground.

| made myself relax. By hislights, Hr. Murad was only doing hisjob. Whét he learned from Judy might



help him treat somebody ese. But that didn't mean | had to like him, and | didn't.

Nigel Cholmondeley was carrying a case large enough that he had to be stronger than he looked. He set
it on the empty bed next to Judy's, flipped open the brass catches, and took out four of the big-eared
virtuous redity helmets|'d last seen in the constabulary station.

Helooked at the setup in the room, fretfully clucked histongue between histeeth. "Forming acircle
under these circumatances will be rather difficult,” he said, making theain rather so broad | thought he'd
never finish pronouncing it.

Madame Ruth was bluntly practical. "WEell just turn her around,” she said. "It'll be easy if her head end's
at the foot of the bed." Hr. Murad took care of that moving Judy with a practiced gentlenessthat said he
might have a bedside manner after dl. Madame Ruth rounded on the constable. "Hey, you, be
useful—move some chairs around for us." She gestured to show what she wanted.

The constable gave her adirty look but did as she asked him: he put one chair at the foot of the bed,
close by where Judy's head now rested, and one more to either sde at that end of the bed. While he was
taking care of that Nigel Cholmondeley set avirtuousredity helmet on Judy. Shedidn't react at dl asit
covered her eyesand ears.

When he was done, Cholmondeley turned to me and said, "Y ou Sit here." Here was the sesat right across
the footboard from Judy. Cholmondeey and Madame Ruth took the other two seats. Grunting, Madame
Ruth got up from hers and arranged Judy's arms so her wrists and hands dangled off the sides of the bed
"Oh, capitd," Cholmondeley said as she sat back down. "Now we shall be able to maintain the persond
contact S0 essentia inthisexercise.”

He handed me avirtuous redity helmet. | put it on. The world went black and silent From my earlier
experience, | knew | was supposed to take the hands of the peopleto either side of me. | groped for
them. At first | didn't find them. | wondered what waswrong until | realized Madame Ruth and
Cholmondeley needed to put on their helmets, too.

| wished | were holding one of Judy's hands, but that wasn't how the medium and the channdler had set
things up, and | had to assume they knew what they were doing. No sooner had that thought crossed my
mind than Nigel Cholmondd ey’ sleft hand caught my right A moment later, Madame Ruth's right hand
took my left in awarm, damp, fleshy grasp.

And amoment after that, the psychic circle complete, we were on the Other Side. Madame Ruth had
warned me we wouldn't be going back to the garden where we'd questioned Erasmus, so 1'd been
braced for worse. | wasn't braced for what we encountered.

"We're here, sure enough,” Nigel Cholmondeley said; as soon as he spoke, | could see his virtuous
imege.

"But whereis here?" | asked to help him seeme.

"A bad place," Madame Ruth said, springing into apparent being. "Very bad.”

Asinmy earlier ventureinto virtuous redlity, they both appeared idealized to my second sight
Cholmondel ey handsome, with more meat on his scrawny bones, Madame Ruth minus about haf of her
corpulent self and her screechy tough-guy accent Asbefore, | couldn't see mysdlf at dl.

| couldn't see any sign of Judy, ether.

Not as before, | couldn't see anything but my spirit guides. The Nine Beyonds were dark as an



underground cave a midnight. My sight had been totaly obscured when | dipped the virtuous reality
helmet over my eyes. What | was sensing now felt darker than totaly obscured. | don't know how, but it
did.

It wasjust dark like acave; it didn't fed asif wewereinsde one. If wed been in agarden before, my
guess was that we were in jungle now, jungle on amoonless, starless night amillion miles—or maybe
farther—from anything of man's. Though | knew my body was back in acool room at the West Hills
Temple of Healing, the air that seemed to be around me fdlt hot and wet and smelled asif things| didn't
want to know about were just beginning to rot somewhere not far enough away.

Things were moving there, too, and | didn’t know what they were because | couldn't see them. Whatever
they were, | didn't think they meant uswell. Thiswas not a place where we were meant to be. A sudden
sharp noise made the sdif | didn't have start in larm: it sounded asif something had stepped on adry
twig, dthough where you could have found adry twig in that tifling humidity, | couldn't tell you.

| remembered the One Called Night was aso known as the Crackler. Having remembered, | wished |
could forget again.

| turned to Madame Ruth. "How are we supposed to find Judy in al this?' We were somewherein one
Beyond; even if we somehow went over every inch of it (and | wasafraid it had alot of inches), that left
eight moreto search. We were liable to be there forever, or maybe twenty minutes longer.

The Emperor Hadrian's death poem ran through my mind Ammula vagula blandula... Little soul,
wandering, gentle guest and companion of my body, into what places will you go now, pale, stiff,
and naked, no longer sporting as you did?If I'd perceived mysalf asembodied in that dreadful place, |
would have burst into tears. Theimagefit only too well what | feared was happening to Judy's spirit.

"Wdl do the best we can, Mr. Fisher," Madame Ruth answered. "Beyond that, | don't know what to tell
you. Thisdomain is not shaped by us adone; the Power who dwells here influences our perceptions. We
must attempt to move, and hope we find oursalves guided toward Mistress Adler.”

She'd warned before we set out that thiswouldn't be as easy as contacting Erasmus had been. She hadn't
warned how bad it would be. Maybe she didn't know till wetried it; virtuous redity isatechnology that's
just opening up, which means one of the thingsits practitioners are till discovering iswhat can go wrong.

| got the feding that if anything went serioudy wrong in the Nine Beyonds, Hr. Ali Murad would learn
some things he hadn't expected—and some new intrepid explorers of virtuous redlity would haveto try to
rescue three more spiritslost in this suffocating place.

Would they have any better fortune than we did?

Madame Ruth had said we had to try to move, to explore the Nine Beyonds and hope we found Judy.
Movewedid, but it wasn't easy. The Nine Beyonds resisted every metaphysical motion we made. We
cried out, but everywherein vain. It was asif wewere drunk, asif the Nine Beyonds themsaves were
having sport with us, mocking our search. We might aswell have been wading through mud, through
quicksand, through hot clinging dime.

And it felt asif the areaiin which we stood and moved was growing smdler al the time. With everything
perfectly black al around us, with Madame Ruth and Nigel Cholmondeley the only things my second
sight could perceive, | don't know how | got that impression, but | did. That led meto another interesting
question (if interesting and horrible are synonyms): what would happen if it closed redl tight around us?

Some experiments you'd rather not see performed, especialy on you.



No sooner had | thought that than | discovered | wasn't the only onefeding theinvisbleclosngin. Voice
tight with concern, Nigel Cholmonddey said, "1 think we had best withdraw, lest we be overwhelmed by
that which lurksin darkness here."

"How do we get away?" | asked.
"Bregk the circle; free your hands," Madame Ruth said. "Quickly."

That hadn't been easy even when we were leaving the virtuous redlity garden. Remembering you had an
actud physical body that could do things was tough; making it do those things tougher.

And not for me alone—I watched the virtuousimages of Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth twist in
concentration as they struggled to make their bodies respond to their wills. No doubt my own virtuous
image bore asmilar grimacein their second sight.

Madame Ruth had been right; we needed to hurry. Something was breathing down the neck | hadn't
brought along to the Nine Beyonds. | didn't know what the One Called Night could do to me, but | was
very conscious of operating on the Power's turf—or rather, muck. If it took hold of me...

Just then, one of us (to thisday, | don't know who) managed to get a hand loose and break the circle.
Coming bade wasn't like returning from the garden; | seemed to befdling and falling in aforever
compressed into maybe a second and ahalf. Worse dill, | thought the One Called Night was fatting after
me, falling faster than | was, reaching out with black, black handsin which never a star would shine.

Under the virtuous redlity helmet, my eyesflew open. | saw only (darknessthere, too, but it wasa
darkness| knew, thefamiliar darkness of This Side. Unlike the blacker than black of the Nine Beyonds,
| knew what to do about this. | yanked the helmet off my head and sat blinking in the mellow afternoon
un.

| got my helmet off just ahead of Nigel Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth. Their faces—their red,
everyday faces, not the idealized images they borein the rellms of virtuous redlity—were pae and
haggard, as yours would be, as mine surely was, after such anarrow escape.

Cholmonde ey leaned forward, pulled off Judy's virtuous redlity helmet Her face showed nothing, just as
it had before the helmet went on. Her spirit hadn't been in there to experience what we'd gone through.

Madame Ruth wiped sweat from her forehead with one deeve. | didn't think the sweat had anything to
do with wearing the helmet " Jesus," she muttered "It tried to follow us back."

Too bloody right it did." Cholmondeley also sounded shaken to the core. "I think it used Mistress Adler
asitsconduit: it controls her spirit, after all."

"I never heard of that," | said.

"Nor had 1," Cholmondeey answered "Nor, so far as| know, has any practitioner of virtuous redity. Of
course, there isthe caveat that anyone encountering the phenomenon at full strength, so to speak; is
unlikely to remain apractitioner of virtuousredity, or, indeed of any trade theresfter.” He essayed a
laugh; it came out as aseries of nervouslittle barks.

The procedure was unsuccessful ?* Hr. Murad asked He hadn't been there with us. Lucky him.

"Buddy, you're lucky—we're lucky—its us Sitttn' here talking to you, and not the One Called Night,"
Madame Ruth said. Nigel Cholmondeey's nod in support of that was as herky-jerky as hislaugh had
been.



| stood up. | felt asif 1'd been away from my body for along time, dogging through the steaming, lightless
swamps of the Nine Beyonds. The physical part of me, though, the part that hadn't |eft the chair, rose
now so smoothly that | knew virtuous redlity had fooled me again.

Before Hr. Murad could turn Judy the right way around on her bed, | leaned over the footboard and
looked down into her face. Her eyes were open, and looking back at me. Nothing showed in them, any
more than it had before: no recognition of me, no awareness of where shewas.

| kept looking, down into the blackness of her pupils. Was the One Called Night hiding in that blackness,
peering back at me through those portholesinto This Side whileit held her spirit trapped in the Nine
Beyonds? | had no way to tell.

When | stepped back, the hedler did put Judy back where she belonged. Nigel Cholmondeley was
glumly packing the virtuous redlity helmets back into their travel case. He set ahand on my arm. Terribly
sorry, old man, | truly am. I'd hoped for better results.”

"Sodidl." | looked a Judy again. If we couldn't get her spirit back from the Nine Beyonds, she was
going to stay in that bed for the rest of her life, esting when they fed her, drinking when they gave her
water, wiggling every now and then for no reason at al. And what would happen when she died? Could
her spirit bresk free of the One Cdlled Night even then?

| shivered dl over, and the room wasn't that cool. In away, she was even worse off than Jesus Cordero.
With no natura soul of hisown, he a least had hopes of getting an artificia onefrom Sow Jinn Fizz. But
what could Ramzan Durani do for Judy, whose spirit was stolen rather than absent?

What could anyone do?

Hr. Murad stepped in front of Madame Ruth as she was about to go out the door. "Wait, please," he
said in the tone of somebody trying—not too hard—to be polite about giving an order. "We have not yet
fully examined the etiology of your treetment'sfailure.”

Madame Ruth looked down her nose a him. She wastaler than he was, aswell aswider. "If you don't
get out of that doorway, sonny, I'm gonna squash you flat Y ou ask nice, maybe well talk abouit it later.
Right now | need adrink or two awhole lot more than | need you." She advanced. Hr. Murad retreated.
Nigd Cholmondeey followed in her massive wake.

| followed, too. Leaving Judy was aknife stuck in my heart, but staying mere, with her like that, hurt even
worse. | felt another deepless night coming up. I'd had too many of those lately, and earned every one of
them.

"Excuse me," | caled to Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth asthe)” were about to step on the dide back
down to the lobby.

They both paused. "Sorry like anything we couldn't help ya, Mr. Fisher," Madame Ruth said. "I'm just
glad we got oursalves back to This Side in one piece. Too bad we couldn't bring your girl friend with us.”

"Mogt unfortunate,”" Nigel Cholmondeley agreed.

"For Judy especidly,” | said, at which the two of them had the grace to nod. That gave methe nervel
needed to go on: "If | can come up with anything that would give us a better chance, would you be willing
to take another try at rescuing her from the Nine Beyonds?'

They looked at each other. | didn't like the look; it said, Not on your life, bud. Madame Ruth opened
her mouth to answer, and I'd bet abig pile she was about to say that out loud. Cholmondeley raised a



finger to stop her; he was the smooth man of the pair. What he said was, "It would have to be something
quite extraordinary, Mr. Fisher." Which was aso no, but sugar-coated so it went down sweeter.
Besdes, he wouldn't want to drive away business by coming right out and saying virtuous redlity just
couldn't do sometricks.

S0 he let me hope—a needle-ey€e's worth, maybe, but hope. The last thing at the bottom of Pandora's
box, and generally running too many lengths behind trouble ever since. But it wasdl | had, so | clasped it
to my bosom.

What | didn't have was any idea of what | might come up with that would give us abetter chancein the
Nine Beyonds. The One Called Night seemed to rule the roost there. Why not? It was his roost.

If we could make him confront us on neutral ground, so to speak, we'd have a better chance of making
him release Judy's spirit But how? The Nine Beyonds were his home on the Other Side. | didn't see any
way to force him out Beat him on his home ground, then? We'd tried that aready, with no luck.

That left—nothing | could see.

Madame Ruth and Nigel Cholmondeley had dready did away. | stood by the dide, doing my best to
come up with the brilliant idea to save the day. It'sadways easy in the adventure Sories. I'd even done it
myself, when | summoned the Garuda Bird to the Devonshire dump.

Not thistime.

Another degplessnight. Thistime | mean it literdly. When it got to be about onein the morning, | just
gave up and made mysdlf acup of coffee. If | was going to be awake, | might aswell be awake, |
figured Somehow I'd stagger through the next day and somehow, after that, I'd degp. Meanwhile...

Meanwhile, | prowled around my flat. For want of anything better to do, | cleaned it cleaner than it had
been since just before the High Holy Days the year before. When | moved the couch and chair to clean
under them, | found dose to acrown and ahalf in loose change, so | even turned a profit on the dedl.

| read an adventure story, paid some bills, wrote some letters, dl the thingsyou do in dack time. | wrote
to people who hadn't heard from mein so long, | hoped the shock wouldn't send ‘em on to the Other
Sde.

Every so often, I'd get up from the kitchen table—which doubled as desk—and go back in the bedroom.
Not to try to go to deep: I'd given up on that 1'd push back the curtain and look out at the night It was
very dark out there, no moon, just acouple of stars| could see. | might have thought it looked redlly
black if | hadn't amost been trapped in the Nine Beyonds that afternoon. Next to that place, Angels City
night was high noon in the desert.

Back out to the kitchen for another cup of coffee. As| had once or twice before, | wished for an
ethernet st to give me some noise to be londly with. With quiet al around me, | couldn't keep from
thinking, and none of my thoughts were ones | wanted.

| went back to the bedroom again. Still night outside. What asurprise. My alarm clock told meit was
haf past four. Maybe | wasimagining things, but | thought the horological demon sounded dightly
worried a having me awake and prowling around at that hour. Maybe | darmed it for achange.

| sat down on the bed. The gate | wasin, that proved another mistake. It made me remember al the
fanes Judy and | had lain there together, and how unlikely we wereto do it again. My eyesfilled with the
easy tearsthat can come when you're haf underwater with exhaugtion. An effect of the law of contagion?



| don't know.

Out to the kitchen again, thistime for breskfast Y ou stay up dl night, you get hungry. | was washing the
disheswhen apigeon landed on the tile roof above me with anoise like aflying carpet crashing into the
gdeof ahill inthefog. There have been timeswhen that kind of predawn racket's bounced me out of

bed in afright. If 1'd been adeep, it might have happened again. Asthingswere, | welcomed the noise—it
showed something besides me was dive and moving.

| finished washing the dishes, dried them (aprodigy), and put them away (abigger prodigy). Then | took
ashower, and after that | went back into the bedroom and got dressed to face the new day.

Facing the day, in fact, was easy: when | opened the bedroom drapes, the eastern sky was brilliant pink,

shading toward gold at the horizon. 1t got brighter by the second as | watched. Findly the sun crawled up
into sight. Another day had started. | didn't fed too bad, not physically. Mentaly, spiritudly... adifferent

gory.

The sun rose higher, as the sun hasaway of doing. What had been ablack mystery out past my window
was revedled as—what a surprisel—romantic Hawthorne, anot particularly exotic suburb of Angels

City.
| started to turn my back on the too-familiar panorama, then stopped with onefoot inthe air. Before| fell

over, | spun around and ran for the little book by my phone. | was just about sure | had that number, but
not quite. | checked. | hadit. | caled it.

"Hello?" Through two phone imps, | recognized that groggy tone. I'd had it mysdlf, thetoo carry inthe
morning when Charlie Kely called me and got me and Judy and maybe the whole world into the mess
wewerein. | didn't care. | started to talk.

| found aparking spot right at the corner of Thirty-Fourth and Vine, settled my carpet into it, and settled
me down to wait. I'd got there twenty minutes before | was supposed to meet him. Held promised he'd
come. He'd even sounded eager to help, which to my way of thinking only proved he didn't fully
understand the Situation.

That corner wasn't one of the swankier onesin Angels City, and it wasn't an angel who sauntered past
and gave methe eye. It was a succubus, swinging her hipsfit to make the Pope sweat But my mind was
on other things. She muttered something | was lucky enough not to catch and walked on down the Strest.

Two spacesin front of me, acarpet pulled out and headed up Vine. Within haf aminute, another one did
into the space. Tony!" | exclaimed gladly; promises or no, I'd feared he'd find some reason not to come.
Before sx in the morning, you're ligble to promise anything, just to get apest off the phone,

But here hewas, grinning like a man who's had some deep, anyhow. "Let'sgo, Dave," hesaid I'veread a
lot about virtuous redlity; you think I'm gonnathrow away achanceto check it out from the insde?’

If hed had any sense, he would have. He must not have had sense; he gave me ashot in the ribswith his
elbow and went into the office building ahead of me. He was singing something in Lithuanian. | caught
Perkunas name, but that was all. Before I'd met Tony, | wouldn't have understood that, either.

My legs are longer than his. By the time we got to Madame Ruth's office, | was acouple of stridesin
front of him. | opened the door and went in, Tony on my heels. If | told you Madame Ruth |ooked
delighted to seeme, I'd be lying.

"Mr. Fisher," she said, as patiently as she could (which wasn't very), "wetold you yesterday we couldn't



do anything morefor you."

"No, that's not quite what you said,” | answered. "Nigel Cholmondeey said you couldn't do anything
unless| came up with something extraordinary. Well, here heis—Mr. Antanas Sudakis." | wasn't making
al the sense | might have; more than a day without deep will do that to you.

Tony grinned. " Something extraordinary, hey?| likethat."

Madame Ruth did not look amused. "Why is he extraordinary?' she asked. Why is he extraordinary,
wise guy?waswhat her tone said.

So | told her why, in detail and probably repeating myself more than alittle. | watched her eyebrows, or
rather the painted lines that showed where they used to live. They'd ridden high and skeptica on her
forehead when | started, but the longer | talked, the lower they got.

When | finished, shejust said, "Wait here, both of youse." She walked out, came back aminute later with
Nigel Cholmondeley. "Okay, bugter, tell him what you just told me."

So | did. | doubt | was any smoother the second time around than | had been thefirst. By thetime | was
through, Cholmonde ey was rubbing hislong, horsy chin in speculation. When he spoke, it wasn't to me
but to Tony Sudakis. "My principa objection, sir, is doubt that Perkunasis a Power sufficiently powerful
(pleaseforgive the play on words) to achieve the effect desired in the Nine Beyonds."

The Thunderer not powerful enough?' Tony was aman of direct action. | was afraid he'd take some
now; pitching Cholmondeley through awadll, for instance. But he didn't; hejust said, "Listen, once upon a
time not so long ago afarmer invited the Devil to his daughter's wedding. He didn't redly want him there,
s0 he said the Chrigtian God, the Virgin, and a bunch of saints were coming, too. The Devil didn't care.
Then the farmer told him held invited Perkunas, and the Devil stayed avay—he remembered how the
Thunderer had beaten the tar out of him the last time they met If he can do that, you think he can't handle
something like the One Cdled Night?'

Madame Ruth and Cholmondeley looked at each other. 1'm no psychic, but | could read their minds
anyhow: Perkunas had to be one tough, smart Power to have survived so long in the predominantly
Chrigtian thecosystemn of Europe. | wouldn't have wanted to run him up against Huitzilopochtli or
Huehueteotl, but the One Called Night wasn't a Power on their order of magnitude himself.

The other variable in the equation was that Perkunas hadn't gone down to hell to best the tar out of the
Devil. Could he do it in the Nine Beyonds, even with the advantage I'd outlined to the virtuous reality
practitioners?

| had noidea | did know | wasn't going to bring it up if the medium and the channeler didn't. | was
willing to take any chance at al to go after Judy again; | wanted to persuade them to try again, too,
because | couldn't reach the Nine Beyonds without ‘em.

"Gentlemen, do please excuse us," Nigd Cholmonddey said. "We shdl have to consult with each other
on the proper course of action to take.”

They went over into the next office, which was Cholmondeley's. Last time they'd done that, | hadn't
heard athing. Now, Madame Ruth's screeches came right through the wall. A moment later, so did
Cholmonddey’ s shouts. | was glad they'd identified what they were doing as a consultation. If they
hadn't, I'd have called it abrawl.

But everything was sweetness and light when they came back into Madame Ruth's office. Madame Ruth



glared at me, scowled at Sudakis, glared a me again. Then shesad, "Let'sgo.”
| gaped "Judt like that?*

"Just likethat," she said. "Weve got nothing calendared til late this afternoon, and either well be ableto
bring this off by then or else well end up stuck in the Nine Beyonds and we won't gottaworry about it
So comeon.”

Onwe came. Tony and | flew to the West Hills Temple of Healing each on his own carpet. That sort of
thing adds to Angds City'straffic nightmares, but it was more convenient for both of us because we'd be
going homein opposite directions. Besdes, | didn't want to endanger anybody but meif | fell adeep at
thefringe.

We got into the West Hills parking lot within a couple of minutes of each other, then stood around
waiting for Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth. | figured they'd be alittle while; they had to pack up their
gear before they flew over. Tony smoked acigarillo while we waited. HeEd just ground it out under his
hedl when their carpet settled itsalf a couple of spaces over from mine.

"We can go straight up,” Cholmondeley said as he hauled the case toward the doorway. | caled ahead to
make sure Mistress Adler isn't undergoing any other spiritual thergpy at the moment™ He was more
efficient than I'd given him credit for.

"Good," | said, from the bottom of my heart, for it also meant they hadn't had to transfer Judy to the IPU
or anything like that They were supposed to cal and let you know when they did that but I'd been away
from home dl morning. She hadn't got worse, then. Where she was struck me as bad enough.

We went up to thefifth floor together. Waiting for usin Judy's room, aong with the constable, was Hr.
Murad. He and Madame Ruth exchanged unfriendly looks. | fdlt like reminding them they were on the
same side, but they remembered by themsdlves. Murad arranged the chairs for the virtuous redlity circle
before anyone asked him to, and he remembered that circle would have an extramember today.

Thistime | shifted Judy to the foot of the bed. However much I'd hoped it would, it didn't fed asif | were
touching thewoman | loved. Her flesh might have been there on the bed, but her essence wasn't.

Nigel Cholmondeey did the virtuous reality helmet onto her head. As before, he and Madame Ruth took
the seatsto either Sde of her. | sat on the other side of Madame Ruth, with Tony between me and
Cholmonddey.

From his case, Cholmondeley passed us virtuous redlity helmets. The room went black as| dipped mine
on. Again as before, afew seconds undignified fumbling followed, with al of ustrying to find our
neighbors hands.

And then we were back in the Nine Beyonds: blacker than black, hot, wet, fetid Somehow | got theidea
the One Called Night knew we were there faster than he had before. | couldn't see anything, but the
gpace around me already felt tight and strained, asif my spirit wastrying to fit into apair of pantsa
couple of inchestoo smdl for it.

"Boy, thismay bethe Other Side, but it's sure not the high-rent district,” Tony Sudakis said. When he
spoke, he became visble to mein the midst of the darkness. When | met him, | thought he looked like
somebody who'd been agood football player till the competition got too big for him to handle. Well, his
virtuous redity image was about seven feet tall and maybe four feet wide through the shoulders: big
enough to make agood football team, not just aplayer. Other than size, though, it looked like Tony.



Thisiswhat | warned you about,” | said, mostly to make mysdlf known to him. Madame Ruth and Nigdl
Cholmondeley spoke up, too, and appeared in my second sight asthey did so. No trace of Judy. | hadn't
expected one, but you never give up hope.

Cholmondeley turned to Tony Sudakis. "If thisisto work, it had best work soon: the advantage of
surprise, don't you know?" he said. The longer the One Cdled Night hasto gather his resources against
us, theworse our likdy plight.”

"Okay." Tony's virtuous voice was nearly an octave deeper than the one he redlly had. He reached insde
the shirt that had grown with historso, pulled out the little amber amulet 1'd seen him usethefirgt timel
walked into hisoffice.

Here, though, it didn't seem like just amber. It shonelike atiny piece of the sun, and shed redl light
through the gloom of the Nine Beyonds. Looking at trees and mud and stagnant water wasn't much, but it
beat |ooking a hostile, smothering black nine ways from Sunday.

In that rumbling, thunderous voice, Tony Sudakis cdled, Perkunas, Thunderer, hear your loya subject
Do for us, trapped herein the Nine Beyonds, as you did for the Morning Star at her wedding: give us, |
pray you, the Nine Sunsin the sky!"

Hed sworn by Perkunas and the Nine Suns a couple of times, enough to make me think his god might
have some power in the Nine Beyonds that the One Called Night wouldn't expect. If ever a Power
seemed idedlly suited to influence another's home environment, thiswasthe time.

| waited for what felt like forever, though | knew time was, to say the leadt, arbitrary in the realm of
virtuous redlity. Then that glowing bit of what had been amber flew off the chain around Tony's neck and
stresked for the black sky. Surdly you've wished on afdling star. Therein the Nine Beyonds, | wished
onarising one.

Up and up the shining spark flew. No matter how highiit rose, it didn't get any dimmer. Its progress
halted directly over what would have been my head if | could have sensed mysdlf in virtuousredlity.

Another pause, and then a great explosion of light, enough and more to dazzle the eyes | didn't have here.
The sky stayed black, but suddenly nine suns blazed there, in the most beautiful ring I'd ever seen.

"By Jove," Nigd Cholmondeey murmured.
"No," Tony sad smugly. "By Perkunas.

Light spread over the Nine Beyonds for the first time since the One Called Night shaped hisredlm from
the raw stuff of the Other Side. | could see what was around me and, in adifferent way, | could perceive
the whole domain at once.

| could bewrong, but | thought each of the Nine Sunsilluminated a different Beyond. | sensed dl Nine
Beyonds. All I'll say about them isthat, even illuminated, each was less attractive than the next If the One
Cadlled Night had designed this place for his persona comfort, well, if you ask me, he should have hired a
decorator.

And there, off in the distance and yet a the same time close enough to reach out and touch, | saw
something that didn't belong in thisdark jungle. "Judy!" | cried. The One Cdled Night might have tried to
hide her, but he couldn't, not with Perknnas Nine Suns blazing down from the black sky.

No sooner had | called her name than she stood there beside me. Asl've said, virtuous reality images
have away of improving on mundane redlity. Not, you understand, that | ever thought Judy needed



improving on, but seeing her there made me understand dl at once how Bestrice must have looked to
Dante.

Dante hadn't needed virtuous redlity to seethat way, but Dante was an artist and agenius. Me, I'm just
an EPA man. However it had cometo me, | knew I'd cherish Judy's virtuous image the rest of my days.

Y ou know what else? By her expression, | didn't look half bad to her, either.

She said, "Thank you, David. | was beginning to be afraid I'd never get out of thisdreadful place. | never
lost hope, but | was worried. When the One Called Night hid me from you the last time you came here,
whenever mat was, | wondered if anyone could sense me. But you found away."

"I never lost hope, either,” | said. "I—" Thelight that filled the Nine Beyonds got dimmer. | looked up
into the sky. The Nine Sunswere gtill there, but they seemed to fade more with every apparent second |
watched.

"We haveto escape a once,” Madame Ruth said urgently. "Thisisthe domain of the One Called Night.
Perkunas and the Nine Suns may have taken him by surprise, but Perkunasis not the ruling Power here.”

"My colleagueis correct,” Nigel Cholmondeey said. "We must break the virtuous redlity circle.
Remember your fleshly forms; will them to separate one from the other, to loose the hands you are now

holding. Quickly!"

| concentrated on the body 1'd |eft behind at the West Hills Temple of Hedling. Remembering | had
hands, let done moving them, took more effort than | thought | had in me. And dl the while, the Nine
Beyonds got darker and darker and darker. | felt the power of the One Called Night closing in around
us

And then | was back in room 547 again. | was till holding hands with Tony Sudakis and Madame Ruth,
50 | hadn't been the oneto let go. That wasthefirst thing | noticed as| did turn loose of my companions
and snatch the virtuous redlity helmet off my head. Only then, as| blinked against light that seemed much
too bright, did | redize the One Cdled Night hadn't tried to chase us aswe left hisdomain thistime.

Y ou have to understand—all that passed through my mind in afraction of asecond, and asmall fraction
to boot Then | stopped caring about it, because Judy had taken off her helmet, too. Shewas sittingupin
her bed, looking over her shoulder at me, and smiling bright as all Nine Suns put together.

| smiled back. So did Tony, Nigel Cholmondeley, Hr. Murad, and the constable who'd been keeping
watch on her she wasn't wearing her own clothes, just a pure white healing gown of virgin linen, and dl it
had in back was a couple of tiesthat didn't do much to hold it together.

When Judy figured that out, she squeaked and wiggled around so the part of the gown that actualy
covered her was frontways to us. Then she said to me, "David, | think you'd better introduce meto these
people. Y ou got to me through virtuous redlity, didn't you?"

That'sright,” | said, and did as she'd asked After the hellos and thank-yous, | went on, ™Y ou told me you
wanted to get involved in the new technology. | don't suppose you wanted to seeit from theinsde out,

though.”

"No." She shook her head so her hair flew every which way, a Judy gesture I'd seen sincethe day | met
her. It made any tiny doubts I'd had disappear she was back on This Side, fully and completdly. "It was
dill interesting,” she added. 1'd recognize dl of you from theway | saw you in the Nine Beyonds, but you,
David, you looked just the sameto me."



Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth gave me an odd look. | didn't understand for asecond, and then | did:
you need to be a person of unusua virtue—Brother Vahan, say—to keep your normal appearancein
virtuousredlity. My earsgot hot. "Must belove," | muttered.

"Very likely," Nigd Cholmondeley said. "After dl, wereit not for thelove you bear for Mistress Adler,
shewould ill betrapped on the Other Side.”

That only made my ears hotter. Back in the Nine Beyonds, I'd idedlized Judy into animage I'd cherish all
my life, while shed seen mejust as| am. Which was the greater compliment? | couldn't begin to tell you.

The constable pulled out a sheet of parchment and a pen. Where the rest of us were exalted, he stayed
businesdike. "Can you describe the motivations of the alleged perpetrators who caused your spirit to be
projected into the realm on the Other Side termed the Nine Beyonds, Mistress Adler?' he asked
formdly.

"Y ou mean, why they sent me there?' Judy said—sure enough, a copy editor to the core. She shook her
head again. They didn't tell me much, which was probably sensible from their point of view. | think they
just didn't want to have to worry about my escaping for awhile. They had some sort of big plans afoct,
though; | know that much. They kept saying they'd ded with me properly once this other thing, whatever

it was, happened.”

That reminded me she didn't know what had gone on at the Devonshire dump or Chocolate Weasd!. It
aso explained why she hadn't been at the Chocolate Weasdl building, but | didn't want to think about
what those people had intended to do to her once they got the power they'd sought.

Asfast as| could, | filled her in on what had been happening on This Side while she was Elsewhere. She
nodded soberly, saying, "That fitsin well with what we were talking about before they kidnapped me. I'm
just glad we managed to foil it."

"Not "we," Midress Adler,” Tony Sudakissaid. "Him." He pointed right a me. "If he hadn't thought to
summon the Canada Bird, we'd al have been in the soup.”

"Somebody had to do something,” | said. Seeing the admiring look Judy was giving me, | added, "What |
think I'll doishire Tony to do my advertisng for me. The other thing you have to remember isthat if it
hadn't been for his Perkunas and the Nine Suns, we couldn't have rescued you."

"Y eah, but you were the one who thought of that, too, and made Madame Ruth and Cholmondeley here
go dong with it even when they weren't what you'd cal enthusiagtic,” Tony said. The virtuous redlity duo
nodded vigoroudly.

"Whll, if you ingst on giving methe credit you know what?' | said. "I'm gonnatakeit." Everybody
laughed and clapped hands.

Judy said, "Do | have any clothes here besides this pegp-show of agown? Now that I'm living in my
body again, dl | want to do is check mysdlf out of here... where exactly am |, anyhow?"

Thisisthe West Hills Temple of Healing, Mistress Adler," Hr. Murad said. He opened the closet,
pointed to atunic and trousers. These are the garments in which you were discovered. They have been
laundered subsequent to their detailed examination by the constabulary.”

| dare say they'd needed laundering, too; | wondered how long Judy's body had worn them and soiled
them while her spirit was trapped in the Nine Beyonds. She must have been thinking the same thing, for
shesad, They'll doto get meout. Then | think I'll burn them.”



"Asyou wish, MigressAdler,” Hr. Murad said. "One formdity yet remains before you can be released.”
Judy gave him a classic make-it-snappy look. It took effect Hadtily, he went on, "1 must certify you as
sound before sending you down to the business office."

"Go ahead, then," Judy said, visibly composing hersdf. As one who worked with magic, she knew the
importance of adhering; strictly to rules and procedures.

To give Hr. Murad his due, he made the examination the formaity he'd told Judy it would be. He took
her pulse and blood pressure, then said, "Please recite the creed of your faith.”

"Sh'ma yisroayl, adonai elohaynu, adonai ekhod," Judy said, and then for good measure repested it in
English: "Hear, O Isradl, the Lord our God, the Lord isone.”

Hr. Murad made cryptic notes on her chart. When he was through scribbling, he said, "1 have the
pleasure of pronouncing you physicaly and spiritualy sound.”

Then please leave, dl of you, and let me get dressed,” she said, adding, "David, when I'm done with their
business people, will you take me home?"

"Sure" | said. "WEell haveto let the Long Beach and Angels City congtables know you're well; they'll
both want to talk with you. But," | went on—quickly, to keep her from throwing the bud vase on the
night table at me, "we don't haveto do it right now."

"I'll take care of thet," the A.C. congtable on guard duty said He grinned I'll give you alittiewhile,
though.”

Thanks," Judy said We dl trooped outside. Hr. Murad went off to see another patient Nigel
Cholmondeley and Madame Ruth headed for the dide. So did the congtable.

| turned to Tony Sudakis. Thanks morethan | can say.”

"No problem." He brushed it aside. "I'm just glad everything worked out. Listen, | gotta get back to
work. | hope | see you around—Iong as you're not investigating my dump.”

They'll send somebody else out there from now on,” | told him. I've got a conflict of interest”

He grinned dapped me on the back, and took off. | waited in the corridor. Right acrossfrom mewasa
sgnwith big red letters: INTENSIVE PRAYER UNIT. ALL VISTORS MUST BE BLESSED
BEFORE ENTERING. | just looked &t it, gladder than | can say that Judy hadn't had to pass through
those portals.

She came out of her room. | had to show her where the business office was down on the ground floor,
she knew nothing of how she/d come here but what 1'd told her. The business people were inclined to be
huffy with her until she said the magic words: Blue Scutum. Then suddenly everything was easy, though
shedid haveto spend awhilefilling out the BSforms.

At last we went out to the parking lot and buckled oursalves onto my carpet. Before we took off, |
leaned over and gave her aloss. She grabbed me. We hugged for awhile. Before | puddied up, | started
flying her home. | took everything dow and easy, keeping in mind how tired | was.

It was the middle of the day, o traffic was easy. Practicaly everybody at her block of flats had goneto
work. We had to use my entry talisman; she didn't have hers.

"Oh, God, it'sgood to be here," she said when we went in. The curtains were open; she shut them. Then



she went into the kitchen and opened the icebox. | heard her cluck in distress. "Have to throw most of
this stuff out. But oh, good—there's till some beer in here.”

"Beer?' | echoed.

She ducked again, thistime a my foolishness. "For the cup of roots," she explained asif | weren't very
bright (and at the moment, | wasn't). She came back into the front room, where | was standing like alost
soul. She did her best to remedy that; thisloss she gave me... well, if my eyelids were window shades,
they'd have been flapping on their spindles from being yanked up too hard.

"Hereéswhat I'm going to do," she said ticking off points on her fingers, neat and organized asusud: I'm
going to drink the cup of roots. I'm going to get out of these clothes, never ever put them on again, and
take ashower to help me forget | was wearing them. Then I'm going to put on something | hope you'll
think ismoreinteresting and try and thank you properly for getting me back from the Nine Beyonds.
How does dl that sound?*

"Wonderful," | said hoarsdly.

"Good. It sounds wonderful to me, too." She gulped down the cup of roots, then took off her clothes
right there in the middle of the living room. When | tried to grab her, she skipped back away from me.
"Go gt down," shesaid "l do want to get clean. | won't belong, | promise. All right?”

"All right," | said and went over and sat down to proveit She nodded in approva and headed off toward
the bathroom. The water in there started to run.

| fell adegp on the couch.

Judy eventualy forgave me, though she hasn't let me forget about it. All | ever wanted from the minutel
landed in the Devonshire dump case, was to get things back to normd again. Brushing the edge of
Armageddon isfor saints and heroes, not aworking gtiff like me,

| haveto say I'm making progress. Judy and | set our date, and | solemnly promised to stay awake for
the wedding and the night after, too. "Y ou'd better, or I'll have it with somebody else" shetold me. But
we were both joking and we both knew it, so that was dl right.

| still haven't caught up on al my work. I'm gaining, but I've spent so much timein court lately thet |
haven't been at my desk as much as1'd need to dig out from under the backlog. But helping givethe
people who kidnapped Judy and amost wrecked Angels City (plus God knows how much of the rest of
the Confederation) just what they deserve hasits own satisfaction.

And, for that matter, | won't be out of court even after those trials are done. Onething | did manageto
accomplish was the report on the environmenta impact of introducing leprechaunsinto Angels City. |
didn't see any problemswith it, especialy after the Chumash Powers became irrelevant to the
prognostication. After Bearead the report, she said nice things about me in Monday staff meeting (or so
I'mtold; | wasn't there at the time—somehow | bear up under the disappointment).

But Save Our Basin decided to contest my findings, so that case should drag on more or lessinto
eternity. My guessisthat any possible damage the Wee Folk might cause would cost lessto fix than all
thelitigation about them, but I'm just a dumb inspector; they don't pay me to make palicy.

And I've been working on one other thing. Not long after all the commotion I've been talking about here,
| happened to notice atiny item in the Times to the effect that one Charles Kdly, an assistant
adminigtrator with the Environmental Perfection Agency back in D.SC., had resigned and been replaced



by achap named Gupta Singh.

Did Charlie jump or was he pushed?| didn't know then and | don't know now. | looked at the little story
and thought about how much trouble had come about—and how much more could have come
about—from the way he'd handled the Devonshire dump case. Not only had he given it to meinformally,
he'd been coy about feeding meinformation | needed like anything, and then held fled like an exorcised
demon when | counted on him most.

People had died in part because Charlie didn't handle hisjob the way he was supposed to. Even moreto
the point asfar as| was concerned, I'd dmost lost the most important person in my life. | know that on a
cosmic scale my prioritiesthere are skewed, but | don't weigh mysalf on acosmic scae.

And what had happened to Charlie because held screwed up and chickened out? He'd left his job, and
he might not even have been forced out of ft. That wasdl. It didn't seem enough, somehow.

| know what you're thinking: you're thinking | took out a compact on him. Sorry, no—bloody vengeance
isn't my style. Besides, | don't know any mages who know that kind of demon, and | didn't careto go
looking for one. Charlie wasn't worth jeopardizing my soul for, ether. But still—

| left it in the back of my mind, the place where things stew while you take care of more immediate
concerns. Findly, just before | got caled to the withess box oneday, | had anideal liked.

Unfortunately, doing something about it didn't prove as easy as|'d hoped Thefirst time| called back to
D.SIC., | couldn't get the information | needed. Frustrated but not, | resolved beaten, | put the idea back
into the stewpot and let ft Smmer while | went on with the rest of my life.

A couple of dayslater, while | was gulping down aburger at the courthouse cafeteria (better than the one
at the Con-federd Building, but not much), | knew where | could get my answer Once you've made
connections, youreafool if you don't use them.

So | cdled Centrd Intelligence, identified mysdlf, and asked to speak to the fellow who'd let me know
Henry Legion had shuffled off thismorta cail. | didn't have aname with which to identify him, but |
hoped CI would be able to get around that. Sure enough, inside aminute he was saying, "Good day, Mr.
Fisher. I'm glad everything worked out well for you and your lady."

Wi, | shouldn't have been surprised that Central Intelligence knew about such things. "Thanks," |
managed.

"What can | do for you today?" he asked.

| told him what | wanted and why | wanted it. I'll only useit theonce,” | promised "If you like, I'll tekea
forma oath on that."

"No need, Mr. Fisher," he said. The phoneimp in my ear reproduced a curious scratchy noise | identified
asachuckle. "Just between you, me, and thewall, I'd say you've earned the right to use it any way you
like. Don't tay on the ether now; I'll call you back in acouple of minutes with what you need.”

| hung up. Pretty soon, just as promised, the phone yarped | answered it, wrote down what the chap
from Centra Intelligence gave me, thanked him again, and hung up.

Then dl | had to do waswait Since | was doing thisfor my convenience, not Charli€'s, | waited till
Saturday night my Sabbath was over, so | could use the phone without the dightest sin, and | didn't have
to get up early and go to work the next morning. That counted too, for what | had in mind.



| was yawning when | picked up the phone a my flat but | didn't care. | called the number I'd gotten
from Centrd Intelligence: Charlie Kdly's home phone. | listened to the racket it made.

"Hello?" Even with phoneimps between us, Charlie sounded drowned in deep.
"Hello, Charlie" | answered brightly. Thisis Dave Fisher, out in Angds City. How are you this morning?'
"Jesus" hesaid, hisvoicealittle clearer. "Do you have any ideawhat timeit is?"

Since I'd asked my alarm dock, | knew down to the minute. "Y our time, it's5:07," | said: "Just the same
time when you called me here to get me into the Devonshire toxic spell dump case. It turned out dl right,
no thanksto you."

He started to splutter. | hung up.

Y ou know what? Phones aren't so bad after all.



